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BOARDROOM VOWS


I just woke up, snowed in at a remote cabin...

... with the grumpiest man alive...

... and there's only one bed.

I'm a Manhattan girl. My natural habitat is brunch followed by a Pilates class.

So tracking a feral, gun-toting recluse up a mountain in a blizzard?

Not my preferred way to spend an afternoon.

Knocking myself unconscious twenty feet from his cabin?

Somehow, that was worse.

Now, I'm snowed in with Afon Satyrin.

He's an ex-Bratva fixer.

Six-plus feet of flannel, scar tissue, and emotional unavailability.

He's also a billionaire, though he couldn't care less about money.

He has no interest in answering my questions.

But I didn't claw my way up this mountain to leave without the truth.

Every time I push too hard, he stalks off to chop wood like the world's grumpiest Hallmark villain...

Yet every time I'm actually in danger, he's the first one to the rescue.

He keeps telling me to go home.

His hands, however, are saying something else.

There's one bed.

The snow won't stop.

And the longer I'm trapped up here, the harder it gets to remember whether I'm supposed to be scared of him...

... or falling for him.

One-click and come get snowed in with a grumpy, ex-Bratva mountain man billionaire and the stubborn sunshine who won't let him hide from the world. [image: snowflake]

Tropes:

- Grumpy/sunshine

- Forced proximity

- Only one bed

- Snowed-in

- Age gap

- Mountain man

- Secret billionaire

- He's soft only for her

- Touch her and you-know-what-happens

- Morally gray protector
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CAROLINE


If I get one more bug bite on my ass, I'm going to lose my ever-loving mind.

And then wage holy war against the entire species.

Who invented these creatures? What kind of sick, vengeful God designed the mosquito?

Once I die, I fully intend to march up to the Big Man and demand some answers.

Airborne, itch-inducing bloodsuckers—really, Mr. Almighty? As if menstrual periods and biting the same spot on the inside of your cheek over and over again weren't bad enough, you had to go and craft the most despicable insects of all time, and then give them WINGS?! Where is your Human Resources department? I'd like to have a word.

He'll rue the day He made me.

Then again, the way my day is going, that meeting between me and my Maker might come sooner rather than later.

Because I've been hiking through these woods since dawn, and the sun is now setting behind the treetops, and I am hopelessly, irretrievably lost.

There's no more denying it. I've spent the better part of the evening pretending I was right on track, that I knew how to read a map, that I'm not the prissy city girl I've always known in my bones that I am.

But I am. I'm New York through and through.

I like PopUp bagels on a Saturday morning after yoga in Central Park. I know my nail tech's daughters' names and birthdays. I have a standing order at the bodega on the corner of 78th and Lex, I know that any first date who suggests we go to Carbone is to be avoided like the plague, and I cannot, for the life of me, operate a motor vehicle. My last driving instructor handed me his card and quietly suggested Uber.

Yet here I am.

Deep in the Catskill mountains.

As darkness sets in.

With no non-mosquito friends anywhere nearby to save me from my imminent demise.

I'd like to phone a friend, but (A) I don't have any of those anymore and (B) my phone died three hours ago.

I can't blame God or the skeeters for that one. I knew it was at 12% when I first ventured off of the trailhead, and I made the executive decision that I would simply find Afon Satyrin before the battery gave up the ghost. Bad move. I mean, confident move, right? Like, you go girl, way to believe in yourself.

But, uh, yeah. Bad move.

I just figured it couldn't possibly be that hard. Surely a man does not hide from civilization for six months without leaving some sort of breadcrumb trail, right?

And surely I, Caroline Eleanor Oglethorpe, daughter of one of New York's smartest attorneys, would be able to follow that trail like a bloodhound, right?

Wrong. God, I don't think I've ever been more wrong.

As it turns out, Afon is extremely good at covering his tracks, and I stand no chance of hunting him down. The trail—if you can call it that, which is generous—has dissolved into empty, featureless forest. Pine needles slap me in the face every fourteen seconds. There are leaves in my bra, in my hair, nestled deep in my unmentionables.

Have I seen that rock before? I definitely have.

Fuck me sideways. Am I going in circles?

I shift the strap of my backpack, summon all of my remaining willpower, and continue trudging up the side of this hostile mountain.

"You're fine," I say out loud. I started talking to myself around mid-afternoon. That's not what we in the Afon-finding business call "a sign that things are going well." "You're fine, Caroline. Any second now, you're gonna round a bend and run right into this elusive S.O.B."

I force myself to focus on my feet. One boot in front of the other, rinse and repeat. Like a bad dog on a leash, though, my mind keeps wandering back to my couch back home.

Well, it's not "my" couch, technically speaking, although I guess it also sort of is. My parents' will was complex, so it's taking a long time for the estate lawyers to sort through things. But I've been living in their brownstone pretty much since the funerals, so I guess calling it mine isn't crazy.

Regardless of the possession issue, it is definitely a nice couch. On a normal night, I'd be settling into it right about now to watch Naked & Afraid and smash a pint of Talenti Gelato (tiramisu flavor, obviously). Wouldn't that be nice? I check my Apple Watch for the time and⁠—

Shit. I forgot. That's dead, too.

The mosquito on my forearm, however, is not dead. It's actually thriving, which is extremely rude under the circumstances. I smack it so hard I leave a bloody smear shaped like a skull and crossbones.

"Good," I snarl at it with no remorse. "Tell your friends."

Then, with a sigh, I keep walking.

Afon Satyrin. What a thing to try to find. I don't know him that well, which is to say I basically don't know him at all. But I don't think anyone really knows him, you know what I mean? Like, the man is kind of fundamentally unknowable. Existentially speaking.

I know I'm not making sense. That's partially the sleep deprivation and the dehydration, as well as the frustration of a six-month-long goose chase. But I really do mean what I'm saying.

He's the silence between two heartbeats. The pause before bad news. The temperature drop before the storm starts, and also kind of in some ways the storm itself.

I've only met him three times. The first was when I buried my murdered parents. He stood in the back, dressed in all black, and didn't say a word to anyone.

The second was in my father's study three weeks later, when he handed me a manila envelope and told me, in that gravelly, baritone voice of his, that if I ever needed anything, I should call.

I wanted to, but I didn't have the guts to do it. So when I happened to see him at Cassandra's cousin Dani's wedding in May, I told myself that I'd walk up to him and ask him the question he's clearly been waiting years for me to ask.

But before I could, he vanished.

I caught a glimpse of his silhouette slipping through the exit door, and by the time I caught up, the city had swallowed him entirely, with not a crumb left behind.

Cut to six months later, and I'm prepared to die on this godforsaken mountain just to find him.

Needless to say, this wasn't Plan A. Plan A was ask Afon's nephew, Matvei, where to find him. But Matvei had no clue. He just knew that his uncle had left New York after a lifetime of service to the Lazarev Bratva and had no intentions of coming back. Afon's old bosses, Kir and Lukas Lazarev, co-pakhans of the Lazarev Bratva, were similarly clueless about where their former fixer had gone.

Plan B involved a private investigator with the unfortunate name of Guns McTaggart. Whether his parents hated him at birth or he had just suffered enough blunt force trauma to the head to decide that was a cool D.B.A., I'm not sure, but he really did have that printed on his business cards.

Anyway, Guns took my money—lots of it—only to eventually leave me with nothing but a vague crayon sketch of the Catskills on the back of a bar napkin and a half-hearted, morale-boosting departing phrase of "Good luck, kiddo."

So, here I am.

Plan Z.

Hunt down Afon myself.

I crest a ridge and the woods open up just enough for me to see the sky. It might be beautiful if it weren't so bleak and black tonight. Only a thin ray of moonlight peaks through the thick clouds.

My stomach rumbles, an unnecessary reminder that I'm very hungry and have only a single granola bar left.

I sit down on a rock to relieve my aching feet and sit down to unwrap it. As I chew, I ruminate—not for the first time in these last six months—about how fucking stupid I am. I brought one of these bad boys—one!—because I had this insane idea that I would find Afon and be back at the trailhead by lunchtime.

If the Caroline of Today could meet the Caroline of Yesterday, she'd punch her right in her dumb, smug little mouth.

It's only when I'm done licking the wrapper and have begun folding it into a tiny square—because my mama raised no litterer, even in extremis—that I see exactly the kind of Hail Mary I've been praying for.

Smoke.

A thin, faint, barely-there curl of smoke, rising through the trees about a quarter mile to the northeast. I'm not exactly Girl Scout of the Year, but I know deep in my bones that that smoke came from a chimney. It just has a quaint, domestic, log cabin feel to it. Don't ask me how I know.

And if there's a chimney, there's a house. And if there's a house…

… There's a person.

"Oh, thank God," I whisper, to the various woodland flora and fauna paying witness to my despair, to my dead parents, to the Big Man Himself, with whom I am willing to negotiate a temporary ceasefire pending further review of the mosquito issue. "Oh, thank God, thank God, thank God."

I start jogging toward it.

I don't let myself think it's him just yet. I can't bear the letdown that would follow if it isn't. After six months, I've learned not to let myself think anything is anything, because hope, it turns out, is the bug bite of emotions—small, persistent, maddening, and capable of ruining your entire week.

It's probably some retired dentist from Poughkeepsie. Or, if not that, a meth lab. It might even be—and I would, at this point, settle for this—a very large bear who has learned to make a fire.

If so, fuck it. Eat me up, baby.

One way or another, this journey has reached its conclusion.

I keep charging through. No mosquito or pine needle whip to the face can slow me down now. The woods thin, little by little, and then all at once, sending me rocketing out into a clearing.

In that clearing is a cabin.

It's straight out of Hansel and Gretel. Cedar shingles, a stone chimney, a weathered tin roof. A hefty woodpile is stacked neatly against one outer wall and a pair of boots rests on the porch. I wouldn't be surprised to look down and find a trail of breadcrumbs leading to the front door.

There's also a window.

And in that window is a man.

He's shirtless. I would like the record to reflect that I notice this aspect last. I'm a serious woman on a serious mission, and the shirtlessness of any man encountered during the prosecution of said mission is incidental, irrelevant, and⁠—

He turns toward the window.

—Okay, fine, it's very, very relevant.

Because it is him.

Afon Satyrin, in the flesh, quite literally, standing at a kitchen sink with a dish towel over one shoulder. He's thinner than I remember from the foyer of my parents' house. Or no—not thinner. Harder. Like the city softness has been sanded off him. His shoulders are still broad, though, and the lines of his muscles are stark and undeniable.

His chest is riddled with the proof of bad decisions. Tattoos I can't read from here run alongside scars I can read just fine—a long one down his sternum, a shorter one across his ribs, and a third, raised and pale, on his left shoulder. His beard and hair are long and dark, though shot through with more gray than I remember. The eight-pointed star inked on the side of his throat looks darker against skin that has clearly seen a summer of sun.

He looks good.

Too good, for a man with a decade on me.

Definitely too good for a man who is a known associate of some very dangerous organized criminals, with a rap sheet longer than my arm that still doesn't fit even a quarter of his many, many sins.

As I watch, he turns his head to reveal half of his face in profile. His brow is heavy and knotted downwards, his mouth set in that ever-present frown.

I feel a prickle of fear race through me. I'm twenty yards from the cabin, half-hidden behind a tree, and it's dark out. There's absolutely no way he can see me, and yet the back of my neck tingles like he can, like he's known I was coming for the last six months, like he's been waiting at that window for the precise moment a silly girl from Manhattan would crash out of his woods with leaves in her hair and undergarments to ruin his hard-won peace.

I take a step forward to tell him why I've come.

That, I realize immediately, is the fatal mistake.

There've been a lot of little ones along the way—the lone granola bar comes to mind—but this is the metaphorical straw that breaks the camel's back.

Or, to shape that metaphor a bit more closely to this situation, it is the metaphorical tree root that breaks the city girl's neck.

We are not on the same page, my foot and this root, and the negotiation between them is brief, brutal, and not in my favor.

My ankle goes one way.

My knee goes the other.

My center of gravity makes a break for it and leaves me sideways in midair, arms windmilling like a cartoon coyote who has just realized there is no more cliff.

There's only time for one coherent thought, and to my complete embarrassment, it is not Help or Mom! or Roll to protect your face from smashing into the earth.

It is, unfortunately, I really hope he's not looking right now.

Then the ground comes up to meet me, and it brings a rock with it.

Oh.

This is going to leave a mark.

WHAM.

After that, everything goes black.
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CAROLINE


Is this the light of heaven?

It must be. I asked for an audience with God and it seems I'm about to get it.

He and I have a long list of things to go over. We'll touch on the mosquito issue shortly, and I'd like to also poke His brain about the whole thing where He let both my parents be savagely murdered.

But there's a new, more pressing little nugget that has made its way to the top of our post-mortem agenda. I imagine it'll go a little something like this:

INT. CELESTIAL STUDIO — CAROLINE, dazed but plucky, sits across from GOD, who is wearing a smoking jacket and sipping from a "World's Okayest Deity" mug.

GOD

Ladies and gentle-angels, give it up for Caroline Oglethorpe! Welcome, Caroline! Sit, sit, please. I'm thrilled to have you here. Big fan of your work.

CAROLINE

Thank you, thank you. Big fan of Your work too, mostly. But I do have a bone to pick with you.

GOD

(to studio audience)

Uh-oh, folks! Looks like we're in for it!

(audience laughs uproariously)

Now, Caroline, before we dig in—let's go to the tape. Roll the clip!

A massive screen descends from the celestial rafters. It plays, in slow motion and from an unflattering angle, Caroline mid-fall, mouth open in a silent O, arms pinwheeling, one boot pointed jauntily skyward.

CAROLINE

Oh my God.

GOD

Yes?

CAROLINE

Sorry. Force of habit.

GOD

Happens all the time. Now, the question on everybody's lips, Caroline—and I do mean everybody, the cherubim are losing their little minds back there—is what, exactly, were you thinking about, in the half-second before you ate that rock?

CAROLINE

I plead the Fifth.

GOD

Caroline. Sweetheart. We're omniscient up here.

STUDIO AUDIENCE

Oooooh!

CAROLINE

This feels like a violation of my privacy.

GOD

You died horny, didn't you.

CAROLINE

I died with dignity*.*

GOD

You died thinking about the pectorals of a man who has literally killed people for a living.

CAROLINE

Okay, first of all, the pectorals were incidental. Second of all⁠—

GOD

Caroline.

CAROLINE

—I noticed them last⁠—

GOD

Caroline.

CAROLINE

—and only briefly⁠—

GOD

CAROLINE. Tell the people what you were thinking when your foot met that tree root.

A long, long silence. The audience leans in. A harp plays softly.

CAROLINE

(very small)

I was thinking that he looks really, really good for a man pushing forty.

The audience erupts. GOD slaps the desk, delighted. Confetti falls. A producer in a headset wipes away a tear.

PRODUCER

This is some high quality television.

GOD

And that is why I let you smash your face on a rock!

CAROLINE

Wait. What. That's it? That's Your reasoning?!

GOD

Caroline, I have been waiting six months for you to feel something other than grief. Six months! And the first thing you feel, the very first thing, is a hot flash for an ex-Bratva fixer with a throat tattoo?

CAROLINE

This is victim-blaming and I won't stand for it.

GOD

You are not standing. You are unconscious in a pile of leaves.

CAROLINE

I'm… wait, what? I'm not dead yet?

GOD

(leaning in, suddenly tender)

Caroline. Honey. Did you really think I was gonna let you off the hook that easy?

CAROLINE

…Maybe?

GOD

After all that effort? After Plan A through Plan Z? After Guns McTaggart? Sweetheart, please. I have plans for you.

CAROLINE

Are they good plans?

GOD

Well… parts of them.

CAROLINE

That's not reassuring.

GOD

(to audience)

Folks, that's our show! Tune in next week, when Caroline asks why I made her allergic to shellfish! Goodnight, everybody!

Theme music swells. Credits roll. The studio lights fade to black.

And then, somewhere very far away, somewhere distinctly un-celestial, a voice that is decidedly not God's says my name.

Low.

Gravelly.

Pissed.

"Caroline Oglethorpe… what the fuck are you doing in my yard?"

[image: ]


I groan and try to blink, but the blood crusted over my eyelids and gooped in my eyelashes makes that task a little harder than usual. I struggle until I manage to crack them open a tiny bit.

But then a flash of bright light makes me wince and slam them shut again.

It's not a heavenly light. Not by any means. It's bright and fluorescent, and we all know that fluorescent lights are a product of Hell, not Heaven.

So either I've ended up in the Bad Place, or God really didn't let me die yet. Smug son of a gun.

I'm annoyed.

Not because I want to be dead, mind you. I'm quite attached to life, all things considered.

But being dead would have at least spared me what I am now coming to understand are going to be an extremely embarrassing few minutes of my life.

I make a second effort to open my eyes again. The light has turned away from beaming directly into my retinas, thankfully, so it's not as painful when I work open a sliver of vision. But as soon as that arduous little mission is accomplished, I'm hit with a throbbing wave of pain from the right side of my forehead.

Oh, holy fucking shit.

That hurts.

Did you know rocks are hard? I thought I did. I may have been underestimating them all this time, though. I wonder idly if God is punishing me for my horny thoughts. Given that the lump on my skull feels like a literal horn growing from my head, though, I almost want to accuse him of being overly literal in his choice of methods for divine retribution.

So far, that's the grand total of what I've deduced about my current situation. Light is bright and cracking your head on a boulder hurts. Give this girl a Nobel Prize, folks!

I set those groundbreaking discoveries aside and try to figure out where the hell I am.

Whatever I'm lying on, it's too soft to be grass or dirt. It must be a blanket. And the padding under my head feels like the arm of a couch. I pry my eyes open a bit more and realize that the blurry silhouette looming over me has a shape I recognize.

It's the shape of Afon Satyrin.

He's no longer shirtless. That's tragic.

Er, I mean, that's excellent. Quite good. Modest and appropriate, really, as these things ought to be.

"You're not dead," Afon notes.

"Bold of you to assume," I croak. My throat is the Sahara and I sound like I've been inhaling hookahs since the day I was born. "I might be a ghost. The ghost of Caroline Oglethorpe, sent to haunt your cabin until you—ow. Ow. Ow ow ow."

He has pressed a washcloth, which is shockingly cold, directly to the knot in my head.

"Stop talking."

"I literally just woke up."

"And yet you're already getting on my nerves.

I wince and look past him. The cabin's interior comes into wobbly focus by the light of a single yellow lamp and the orange of a fire crackling in the hearth behind him. It's a cute place, truly. Quaint and charming, straight out of an LL Bean spread. The ceiling is low and beamed, very rustic. A moose head hangs over the fireplace and a basket in the corner holds neatly folded blankets that look just like the one draped over my lower half.

I look down at my legs, just to confirm that they are still attached to the rest of me. They are—that's good.

Of more concern is the fact that I can see my bare toes wiggling beyond the edge of the blanket.

My boots are off. So are my socks. And seeing as I've been unconscious since my high-speed faceplant, that can only mean one thing…

"Did you take my shoes and socks off?"

Afon keeps dabbing at my wound without looking at me. "You snore when you're concussed."

I blink slowly. "Is… Is that relevant?"

He shrugs. "Thought you'd want to know."

He's crouched next to the couch, which puts his face at roughly my eye level. Now that he's close, I can see things I couldn't from twenty yards out behind a tree. I was right about the gray in his beard, but up close, it's more of a handsome silver. Highly distinguished. His eyes are an exhausted brown-green, the color of a lake in late October, and they look sick to the death of me already.

"How… how long have I been out?" I ask.

"Couple weeks."

"What?!" I bolt upright and immediately regret that choice when I get smacked with a two-fisted double whammy of pain in my head and nausea in my stomach. Afon lowers me back down with a firm, steady hand on my upper back.

"I'm joking," he says, though his voice is so dead and flat that I wonder if he understands how humor is supposed to work. "I found you twenty minutes ago."

"And what's the prognosis, Doc?" I close my eyes as the thudding, screaming pain in my skull continues to reverberate through me like I'm a pair of cymbals wielded by a manic, clapping monkey.

Afon studies me. "You'll live. Which is more than you deserve, considering."

I squint at him through the tiniest slit possible that doesn't further antagonize my migraine. "Considering what, precisely?"

"Well, you're trespassing on private property. It would be well within my right to shoot you."

"To shoot me?!" I'd have bolted right back up again if Afon didn't anticipate my reaction and keep me clamped to the couch.

"Yes," he replies. "Shoot you. I still haven't ruled it out."

"You really know how to reassure a girl."

"I'm going to go get you some medication. Can I trust you not to do anything stupid, like try to sit up again?"

I scowl at him with one eye squeezed shut, like a pirate. "No promises."

"Hm. Well. Like I said, I haven't ruled it out."

I watch helplessly as Afon stands up. He is quite tall when one is horizontal. He crosses the room, floorboards groaning under his weight, and disappears through a doorway, leaving me to take stock of my situation.

Situation, as follows:

I am, it seems, alive. Still on the earth on which I was born and raised, too, and not yet having my feisty audience with the Big Man Upstairs.

I definitely cracked my noggin pretty good. Evidently, I'm not concussed enough to die, but probably enough that I should not be operating heavy machinery, drafting legal briefs, or, say, making any decisions about how to behave around a man like Afon Satyrin.

That aspect of things is made harder by the fact that I'm in his cabin, on his couch, tucked nicely under his blanket, with my naked little piggies dancing in the air. But if I can keep my hands to myself, so can he.

I hope.

He comes back into the room a minute later with a glass of water and a small bottle of ibuprofen. "Here. Don't choke."

I take the two pills he offers and throw them down the hatch with enough water to ensure I don't asphyxiate. That'd be a really shitty way to go.

When the meds are gone, Afon nods and retreats to the other side of the living room to sit in an overstuffed armchair. He watches me steadily, unblinking.

I twiddle my thumbs as an awkward silence takes over. Ultimately, I can't stop myself from saying, "So…"

But before I can even proceed to the second syllable, he's shaking his head. "No."

"I haven't even asked anything yet!"

"I know. The answer is still no."

"You don't even know what the question⁠—"

"I know what the question is, Caroline."

I shudder at the way he says my name. Kah-roh-leen, frosted over and carved into sharp pieces by his Russian accent. My whole body breaks out in goosebumps, head to toe, despite this really quite cozy blanket I'm burrito'd up in. "So I came all this way for nothing then."

He tugs at his beard in exasperation. "I didn't tell you to do that."

"No, but I⁠—"

His raised hand once again stops me in my tracks. "Here's what's going to happen," he rumbles in his deep voice. "I'm going to ask you three questions, and you're going to answer them. Once that's done, there will be no more talking. You'll go to sleep, and in the morning, you'll leave. You will not ever come back."

"I—"

"That was not one of the questions."

I close my mouth.

He leans forward, elbows on his knees, weathered hands dangling loose between them. It's damn near pornographic how strong and masculine those hands look. Strong knuckles, scarred and tattooed, with a dusting of dark hair rising up his forearms, which are nicely framed by the cuffed sleeves of the thick flannel shirt he's wearing. A dull bronze band shines on his left ring finger.

That puzzles me. There's no sign of a woman in this place at all. It's manly mountain man through and through, albeit a clean and well-organized manly mountain man with a good eye for interior design.

But apparently, he's married.

Weird.

His voice jars me back to reality. "One: Does anyone know you're here?"

"No," I lie at once. It just seems like the answer he's looking for, and I really would like to avoid pissing him off.

"Not one living soul?"

I then promptly fold at the first follow-up question. For an Ivy League educated lawyer, I'm turning out to be pretty shit when I'm on the wrong side of the deposition. "I may have told Cassandra I was going on a wellness retreat of sorts. To, like, find myself. Forest bathing, immersion in nature, that kind of thing."

The derisive snort that escapes his nostrils makes it painfully clear what Afon thinks about "that kind of thing." He sighs wearily, as if exhausted already by this unwanted interrogation.

"Question number two. Are you hurt anywhere other than your head?"

I take a moment to do a mental scan from head to toe. Ankle: tender, not broken. Knee: probably purple by tomorrow, but structurally sound. Pride: deceased.

"Just my head. And my—uh. My ankle, a little. Like, a one out of ten. Maybe a two."

"Which one."

"Left."

He reaches out—and I want to be very clear that I do not, at any point during this maneuver, think about anything other than the medical-professional nature of his hands on my body—and lifts the blanket off my left leg. He puts a thumb on the bone of my ankle and presses, and I yelp like a kicked Pomeranian.

"Two out of ten?" he questions.

"… It might be a three."

He sighs again, somehow even more wearied than the first time, and drops the blanket back over my calf. "Why are you here?"

And there it is. The question I have been rehearsing in my head for six months. Since I first charged out of that wedding in Red Hook to go after Afon, I've drafted, redrafted, workshopped, A/B tested, and otherwise fine-tuned a billion possible answers. I'd finally landed on one I really liked. The way I had it all planned out, I was going to blow him away with the firm, forceful, but not intrusive quality of my presentation. I was gonna deliver it in a clean, brisk, lawyerly voice, in nice clothes, in daylight.

Fate, it seemed, had other ideas.

Because I'm not going to have to deliver it from my back, with a rapidly swelling goose egg on my forehead and poison ivy in my underwear.

Oh well. Fuck it. Daddy didn't raise no quitter, and sure, the circumstances aren't ideal, but a girl's gotta make do. Without further ado…

"It all started when I was born."

The third Afon sigh shuts me right up. "Jesus fucking Christ," he mutters. "Never mind. Forget I asked."

He stands up again. His knees crackle like bubble wrap and he winces, a hand rubbing at his lower back. I'm no doctor, but it doesn't sound to me like his body is in such great shape.

He walks over to the front door and shrugs into a workman's jacket hanging from a hook on the wall. He keeps his eyes averted, like he can't even bear the thought of looking at me.

"Where are you going?" I blurt out. I'm annoyed at how squeaky and annoying my voice sounds to my own ears. It's so plaintive, like, ew, what's wrong with you, girl? Don't be desperate.

Counterpoint: I really don't want him to leave me alone in this strange cabin with only a moose head for company.

Either way, Afon doesn't seem to care.

"Out," he grunts.

"The world's a big place. Care to be more specific?"

"To chop wood."

I sit up another inch on the couch. This is a mistake, headache-wise, but I am too indignant to lie back down.

"You have wood."

"Need more."

"No, like, you have a lot of wood. I saw it on the way in. There's a whole—you have a woodpile, Afon, it's like ten feet long, it goes all the way down the side of the⁠—"

"I know where my woodpile is, Caroline."

"So then why are you going to chop more wood?"

He pauses with his hand on the doorframe and looks back at me over his shoulder. The lamp is behind him now and his face is mostly shadow, but the depth of sadness in his face throws me for a really strange loop.

"Winter's long," he says.

And then he's gone.

The door closes behind him with a soft, considered thunk. I hear his boots on the porch, then on the dirt, and then the unmistakable thock of an axe being pulled out of a stump.

Then the thock of an axe going into a log.

Then again.

Thock.

Again.

Thock.

I sit there on the couch, washcloth pressed to my forehead, plaid blanket pooled at my hips, and I stare at the moose head. It stares back. We have a long and quiet moment of mutual understanding.

"He hates me," I confide in the moose.

The moose offers up a shocking lack of disagreement.

I lower the washcloth and look at it. There's a smudge of blood on it, brownish at the edges, fresh red in the middle. It's not really that much, but the migraine it's left behind is a real bitch.

I take stock of the room again, slower this time. There's a small kitchen at one end. It contains the sink I saw him at, the window I saw him through, a stove that runs on propane by the look of it, a stack of cast iron pans hanging from a pegboard. A round wooden table with two chairs, one of which has a book splayed open face-down on it, spine cracked. (My mother would have killed him for that. You break the spine, you break the soul, Caroline.)

The other end of the room has the couch, the fireplace, a worn armchair, a braided rug. A doorway leads off into what I assume is a bedroom and, God willing, a bathroom. There's a rifle on a rack above the front door and a row of pegs for coats.

No photographs. Not one. Not on the mantle, not on the wall, not propped up on the side table next to the bourbon. Nothing in this cabin that says a person lived a life before arriving in it.

Which, I suppose, is the point.

Thock.

Thock.

Thock.

I lie back down. It's funny how naive I was when I first embarked on this insane odyssey. Two little envelopes sent me on my way—one from Afon, one from my father. Afon handed me the first one himself; my dad sent the latter via Matvei Satyrin from beyond the grave. I didn't open Afon's for a long time. I guess I was scared of what might be in it.

When I finally did, what was in it changed everything.

It's the reason I'm on this couch. The reason I suffered all those wrong turns and dead ends, those "never heard of him"s and "What's an A-Fawn?" I had to find this man so I could ask him to explain, because what little bit that envelope contained wasn't enough to satisfy me, not in the least.

I had to know more.

I had to know everything.

I open my eyes. The moose is still there. "I'll try again in the morning," I vow. "I bet he'll be more talkative then."

Thock, goes the axe outside. Thock. Thock.

I pull the blanket up to my chin, because the fire is burning low and the cabin is starting to get cold. I'm just gonna rest my eyes for a minute while I wait for Afon to stop pouting and come back inside. Just long enough for the room to stop tilting.

But the thocks keep going, and I'm pretty comfy. Just a minute longer before I open my eyes again. A minute more. He's a stubborn son of a bitch anyway, so it wouldn't surprise me if he stays chopping wood all night long. That's probably easier, for a man like him, than sitting in a room with an equally stubborn woman like me and answering questions about the past he left behind.

Winter's long, my ass.

Maybe it is.

But I'm not going anywhere until he explains some things.
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CAROLINE


It's the hottest, stinky, slobbery breath for me.

Does it interrupt a dream about a different kind of tongue exploring my face? I mean, maybe. I'll never tell, but maybe.

Regardless, there's no mistaking the owner of an appendage this wet and enthusiastic. I open one eye and…

… Yep. That's a dog.

But it's clear that I'm still half-asleep when my first thought isn't Whose dog is that, but rather, Is Afon Satyrin secretly a dog shifter?

Alas, this is not that kind of story. I wish it was—there's something irrepressibly hot and feral about fated mates and alpha loners with mystical powers. But this dog is just a dog, not a prince in disguise.

He's a cute dog, though. Terrifying, but cute. A massive black-and-tan head looms less than an inch away from my nose. Brown eyes the size of walnuts stare into mine with the vacant, joyful intensity of a creature who has never had a single complex thought and is deeply at peace with that fact.

It's a Rottweiler.

A huge Rottweiler.

I open the other eye.

The Rottweiler takes this as an invitation and licks a hot, wet, sticky stripe from my chin to my hairline.

"AUGH—!"

I scramble backward on the couch as far as I can go. That isn't very far because I'm already pressed against the armrest. The dog follows, tail whirring like a metronome set to allegro vivace, enormous paws the size of dinner plates planted on the edge of the cushion. Its whole back end is wiggling so hard that its front half can barely stay upright and the whole couch is rocking with it. It licks me again—my ear this time, so deep and thoroughly that I feel as though I've just lost a virginity I never even knew I possessed. My Ear Card? Is that a thing? Has my ch-ear-ry been popped?

"Oh my God!" I yelp as the tongue bath continues. I'm getting it from all angles now, drenching every inch of exposed skin. "Oh my God, oh my God, you're enormous, what are you⁠—"

"Wolf. Down."

Afon's voice booms from somewhere behind me. The dog—or is he a wolf? Color me confused—ceases at once. He immediately drops off the couch and trots over to Afon, tail still going absolutely berserk.

I press a hand to my hammering chest and try to regain my composure. "You have a wolf?" I ask.

Afon shakes his head. "No, that's a dog. His name is Wolf."

I pause and count to ten. That's a wise choice, because my initial instinct was to roll my eyes so hard at Afon's unsmiling snark that they'd definitely get stuck that way, just like my mom always warned me they would.

When my rage has passed, I scowl at Afon. "Where did he come from?"

Afon doesn't answer. He strides past me and into the kitchen, Wolf trotting at his heels. He opens a cabinet, pulls out a metal bowl, and fills it with kibble from a bin under the sink.

The millisecond Afon nods, Wolf starts hoovering up the food. It's gone in the blink of an eye, and the bear-sized pup looks like he could easily go for seconds, thirds, fourths, tenths, and beyond.

"Good boy," Afon praises. He actually sounds genuinely kind for a second. Then he tosses a bone the size of my femur onto the rug in front of the hearth. Wolf goes lumbering after it happily and sets to chewing.

"Are we sure I'm not dead?" I muse out loud. "Because I feel like I might be in the afterlife."

"If you were, I wouldn't be here," Afon drawls in a deadpan monotone without looking at me. He's filling a second bowl with water now and setting it down on the floor. "This would be your punishment, not mine."

I clutch the blanket to my chest in mock offense. "Wow. Okay. So in your version of the afterlife, I'm the torment?"

"No. In my version of the afterlife, there is silence." He straightens up, knees popping again like Rice Krispies, and leans against the kitchen counter with his arms crossed. The flannel pulls tight across his shoulders, which I notice only because I am a keen observer of textiles, and certainly not because of the handsome, bearded man in my vicinity who happens to be wearing them.

"So either we're each others' hell, or this is just how life on the mortal plane has unfolded," I summarize.

"So it would seem."

"Wolf seems to be enjoying it, though," I point out.

"He's a hard creature to disappoint."

I eye him warily. "He looks like he'd swallow me whole."

Afon snorts. "The biggest risk he presents is kissing you to death."

I look at Wolf, who has flopped onto his back on the braided rug in front of the fire, all four legs lolling in the air. His tongue hangs out of his mouth and one ear is flipped inside out.

"On second thought," I concede, "you might be right. He doesn't look very wolfish."

Afon glances at the dog and very nearly smiles. "Don't tell him that."

I sit up, much more slowly than yesterday—fool me twice and all that—and take a breath as the headache makes itself known again. It's duller than last night, more of a persistent, low-grade throb than the full-blown orchestral percussion section it was before. The ibuprofen must have done some work while I was out.

Speaking of being out: How long did that last? I was only going to rest my eyes for a minute. That minute appears to have lasted about ten hours, because the light filtering through the cabin windows is gray and pale and distinctly morning-ish.

I look toward the window and freeze.

"Afon."

"Hm?"

"It's... snowing."

"Hm." He follows my gaze. "So it would seem."

I stand up from the couch. My left ankle protests this decision, but not enough to stop me from limping to the window and pressing my face to the glass like a kid outside a toy store on Christmas morning.

Except this is not a magical winter wonderland.

This is a problem.

The clearing around the cabin is buried under what has to be at least eight or nine inches of snow, and it's still coming down thick and fast, fat flakes spiraling through the air like someone emptied a celestial down pillow. The trees at the edge of the clearing are heavy with it, their branches sagging low.

And the trail I came in on?

Gone. Completely, utterly gone. Buried under a blanket of white that extends unbroken in every direction.

Oh, shit.

I think I might be stuck.

"So," I say, trying to sound casual as I turn around to face him again. "Seems like I'm stuck here."

Afon is fiddling with a pan on the stove, his broad back to me. He grunts wordlessly in response.

"For, like... a while, probably. Based on the snow situation."

He cracks an egg one-handed. Why is that hot? It definitely shouldn't be.

"Which means," I continue blathering on, "that your whole 'sleep, leave, never come back' plan has hit a little bit of a snag."

He still doesn't look up, but I see tension in the slope of his shoulders. "The snow will stop."

"Sure. And then it'll melt. But not right away. In what—a day? Two? Three? A week?"

"You'll be fine."

"You're not seriously thinking of sending me out in that, are you?" I bleat in alarm. "I'm supposed to just go wandering through a foot of snow with a sprained ankle and a head wound? I'll die!"

He chuckles. "Tempting."

"You don't mean that."

He stops what he's doing to turn and look at me. Those brown-green eyes are piercing, though they're clouded with a kind of sadness I can't quite decipher.

"No," he answers, almost to himself. "I don't."

Then he goes back to cooking.

I look around again. It smells like coffee and woodsmoke in here. The windowpanes are frosty to the touch, but the interior of the cabin is warm, fragrant, bright, safe.

It occurs to me, in a distant sort of way, that this is actually very cozy. Under different circumstances—circumstances in which I was not being aggressively ignored by a grumpy ex-Bratva fixer with a Rottweiler and an unwavering commitment to monosyllabic conversation—this might even be nice.

"So," I try again, "since we're stuck here⁠—"

"My answer has not changed, Caroline. It's still a no."

"You literally don't know what I was going to⁠—"

"You were going to ask me about the envelope."

I frown and shut up.

He's right, obviously. He's been right about everything I was going to say before I said it, which is infuriating and also, on some primal lizard-brain level that I refuse to examine, a little bit hot. Nobody has ever been able to read me like that. My own father couldn't read me like that, and he was a Harvard Law grad and Supreme Court clerk who cross-examined me about my homework.

"Okay, fine," I concede. "Yes. I was going to ask about the envelope. But I was going to build up to it! I had a whole thing planned. There was going to be context, and emotional resonance, and a natural conversational arc⁠—"

"'It all started when I was born,'" he quotes sardonically.

I feel my face go hot at the memory of last night. "I was concussed. That doesn't count."

A strange battle takes place at the corner of Afon's mouth. It's definitely not a smile. At most, it's the ghost of the memory of a smile that died a long time ago, rather gruesomely, and was buried in an unmarked grave.

But it's something, so I'll take it.

"Afon." I edge closer into the kitchen, and he freezes in place, one unbroken egg still cupped in his huge hand. "I didn't chase you through the Catskills for six months because I enjoy suffering. I mean, I clearly do enjoy suffering, on some level, because I went to law school. But that's beside the point."

He's still facing away from me, but he's listening. I can feel the full heat of his attention.

"My father left me a letter," I press on, gently. "And you left me something, too. Between the two of them, I have about sixty percent of a story that I need one hundred percent of. You are the only person alive who can give me the other forty."

Wolf lets out a little whimper in his sleep. Outside, the wind picks up and sends a gust of snow skittering against the windowpane.

Afon returns the egg to its carton, still unbroken. He turns slowly in place and looks down at me. As I meet his eyes, there's that sadness again—that deep, old, heavy fog.

"You're not going to like what's in the other forty percent," he rumbles.

My heart kicks. That's not even close to an answer, but it's still closer than anything else I've uncovered thus far. At least it's an actual sentence about the topic. I want to do a victory lap around the cabin, but I stay very still, because I have a sense that if I spook him, he'll retreat back behind his wall of grunts and monosyllables and never come out again.

"I'm a big girl," I whisper. "I can take it."

He studies me for a long moment. His eyes roam across my face—the lump on my forehead, the dried blood I can still feel crusted at my hairline, the rat's nest my hair has become after a night on his couch. I probably look like absolute hell. I certainly feel like absolute hell.

But I hold his gaze and I don't flinch.

Finally, Afon exhales through his nose. It's not quite a sigh. It's more like the sound of a man making a decision he knows he's going to regret.

"How do you take your coffee?" he asks.

I grin shyly. "Am I safe to assume you don't have oat milk, half-caf non-dairy whip, or lavender-and-rosehip syrup?" At the sight of the thunderstorm that that sentence inspires on his face, I hasten to correct myself. "I'm kidding. I mean, I'm not, but I am. Just black is fine."

He exhales—maybe that's a laugh? kinda? sorta?—and then turns to start fussing with the coffee pot as the eggs on the cast iron pan start to sizzle. I retreat to the couch again, tuck my legs under the blanket, and let myself feel, for the first time in six months, the warm, tentative glow of progress.

He's going to talk to me. He didn't say it outright, but the coffee is an olive branch, and I know one of those when I see it.

I rub Wolf's belly and let myself smile at the ceiling.

I did it. I actually did it. Plan Z, baby. Caroline Oglethorpe, one. Catskill Mountains, zero.

And then Afon is standing over me.

I didn't hear him cross the room. Not one single, solitary floorboard creak. One second, he was at the counter with his back to me; the next, he's right in my grill, close enough that I have to tilt my chin up to see his face.

He holds a chipped ceramic mug out to me. Steam curls between us.

I reach for it, but his hand doesn't move. His fingers stay wrapped around the mug, and when mine brush against them, he holds.

My grin falters.

His eyes are locked on mine, and the almost-laugh from a moment ago is gone. Whatever warmth had crept into the room has been strangled. What's left in its place is a hell of a lot less cozy.

"I'll tell you what you want to know," he says. "But I'm only going to do it once. And once I start, I don't stop. Not for tears, not for feelings, not because you decide halfway through that you've heard enough." His grip tightens on the mug. "Do you understand?"

I nod meekly. I don't feel so confident anymore. Not by a long shot.

"Your father was a good man, Caroline," he murmurs. "But good men keep secrets. And his are going to break your heart."

With that, he lets go and returns to cooking the breakfast. I watch him, huge and imposing like a boulder caged within these four unstable walls, and wonder if I made a terrible choice in coming here.

Trapped in a cabin with the ex-mafia mountain man.

What could go wrong, right?
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AFON


The eggs are done.

Two of them, overeasy, same as I've done every morning for the last six months, ever since I left the city and all its demons behind me. The yolks sit golden and trembling on the cast iron like they're wary of moving too fast. I understand the impulse.

I slide them onto a plate with the spatula and set it on the counter next to the coffee pot. Then I stand at the kitchen window and look at the snow.

It hasn't let up. If anything, it's coming down harder than when I first noticed it around four this morning, which is when I stopped chopping wood and went to sit on the porch with Wolf and watch the world go white. I sat out there for two hours in the cold, not because I enjoy suffering—that's Caroline's department, apparently—but because the inside of the cabin had become unbearable.

Every time I glanced at the couch, the girl was there, curled up under my blanket, breathing softly through her busted nose, and looking so much like her mother that it made my lungs seize.

Susan Oglethorpe's pale green eyes.

Bill's stubborn jaw.

Christ.

She's got both of them in her face but neither of them left in her life, and she wants me to explain why.

I press my palms flat against the edge of the sink and lean my weight into them. The porcelain is cold. The water I ran earlier has long since drained, and a single coffee ring stains the basin. Outside, the snow fills in the footprints I left on the porch steps this morning. It'll keep doing that all day if it doesn't stop, and if it doesn't stop, she's not going anywhere, and if she's not going anywhere…

I kill that thought dead.

It's been a long and lonely six months up here. Then again, that's how I wanted it. I left all my tools of the trade in Lukas Lazarev's office, broke my phone into pieces and jettisoned those pieces into the Hudson, and then drove north until the cell towers stopped working and the road turned to dirt.

I came here to disappear. Not poetically and temporarily, but literally and permanently. I came here to stop being Afon Satyrin, the man who did things for powerful people. I wanted to start being nobody at all.

It worked, too.

For a while.

The first month was the worst. My body didn't know what to do without orders. I'd wake at four and lie in the dark waiting for a phone that wasn't there to ring with a name and an address and an unspoken understanding of what I was meant to do with those bits of information.

It was like kicking an addiction. My hands twitched, my jaw ached from clenching, and I sweated through my sheets as I tossed and turned night after night. I walked the perimeter of the property a hundred times a day, checking sight lines, adjusting my trail cameras, securing the structure against threats that existed only in the muscle memory of a life I was trying to shed.

But things got better. Slowly.

By the second month, I could sit in the armchair for half an hour at a time minutes without standing up to patrol. By the third, I could read a book from beginning to end. I found Wolf in the fourth month—or he found me, half-starved and trembling in a ditch off the logging road, seventy pounds of wet black fur and trust so blind it made me angry.

You can't just trust a stranger like that, you idiot, I snarled at him more than once. You can't just love so easily. Don't you know that? Don't you know what happens when you do?

He'd just wag his tail and lick me.

So I fed him. He stayed. We agreed not to talk about our feelings.

By the fifth month, I'd found something approaching contentment. I wouldn't go so far as to call it happiness. I gave up on "happy" a long time ago—twenty years, give or take—right around the same time I gave up on the idea that the things I've done could be undone or forgiven or even properly understood.

Content was enough.

Frankly, it was more than I deserved.

So I shouldn't be surprised that now, as month six came to a close, Caroline Oglethorpe fell face-first into my yard, and the whole fragile architecture of my nothing life cracked right down the middle.

I told her I'd talk. I meant it. But standing here now, watching the snow pile higher against the windowsill, I'm not sure I have the faintest fucking idea of how to begin.

It's not because I don't remember the events she wants to know more about. It's the exact opposite problem: I remember everything. Down to the finest details of every lie Bill ever told his daughter to keep her safe.

Your father was a good man, Caroline.

He was. One of the best I've known, and I've known very few of those.

But good men keep secrets.

Yeah. They do. Him more than most.

I rub the band on my left ring finger with my thumb. It's a habit, no better than a former smoker who still reaches for the pack that isn't there. Twenty years of wearing this thing and the groove it's carved into my skin is as permanent as any tattoo. Yelena's been dead longer than she was part of my life, and still this ring sits where she put it.

Behind me, I hear Caroline murmuring to Wolf in a baby voice. Something about his ears being "little velvet triangles." Wolf, the traitor with a heart made of cake frosting, is eating it up.

I can't believe I yielded to her demands so easily. When I found her face-down and bleeding in my yard, I knew right away what she'd come for, and I had no intention of giving her that. But push came to shove, and I folded like a fucking lawn chair.

I'm still reluctant to do it, but I gave her my word, and that's one thing I won't go back on. So I'll do it, goddammit.

I'll bring her this food and start at the beginning.

But the beginning is not where I truly want to start. The beginning took place in 1994, in a warehouse in Brighton Beach, with a handshake between Bill Oglethorpe and Gervasii Satyrin that set everything in motion. Fuck, I can still picture my brother's face. Young. Reckless. So goddamn sure of himself. If only we'd known then how wrong it would all go…

Sighing, I turn to put the eggs on a plate and bring them to her.

And then Wolf barks.

Instantly, all thoughts of past and future evaporate. There is only the dangerous now, a moment in which anything can happen. I whirl around to see him on his feet, ears pinned forward, body rigid, facing the front door. The bone lies forgotten on the rug. His teeth are bared.

Caroline sits up on the couch. "What's⁠—"

I hold up a hand.

She goes quiet.

I listen.

Wind. Snow hissing against glass. The creak of the cabin settling. And underneath all of it, faint but unmistakable, a sound that does not belong here.

A motor.

It's distant—half a mile, maybe more. If the wind is right, I sometimes catch notes of logging trucks winding up the neighboring mountain. This is not that. This is an irregular, stuttering whine, the pitch rising and falling.

An ATV, possibly.

Or a snowmobile.

Neither of which has any business being within two miles of this cabin. That's the whole goddamn point of this place. It's mine and mine alone.

Wolf growls low in his throat.

"Stay here," I say to Caroline.

"What? Why? What's happening?"

I don't answer. I grab my jacket off the hook by the door and step into my boots without lacing them. The Remington is on the rack above the doorframe, but I leave it there. If whoever is trespassing on my property sees me storming around with a loaded rifle in hand, the situation will escalate before I have a chance to assess it.

Instead, I take the folding knife from the bowl on the side table and slide it into my back pocket.

"Afon!"

I look back at Caroline. She's sitting upright now, blanket pooled at her waist, green eyes wide. Wolf has positioned himself between her and the door, which I note with grim approval. At least the dog's got his priorities straight.

"I heard something outside," I tell her in the calmest voice I possess. "Probably a branch. I'm going to check."

She frowns. "A branch?" She doesn't look convinced, but she doesn't follow me, either, which is all I need.

I step out onto the porch and tug the door shut behind me.

Nine inches of snow on the ground means the temperature has dropped another ten or fifteen degrees since dawn. My breath comes out in thick, white plumes.

But when I stop to listen, I hear nothing. The motor sound is gone now. Or is it merely turned off? Is its rider listening for me, like I'm listening to him?

I stand still and scan the tree line.

The clearing around the cabin is roughly forty yards in every direction before the forest takes over. Everywhere I look, the snow is pristine and unbroken except for the maze of tracks I left this morning going to and from the woodpile. Nothing moves. No sound except wind and the soft patter of snowflakes.

All is right in my little corner of the world.

Except for one thing.

Along the eastern tree line, partially obscured by a stand of birch, is a set of boot prints. Not mine. They emerge from the deeper woods, run parallel to the clearing for about twenty feet, and then cut back into the forest heading northwest.

Someone was here. Recently. The prints must be fresh because the snow hasn't had time to fill them in all the way. Whoever it was came close enough to see the cabin, walked along the perimeter, and then retreated.

A grim, familiar feeling steels over me. Like it's snowing on the inside of my veins.

I step off the porch and cross the yard. I keep my pace unhurried and casual, in case someone is watching from the trees. When I reach the boot prints, I crouch and examine them.

Size eleven, maybe twelve. Deep heel strike. Either a heavy person, or someone carrying weight.

I follow the prints into the tree line. They lead northwest through the birches, weaving between trunks. They mark out a careful path, free of snapped branches or scuffed bark.

Whoever this was, they weren't stumbling around like a concussed lawyer from the Upper East Side.

They moved with purpose.

After about eighty yards, I find exactly what I was hoping I wouldn't.

My trail camera is mounted on a pine trunk at roughly head height, angled to cover the northwest approach to the cabin. It's a Stealth Cam, motion-activated, nothing fancy. I put it there in my first week. It captures ten-second clips of whatever triggers it.

For the most part, that's been deer. The occasional coyote. Once, memorably, a black bear.

Now, though, all it's capturing is the canopy and the sky.

Someone has turned it.

They did it as carefully as they walked, because the housing isn't damaged. Nor is the mount broken. The camera has simply been rotated on its bracket, roughly ninety degrees skyward, so that the lens is now caked with fallen snow.

Deliberate. That's what this is. No animal was here. This was the work of a man—or several—with a goal in mind.

I stare at the camera for a long time. Then I rotate it back into position, wipe the snow off the lens with my sleeve, and follow the boot prints another thirty yards until they meet a set of snowmobile tracks that head north and disappear into the deeper forest.

Gone.

I stand there in the silence between the trees and let the facts settle.

Someone found me. Someone with the skill to approach the cabin without tripping Wolf's instincts until they were already leaving. They knew I had cameras, too.

The list of people with that particular combination of knowledge and competence is very short.

None of the names on it are friendly.

I turn around and walk back. The snow is already beginning to soften my tracks. By tomorrow morning, the boot prints along the tree line will be gone, filled in and smoothed over as if they never existed.

But I'll know they were there.

When I reach the cabin, I climb the porch steps and stamp the snow off my boots. I can hear Wolf whining softly behind the door, and Caroline's voice murmuring reassurances, though she hardly sounds any more confident than he does.

I open the door and step inside. The warmth of the cabin wraps around me immediately. It's almost suffocating after the clean bite of the November cold.

Wolf rushes to me, sniffing my boots, my hands, my jacket. He can smell my unease. Dogs always can.

"Hey, buddy." I let him sniff his fill, then give him a firm pat on the ribs.

Caroline is standing by the window, arms crossed, weight on her good ankle. "Well?"

"Branch," I lie. "Big one. Came down on the far side of the clearing."

She narrows her eyes at me. I hold her gaze and give her nothing. I've been lying to better interrogators than her for thirty years. I don't enjoy it, not least because she squints at me the exact same way Bill used to.

But enjoyment has never been the prerequisite for the things I do.

Ultimately, she seems to accept it, or at least to shelve her doubts. "You were out there for a while."

"Wanted to check the perimeter, make sure no trees are leaning on the roof."

"And?"

"There's one, but if it falls, it'll only crush you, not me."

"Is that supposed to be funny?" she snaps, unamused. "It's not very reassuring."

"It was for me."

I shrug out of my jacket and hang it on the hook. Then, acting as nonchalant as I can so as not to set off Caroline's alarms, I lift the Remington off the rack above the door and lean it against the wall by the armchair. I want it within arm's reach of where I sit.

Caroline doesn't fall for the charade. "I thought we were fine."

"We are," I say, though I'm lying again. "Rifle was getting dusty up there."

She opens her mouth, no doubt to call me out on my bullshit, but something in my face must discourage her, because she turns away without talking.

At least she has some sense of boundaries.

I cross to the stove, scrape out the cooled eggs in the pan, and start breakfast over again. For a few minutes, it's only the crackle of the fire and the sizzle-pop of grease. When they're done, I make a plate for me and a plate for her, then set them on the table.

"Eat," I tell her. "Or don't. I don't give a shit either way."

She sighs. "Such a charmer."

But she limps over and sits down across from me. Wolf settles at her feet with a contented groan. The only sounds are the clink of forks on ceramic and the wind outside pressing against the walls.

Caroline finishes first. She sets down her fork and fixes me with a hopeful look. "So," she says. "Story time?"

I shake my head. "Not today."

She blinks. "What?"

"Which word was confusing?"

"But you said⁠—"

"I know what I said."

Her hope curdles into anger. "You just told me—like ten freaking minutes ago!—that you'd tell me everything."

"And I meant it. But not today."

"Why not?"

Because they're coming, I want to tell her. I don't yet know who they are, but I have plenty of guesses, each more dangerous than the last. I don't know if you brought them here or if you merely have a fucking terrible sense of timing, if you're caught in the middle of something you will not survive. But either way, I won't have blood on my hands.

I've had enough of that to last a lifetime.

"Snow's got me in a bad headspace," I mutter instead. "Need to think."

She erupts. "You've had six months to think! You've been up here in the wilderness with a dog and enough firewood to heat the Eastern Seaboard, and you need more time to think?"

Her eyes are crackling with anger, fists clenched on the table. I can see the fight building in her, and I can hardly blame her. I made a promise and proceeded to break it almost as soon as it was spoken aloud. That's a rotten thing to do to a woman who suffered like she did just to find me.

But I can't give her what I promised. Not with what I just saw outside.

And I can't let her stay. The moment the snow clears, I'm putting her on a bus. I'll drive her to the trailhead myself if I have to. I'll carry her if her ankle won't hold. Whatever it takes, I'll get her out of these mountains and back to Manhattan, where she belongs.

Where she's safe.

And then I'll come back here and figure out who the fuck was in my woods.

"I'm sorry," I offer.

She doesn't bite on that for even a second. "No, you're not."

I set down my fork. "You're right. I'm not."

She stands up hard enough to scrape the chair legs against the floor. Wolf lifts his head and whimpers at the display of anger. Caroline grabs her plate, limps to the sink, slaps it down, and then limps past me toward the couch without another word.

The rifle leans against the wall, two feet from my right hand.

Outside, the snow keeps falling, burying everything.

But they're waiting in the woods. I know they are. The question is…

Why?
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The problem with the silent treatment is that it gets boring very, very quickly.

By noon, I've counted the logs in the woodpile through the window twice. I've cataloged every item on Afon's kitchen shelves: canned beans, canned beans, and more canned beans. I've folded the blanket many times over, paced every available inch of this cabin, and even tried to go outside to frolic in the snow with Wolf. He loved it; I froze my booty off.

Afon, meanwhile, has spent the morning doing what Afon does best: pretending I don't exist.

He's at the table now, cleaning something. A fishing reel, it looks like. The small metal parts are spread across an old rag in neat rows. He's got fingers like overcooked bratwursts, but they're somehow managing watchmaker-level delicacy.

He hasn't spoken to me since breakfast. Not a word. Not a grunt.

I don't think I'm going to win this war.

"That's it then?" I blurt from the couch, where I'm propped up with Wolf's enormous head on my lap. "Are we just not going to talk for the entire day? Is that the plan?"

His eyes remain fixed on his work. A tiny screwdriver turns between his fingers.

"Because I should let you know," I continue, "that silence is actually physically painful for me. I'm not exaggerating. I once paid a therapist three hundred dollars an hour to tell me I have an anxious attachment style, and one of the hallmarks of that is a pathological inability to tolerate conversational voids."

Nothing.

"Dr. Levinson—that's my therapist—she says I use verbalization as a self-soothing mechanism. So really, when you think about it, by refusing to talk to me, you're actively harming my mental health."

Afon sets down the screwdriver and I perk up with hope.

Then he picks up a different one and continues.

"Which, like, sure, yeah, fine," I press on, undaunted. "You're within your rights. But I want it on the record that this is a hostile environment."

"Noted," he says without inflection.

"Oh! He speaks!" I throw my hands up and Wolf startles, lifting his head to give me a disgruntled look. "Sorry, buddy. False alarm. This was not actually a therapeutic breakthrough."

Afon glances up. Just his eyes, though. The rest of him remains perfectly still. "Are you always like this?"

"You're going to have to be more specific."

He waggles the screwdriver at me. "Relentless."

"Yes," I say. "I am. And it only gets worse when I'm trapped, injured, and being stonewalled by a surly coward who makes promises he has no intention of keeping."

I know I've hit a nerve because his jaw tightens under the beard and his hand pauses—just for a beat—before resuming its work.

Good. I hope he's uncomfortable! I've been uncomfortable since I set foot in these godforsaken mountains. Turnabout is fair play.

"I'm not a coward," he rumbles.

"Then talk to me."

"I didn't say I wouldn't. I said not today."

"And—for those of us with the memory of a goldfish—I said why not, and you gave me a garbage answer about snow putting you in a bad headspace. No offense, dude, but that's the lamest excuse I've ever heard, and I once had a boyfriend tell me he couldn't commit because Mercury was in retrograde."

He looks at me fully now, both eyebrows slightly raised. Is that amusement in his face? Pity? Boiling anger?

It's hard to tell with him. The whole lower half of his face is beard.

"Was it?" he asks.

"Obviously not!" I cry out. "Jaden was just a commitment-phobic mouth breather who listened to too many podcasts." I tuck my legs underneath me. "My point is, I know a deflection when I hear one. And you, sir, are Prince Deflection."

He sets down the screwdriver and starts reassembling the reel. "Compared to the other things you've said about me today, that's almost a compliment."

I huff and extract myself from under Wolf's head, which earns me a scathing look of canine betrayal. "Sorry, pal," I mutter to him. "Mama needs to stress-hydrate."

I limp to the kitchen and start ripping open cabinets. To no one's surprise, I find… beans. One cabinet over? Beans. Beneath that? Rice, then coffee, then beans.

"Do you have tea?" I ask, already knowing the answer.

"No."

"Of course you— aha!" When I open the next cabinet, I see a single box of Lipton on the shelf like a dusty relic from a civilization long since collapsed. I pull it out and hoist it up triumphantly. "You liar."

He grunts and looks away from me.

Grinning from ear to ear, I fill the kettle from the tap and set it on the stove, cranking the burner. "You know what your problem is?"

"I suspect you're about to tell me."

"Your problem is that you think if you're disagreeable enough, people will stop trying." I lean against the counter and fold my arms. "But I'm not that easy to obstruct."

"The root on the edge of my property would disagree."

My jaw drops. "That's a low blow!"

Afon laughs to himself. "The root hit you even lower."

He finishes the reel, sets it aside, and stands. The chair groans with relief as he vacates it.

"Apologize," I demand as he approaches me, folding my arms across my chest.

"For what? I'm not the one who tripped you. Your beef is with the tree, not me." He steps closer. "Now, move."

I blink. "Excuse me?"

He's crossed the cabin in a few huge strides and is now standing directly in front of me. I accidentally inhale and it feels like my brain goes through a car wash, except the liquid is made out of Afon Scent©, patent pending. Woodsmoke, cold air, soap, clean sweat, pine resin. He's wearing the same black sweater he's worn since I got here, or one of its identical siblings, because I'm now fairly convinced he bought them in bulk from some grim Eastern European catalog that only sells things in black. It stretches nicely across his chest and shoulders. His forearms are bare where he's pushed the sleeves up, ropey with tendon and vein, the skin there darker than the rest of him and marked with old scars.

His throat is right at my eye level. The eight-pointed star tattoo, faded blue-black, shifts when he swallows.

"Move," he repeats, lower this time.

"Huh?"

"I need to get to that shelf," he explains gruffly. "And you're in my way."

"I was here first."

He stares down at me. I stare up at him. Wolf, sensing the tension, slithers off the couch and goes to lie by the fire, the coward.

And then he picks me up.

There's no warning or "may I." No polite hand on my elbow or gentlemanly offer of assistance. One second, I'm sitting on the couch being stubborn; the next, two hands are around my waist and I'm airborne.

Afon lifts me and plops me on the kitchen counter. My socked feet dangle above the floor like I'm a little kid in a high chair. He does it so fast that the gasp doesn't even leave my mouth until I'm already up there.

"Wh—" I sputter.

But he doesn't even acknowledge the insanity of what he just did. He's already reaching past me for whatever he wanted on the shelf. His arm extends right beside my head, his chest about four inches from my face, and I am suddenly, horrifyingly aware of every point of sensory contact: the lingering pressure of his hands on my waist, the worn flannel close enough that I can see the individual threads, the smell of him that I crave on first contact.

He grabs the can of WD-40 and steps back. "That didn't have to be so hard," he says.

"You—" I manage. "You can't just pick people up like that!"

"I can if they're in my way."

"That's— You can't— That's assault!"

"Then sue me." He hefts the can to check its weight, then starts to turn away. "You said you went to Columbia. Should be easy."

With that, he returns to his tinkering at the kitchen table. It's as if I've ceased to exist. There's only the broad expanse of his back again, huge and immovable.

It takes me a while to realize that I'm still up on the counter where he deposited me like a sack of flour. When I do, I gingerly slide down, careful of my hurt ankle, then limp back to the couch and sit down hard.

Wolf trots over and puts his chin on my knee, gazing up at me with sympathetic brown eyes as if to say, Yeah, he does that.

Son of a bitch.

I think I just got manhandled.
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I spend the rest of the afternoon trying to recover my dignity and failing spectacularly.

The day wears on. We orbit each other, but make no eye contact. He fixes lunch, but I refuse to eat it. At some point, I try again—"Just tell me about"—but I don't get any farther than that before a particularly savage julienne of a carrot shuts me right up.

I try another approach at five, as the sunlight fades behind the mountain range. "What if I tell you what I already know, and you just fill in the gaps?"

"No."

"Okay, then how about if you write it down? You don't even have to say it out loud⁠—"

"No."

"What if I we play 20 Questions, and I⁠—"

"Caroline." He sets the knife down and glares at me. "I said I would tell you, and I will. But tonight is not the night, and pushing me will not change that."

The finality in his voice might as well be a vault door slamming shut. "Fine," I grumble. "Fine."

The sky outside has gone fully dark by six-thirty. No blackness feels as absolute as winter in the mountains. The snow falling makes everything seem surreal and dreamlike. We're just a speck of warm light in the desolate isolation of these woods. Afon has continued to radiate aloof grumpiness, and I've continued to put on my best Resting Bitch Face. It's an irresistible force meeting an immovable object, and no one is happy about how little progress is being made.

Except for Wolf. He seems glad for the company. He's asleep on the rug, belly-up, twitching through some dream in which he is presumably chasing something he'll never catch. Relatable, honestly.

After dinner of stew which I reluctantly eat and will never admit to thoroughly enjoying, Afon washes the dishes. I dry them. We work in silence, side by side, but if he notices me throwing vicious scowls in his direction, he shows no sign of it.

When the last bowl is put away, Afon hangs the dish towel on its hook and turns to me.

"Take the bed," he orders.

"Huh?" I say for the second time today.

He jerks his chin toward the only door in the cabin I haven't been through—a heavy plank door at the far end, past the fireplace. "Bedroom's through there. Take it. I'll sleep out here."

"I'm not taking your bed."

"Your ankle needs elevation and the couch is too short," he overrules. "The bed has an extra pillow. Use it."

I'm genetically inclined toward argument, but this is one I'm not that upset about losing. Anyhow, he's right: my ankle does hurt and the couch is too short. Plus, the knot on my head has once again inflicted me with a crippling migraine.

"Fine," I mutter for the second time today. "But I want it noted that this is under protest."

"As with all your other complaints, this has been noted. Goodnight, Caroline."

He drops into the armchair, stretches his legs out, and closes his eyes. Conversation over. Audience concluded. The king has retired.

I hop over to the bedroom door, push it open, and step inside.

As I suspected, the decor in here is sparse. A double bed with a plain quilt—dark blue, well-worn, tucked in with military corners. A nightstand with a glass of water and a book facedown. A wooden dresser. A narrow window showing nothing but snow and darkness. No photographs, same as the rest of the cabin.

Or wait.

Maybe that last part isn't quite true.

Because over there, on the nightstand, underneath the facedown book, the corner of a photograph peeks out.

I glance over my shoulder toward the door. Through the gap I can see the back of Afon's head in the armchair, eyes still closed.

I shouldn't…

I absolutely should not…

That's probably why I do.

I pick up the book and slide the photograph out. It's old. Creased down the middle from being folded and unfolded too many times. The colors are faded and sun-bleached.

Two men and a woman stand in front of what looks like a restaurant. The man on the left is young and lean, with dark hair and a jaw that hasn't yet been broken. He's almost smiling—almost—which is how I recognize him despite the thirty-year gap.

Afon, barely older than I am now.

The man in the middle is a somewhat familiar-looking stranger. Same dark hair, same strong build, but looser in his posture, more at ease. There's an undeniable resemblance, though. Brothers, maybe. He has his arm slung around Afon's shoulder in the casual, possessive way of family.

And the woman on the right, in a blue sundress, one hand resting on the stranger's arm, laughing at something just off-camera⁠—

My breath catches.

She's beautiful. Dark-eyed, dark-haired, her face lit up with joy.

I turn the photo over. On the back, in faded blue pen, someone has written three names.

Afon. Gervasii. Yelena.

Gervasii. That's Matvei's father—the one who died.

And Yelena...

Out of nowhere, my mind goes to the bronze band on Afon's finger. It's probably glinting in the firelight right now. One little source of illumination in the midst of this valley of darkness.

Carefully, I slide the photograph back under the book, exactly as it was. I sit on the edge of the bed. Wolf's claws click against the floorboards as he wanders in and collapses at my feet with a groan. Through the open door, I hear the creak of the armchair as Afon adjusts his bulk.

I lie back and stare at the ceiling and think about the woman in the blue sundress who laughed at something I'll never know.

It takes me a long time to fall asleep.
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The scream rips me out of sleep.

I jolt upright in the bed, heart slamming against my sternum. At first, I have absolutely no idea where I am. Dark room. Unfamiliar ceiling. The smell of woodsmoke and pine and cold, cold, cold.

Then it comes again: a raw, guttural sound from beyond the bedroom door, not quite a word and not quite not one. It's the kind of noise that lives in the basement of a person's throat, dredged up from somewhere primal and terrible.

It doesn't sound like Afon.

It sounds like an animal being hurt.

Wolf is already on his feet, whining, his nails skittering against the floorboards as he noses at the gap beneath the door.

"Afon?" I call out, but my voice comes out sleep-thick and useless. I throw the quilt off and swing my legs over the side of the bed. The floor is ice against my bare feet. "Afon!"

No answer. Just another groan. It's lower this time, more strangled, like he's choking on something.

My brain, helpful organ that it is, immediately presents me with every worst-case scenario. Intruder. Heart attack. Stroke. Bear.

Bear?!

I lurch off the bed and half-run toward the door, my sprained ankle be damned, because Afon Satyrin might be a grumpy, promise-breaking hermit who picks people up and puts them on counters without their consent like a living Elf on the Shelf, but he's also the only person within a fifteen-mile radius who knows how to keep me alive, and I'm not about to let him die on me before he tells me what I came here to⁠—

Oh, shit.

My left foot catches the leg of the dresser.

The ankle—the same stupid, already-swollen ankle that got me into this mess—buckles sideways at an angle that ankles were never meant to achieve. A white-hot bolt of pain rockets up my leg and detonates somewhere behind my kneecap. I go down hard, my shin cracking against the floor, and I hear myself yelp like I'm now the animal under duress.

Wolf barks.

And from the other room, the sounds stop.

There's a beat of silence. Then the heavy, disoriented thud of someone lurching to their feet.

"… Caroline?"

His voice is hoarse and wrecked. Like someone dragged it across gravel.

"In here," I manage from my position on the floor, which can best be described as "crumpled." My ankle is throbbing with its own separate heartbeat, faster than mine, angrier than mine. I'm cradling it with both hands and trying not to cry. "I'm fine. I just, I heard you, and I thought⁠—"

The bedroom door bangs open. Afon fills the frame, backlit by the dim orange glow of dying embers from the fireplace. He's in a T-shirt and the same black jeans he's worn every day since I arrived, and his chest is heaving like he just ran a sprint. His eyes are wild.

"What happened?"

"I fell. Again." I gesture weakly at the dresser. "Your furniture attacked me. It must have been friends with the tree root."

He strides over and kneels in front of me. The shift from disoriented nightmare beast to clinical is so fast it gives me whiplash.

"Ow. Ow. Ow!" I protest when he cups my damaged appendage.

"Stop squirming."

"Stop hurting me!"

He ignores that and rotates my foot a few degrees. I hiss through my teeth. His thumb finds the bone on the outside of my ankle—the same spot he checked the first night—and presses.

I grab his wrist. "If you do that one more time, I swear to God⁠—"

"It's not broken," he interrupts. "But you've made it worse."

"Yeah, no kidding. I figured that out when my entire leg caught fire."

He exhales through his nose. In the faint light, I can see a sheen of sweat on his forehead and the rapid pulse in his throat, right where the star tattoo sits. Whatever he was dreaming about, he hasn't fully come down from it. His hands are steady on my ankle, but the rest of him is vibrating at some panicked frequency I can almost feel.

"Can you stand?" he asks.

"Probably not."

"Hm."

And then—because this is just what Afon does now, what he defaults to whenever I become horizontally inconvenient—he scoops me off the floor.

This time, I don't fight it. Partly because my ankle genuinely feels like it's been visited by a medieval torture device, and partly because it's something like 2 A.M. and I'm too tired to be outraged.

But mostly because his arms, when they close around me, are shaking. Ever so slightly. A fine tremor running through the muscles of his forearms and shoulders, so faint that I'd miss it if I weren't pressed against his chest.

It's almost like he needs this as much as I do.

Which begs the question:

Who exactly does he think he's saving?

He carries me to the bed and lowers me down carefully. He arranges the spare pillow under my ankle, pulls the quilt over me, and straightens up.

"Stay off it," he orders.

"Afon. Afon, wait."

He stops in the doorway. His back is to me, one hand braced on the doorframe. I can see the tension in his shoulder blades through the thin cotton of his shirt. The muscles are bunched up around his spine like they're bracing for impact.

"You were screaming," I say.

He sighs. "Go back to sleep, Caroline."

"I can't sleep now! You scared the hell out of me. I thought there was a bear in the cabin. I thought you were being murdered."

"Well," he says to the doorframe, "there wasn't. And I wasn't."

"Could've fooled me."

He drops his hand from the frame and turns around. The firelight catches the planes of his face—the crooked nose, the deep-set eyes still glazed with something he's trying to blink away. He looks exhausted.

"It was a dream," is all he says. "It's done now."

"Okay. That's fine. But you don't have to go back out there to greet it again."

His brow furrows. "What do you want me to do?"

I scoot over toward the wall and pat the empty side of the bed. "Sit. Just for a minute. Watch out for Wolf, though."

As if on cue, Wolf lets out a satisfied whimper from his post at the foot of the bed, sprawled across the only viable standing room like a furry area rug.

Afon looks at the dog, then at the bed, then at me.

"I don't bite," I add. "Unlike some people's Rottweilers."

He wavers for another second, and then—miraculously, improbably—he sits.

I hold my breath as he lowers himself onto the very edge of the mattress, back straight, feet flat on the floor, hands on his knees. It's like he's ready to bolt at the first sign of emotional vulnerability.

The bed dips under his weight. We sit there in the semi-dark, breathing in sync as we recalibrate back to this plane of existence.

"My mom used to have nightmares," I say after a moment. "After my dad started working late all the time—which I now understand was not actually 'work' in the traditional sense—she'd wake up screaming. Not every night, but enough that I learned to sleep through it. Isn't that horrible? I was, like, fourteen, and I'd hear her crying through the wall and I'd just roll over. Put my pillow over my head. Teenagers are the worst."

I feel a choking sob climb up my throat. I press my lips together and will it back down into the pit of my chest.

"She always pretended it didn't happen in the morning," I continue. "She'd make these elaborate breakfasts—crepes, frittatas, the full Julia Child experience—and she'd be so bright and chipper that it felt rude to mention I'd heard her sobbing all night long. So I never did. And then she was dead, and I couldn't mention it even if I wanted to."

Afon is very still beside me.

"I think about that a lot," I admit, mostly to the ceiling. "All the things I didn't say when I had the chance. All the mornings I sat there eating crepes and pretending everything was fine because it was easier than asking what was wrong."

Silence.

"Anyway," I say, brushing a rogue tear off my cheek, "that's my tragic backstory. Or part of it. The rest involves cryptic letters and a man who won't tell me about my own father."

He lets out a breath. Not a sigh, exactly. More like the sound of pressure being released from a valve.

"Your mother," he says slowly, "was afraid for your father."

I turn my head to look at him. His profile is granite in the low light. "You knew her well?"

"Well enough."

"Well enough to know what she was afraid of?"

He rubs the band on his ring finger. That unconscious tic—thumb circling bronze—over and over, like a rosary in the hands of a man who no longer believes in God but can't quite kick the habit.

"Your mother was smarter than your father in some ways," he says. "She saw things coming before he did. She understood the cost of the choices he made, even if she couldn't stop him from making them."

My throat tightens. "What choices?"

He shakes his head. "Not tonight."

Every cell in my body wants to push. But there's something in his voice that makes me pull back. Uncharacteristic from me, I know.

The wind picks up outside, rattling the window in its frame, and Wolf twitches through another dream. I listen to Afon breathe. His breathing has slowed since he sat down. The tremor in his hands has stopped, or at least I can't feel it through the mattress anymore.

"Afon?"

"Mm."

"What were you dreaming about?"

He doesn't answer for so long that I think he's fallen asleep sitting up, which would honestly be impressive and also deeply on-brand for him.

"Was it Yelena?" I venture.

I know the instant I say it that I was wrong to go there. He lurches to his feet, and Wolf wakes with a confused whine.

"How do you know that name?" His voice is perfectly level, which is a million times worse than if he'd shouted.

Oh, Caroline. You absolute moron.

"I… There was a photograph. On the nightstand. I saw it last night, and the names on the back⁠—"

"You went through my things."

"It was poking out! I didn't go rummaging through your drawers or anything, it was just there, and I⁠—"

He takes a step back from the bed. Then another. The distance between us opens like a crack in ice, and I can feel the temperature in the room plummet with it. His face has closed off completely. Whatever door had cracked open in the last ten minutes—the shared darkness, the quiet, my mother's nightmares and his—has slammed shut with the kind of finality that makes me understand it was never really open to begin with.

"Afon, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have looked⁠—"

"No. You shouldn't have."

"—but I didn't mean to pry, I just⁠—"

"Go to sleep, Caroline."

He steps over Wolf, passes through the doorway, and pulls the door shut behind him with an angry thud.

Then another door opens—the front door. The thump of Afon's boots, the screech of blisteringly cold air, the rustle of his flannel. Then it slams shut again, and I'm left alone in the silence.

Is midnight in the snow really better than talking about Yelena with me? I guess so. Wolf lifts his head and looks at me with an expression that I would swear, on my parents' graves, is disappointment.

"I know," I whisper. "I'm an idiot. I know."

I pull the quilt up to my chin and lie there in the dark, ankle throbbing, heart throbbing harder, and listen for the sound of him coming back.

He doesn't.

Not for a long, long time.
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I know from the moment I open my eyes that today is going to be a very bad day.

Clearly, Afon didn't turn himself into Frosty the Snowman or Jack Nicholson from The Shining, because I can hear him moving around the cabin, the clank of the coffee pot, low grunts as he talks to Wolf. I don't know what time he came back inside after his late night temper tantrum, though.

But I also know, from the stiffness in my bones and the grit in my eyes, that I slept like absolute dogshit. Every time I started to drift off, my brain helpfully replayed the moment his face went cold—How do you know that name?—and I'd jolt awake with my stomach in my throat.

I'd really like to stay in here forever. It's nice that the bed is cozy, but it's mostly because I'm a yellow-bellied chickenshit, as my dad would have said.

I'm being dramatic, but only a little bit. What the hell am I supposed to say to Afon? Hey, sorry I went through your nightstand, found the photo of your dead brother and a woman you clearly loved so much that you still scream her name in your sleep twenty years later, and then brought it up while you were sitting on my bed at 2 A.M. in a cold sweat. My bad! Anyway, about those envelopes⁠—

Safe to say that's not going to work.

I press the heels of my hands into my eye sockets and exhale. As bad as that whole aspect of things is, the rest of my world is… about the same or worse, actually. My ankle is a swollen, purplish disaster. The knot on my forehead is lightly thudding along. I am, in every sense of the word, a wreck.

The bedroom door opens without a knock.

Afon fills the frame. He's fully dressed—boots laced, jacket on, the Remington slung over one shoulder by its strap. His eyes are flat and opaque, like someone poured concrete over whatever was behind them.

"Get up," he says. "We're leaving."

"Who's 'we,' and where are they going?"

He is in even less of a mood to tolerate my sparkling wit than he was yesterday. "Snow's stopped. Road's passable. I'm driving you to town."

"Now?"

"Right fucking now."

He turns and walks away, leaving the door open.

I stare at the empty doorframe for a while. Then I stare at Wolf, who pads up to take up the space where Afon was just standing.

"He can't be serious," I say.

Wolf tilts his head.

I guess he's serious.

I find my boots by the fireplace, still damp from two days ago. My socks are crusty and stiff. My jacket, the cute Patagonia puffer I bought specifically for what I'd envisioned as a scenic autumnal hike, not a Bear Grylls survival situation, smells like wet dog and smoke. I pull it on anyway, because it's either that or knife-sharp nipples, and I'm not in any mood for that.

Afon is outside, scraping snow off a vehicle tucked away in a stand of trees out back. It's an ancient Ford Bronco, army green, with rust blooming across the wheel wells. I didn't notice it on my way in, though in my defense, I was a little preoccupied with the blunt force trauma to the head.

"Where was this hiding?" I ask, struggling down the porch steps. The cold air nips at my face and makes my eyes water.

"Under the tarp." He jerks his chin toward the side of the cabin where, sure enough, a blue tarp lies crumpled in the snow. "I keep it for supply runs."

"Supply runs? To where, the canned bean store?"

Wow, I really thought that would get a laugh. But it doesn't even get a snorted exhale, much less a smile. Tough crowd today.

I stand in the snow, shivering, looking all around me. The clearing is blinding white. The mountains rise around us, huge and enormous. Everything is very still and very bright and very final-feeling.

"Afon, before we get all hasty, can we just⁠—"

He rips open the passenger door and jerks a thumb at the seat. "Get in."

"Right, yes, that's what I'd like to discuss. I feel like we've gotten off on the wrong foot, so if I could have a moment to⁠—"

"Get in the damn truck, Caroline."

His voice is not cruel. That's what gets me. Cruelty I could argue with, cruelty I could fight. This is something worse: it's resolved. He has made his decision, and my voluntary participation is not required for what happens next. His manhandling of me onto the kitchen counter yesterday was proof of that. It'd make things easier if I go along with it, sure.

But it's not mandatory.

Wincing, I get in the truck.

The leather seat is cracked and patched with duct tape. I'm pretty sure this vehicle predates my existence on earth, because there's no discernibly recognizable technology. Is that a cassette deck?!

I start to ask, then take one look at Afon as he climbs in on the driver's side and decide maybe that's not so wise.

He jams a key into the ignition and turns it hard. The engine coughs to life with a tubercular rattle that does not inspire confidence. Wolf jumps into the truck bed without being asked, settling down with his chin on his paws like he's done this a hundred times before.

We pull out of the clearing and onto a narrow dirt road—more of a suggestion than an actual road—that cuts through the trees. The Bronco bounces and lurches over ruts hidden beneath the snow, and I grip the door handle with both hands to keep from being flung into the dashboard over and over again.

We drive in silence for ten bumpy minutes. Fifteen. As we slowly crawl down the mountain, I feel my sass diminishing and my hopelessness growing.

I came so far, and now, I'm leaving with nothing I wanted. In fact, I'm worse off than when I started. I have only a bum ankle and a goose egg on my forehead.

"You promised," I finally say, unable to help myself. "You said you'd tell me."

His eyes don't leave the road. "I know what I said."

"Then why are you doing this?"

"Because it's not safe for you here."

I don't like the way he says that. You don't use that tone when you're talking about bears and hypothermia and treacherous, grasping tree roots.

You use it when you're talking about something that's hunting you.

"Not safe how?" I press. "Is this about last night? Because I swear, I'll never mention the photo again. I'll never say her name. I'll forget I saw it and⁠—"

"It's not about the photo, Caroline."

"Then what is it about?"

He takes a turn too sharply and I slide across the bench seat until my shoulder hits the door.

"You don't belong here," he says at last. "You belong in Manhattan. Not in a cabin in the mountains with a man who⁠—"

He stops himself. His jaw roils beneath the beard.

"A man who what?" I whisper when he won't fill in the end.

"Who can't help you."

The road widens. Through the snow-covered trees, I can see the faint outline of other structures—a gas station, a water tower, the pitched roofs of a small town emerging from the forest.

"You're the only person who can," I beg him. My eyes are burning with unshed tears. "My father is dead. My mother is dead. Matvei's given me what he knows, but it isn't enough. You have the rest of the story, Afon. You have the whole story. And you're just—what? Going to drive me to a bus station and pretend I never came?"

"Yes."

One syllable.

Might as well be a bullet between the eyes.

We pass the gas station. A hand-painted sign reads PIKE HOLLOW — POP. 412. The bus depot, when we reach it, is not so much a depot as a wooden bench beneath a sheet metal awning attached to the side of what appears to be a combination bait shop and post office. A schedule is tacked to a wooden post, laminated and yellowing. A single security camera points at the bench, its red light blinking sluggishly.

Afon pulls the Bronco to a stop and puts it in park. The engine idles, coughing. He won't even be here long enough to justify turning it off.

"Bus to Kingston leaves at noon," he says, checking his watch. "From Kingston, you can get Amtrak to Penn Station. You'll be home by dinner."

When I don't move, he reaches across me and pops the door handle. The passenger door swings open, admitting a blast of frigid air that makes my eyes water again.

"There's cash in your jacket pocket," he says. "Left side. Enough for the bus and the train."

I pat my pocket. Sure enough, a fold of bills crinkles in response. He must have slipped it in while I was getting dressed, or maybe last night after I fell asleep, because I certainly didn't have it before.

The thoughtfulness of it pisses me the fuck off.

"I don't want your money," I snap.

"Then burn it for warmth. I really don't care, Caroline."

I turn to glare at him. His hands are on the steering wheel at ten and two, knuckles white, the bronze ring catching what little light filters through the dirty windshield. His profile is iron. He stares straight ahead at the bait shop as if it's the most fascinating thing he's ever seen.

"You're scared," I accuse. "So you're just dumping me on the corner like a stray cat and hiking back up that godforsaken mountain to hide in your little hut. That's cowardly."

For the first time since we left the cabin, he looks at me. "Go home, Caroline," he says. "Please."

The please pisses me off almost as much as the cash did. How dare he?

I step out of the truck. My boots hit the slushy gravel. The cold is immediate and all-consuming.

"If you change your mind," I say, gripping the door, "you know where to find me."

Afon just reaches over, pulls the door shut, and drives away. I stand there for a while and watch the Bronco disappear down the road toward the mountain, Wolf's dark head visible in the truck bed until it rounds the bend and is gone.

Then I'm left all alone in front of the Pike Hollow Bait Shop / Post Office / Bus Depot in my dirty Patagonia jacket with a wad of smoke-scented cash in my pocket and absolutely no idea what to do with the ragged, gaping hole in the center of my chest.

The bus comes at noon. It's 9:47.

I plop down and wait.
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By 10:30, I've concluded that Pike Hollow is the saddest place I've ever been, and I once spent an entire Thanksgiving in the Newark airport Chili's.

The bait shop is closed. The post office is also closed, though a handwritten note taped to the window says BARB IS AT THE DENTIST, BACK WHENEVER, which at least suggests the existence of operating hours at some point or another.

Across the road, there's a shuttered bar called The Rusty Trout, a single-pump Sunoco, and a church with a sign that reads GOD IS WATCHING. PLEASE PICK UP AFTER YOUR DOG.

I've drawn faces in the slush on the sidewalk. I've picked the lint off my leggings. I've imagined, in vivid detail, what I'm going to do to Guns McTaggart when I get back to the city: take those stupid crayons he used to draw that stupid map and shove them so far up his stupid ass that he's gonna taste Mango Tango.

The wind picks up, and I pull my jacket tighter. Noon feels very far away.

That's when the van pulls up.

It's a white panel van. Unmarked, windowless in the back, but generally innocuous and hardly worth noticing. I wouldn't have paid it any mind at all if it hadn't slowed passed the bus bench, then come to a stop about thirty feet away, engine humming.

My internal alarm goes off like a fire station klaxon.

I stand up. My ankle protests but I ignore it. There's nowhere to go. The bait shop is locked. The bar is shuttered. The church is across the road and up a hill. And even if I could reach any of those places, there's no guarantee that any living soul is inside a single one of them.

I'm alone.

The van's passenger door opens.

A man steps out. He's stocky and dark-eyed, wearing a hunting jacket and work boots. He has a buzzcut and a neck like a fire hydrant. The smile on his face looks painted on.

"Morning, ma'am," he calls over. "You waiting on the bus?"

"Yep," I reply, keeping my voice sunny and casual, the voice I use with sketchy men at bars and sketchy men on the subway and, apparently, sketchy men in the Catskills. "Should be here soon."

"Noon bus, right?" He shoves his hands in his pockets and rocks back on his heels. "That one's been canceled. Snow on the pass."

My stomach drops. "How do you know that?"

"Buddy of mine drives it." He takes a step closer. "We can give you a ride into Kingston, if you want. No trouble."

"That's really kind, but I'm fine. I'll wait."

"Could be a long wait." Another step. He's close enough now that I can see the veins in his temples, the dirt under his fingernails, the flat blankness behind his eyes. "Cold out here for a lady on her own."

The driver's side door opens. A second man gets out. Taller, thinner, with a scraggly beard and a beanie pulled low. Unlike his buddy, he doesn't smile at all.

"We're just being neighborly," Buzzcut says. "Hop in. We'll have you in Kingston before lunch."

I take a step back and feel the bench press against the backs of my knees, caging me in. "I said I'm fine."

At that, the mask comes off. His smile vanishes like smoke. "You came down off that mountain this morning," he says. "With the Russian."

My blood turns to ice. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"Sure you do." He's snarling now, practically gnashing his teeth at me. "Big guy. Lives alone. Got a dog. We've been looking for him for a while now. Imagine our surprise when a pretty girl shows up in the woods and leads us right to him."

The second man has circled around the back of the van. I hear the rear doors swing open behind me.

I open my mouth to scream, but Buzzcut is on me too fast for that. His hand clamps over my mouth—calloused, reeking of cigarettes—and his other arm locks around my waist, pinning my arms there. He lifts me off the ground like Afon did, except there's nothing careful about it, nothing that even remotely resembles concern for my well-being.

I bite down on his palm. He swears—"Fuck!"—but doesn't let go. The second man grabs my kicking legs.

They carry me to the back of the van. I thrash, I claw, I do everything the self-defense class at the 92nd Street Y taught me, but there are two of them and one of me, and I've been through so much in the last few days that I just don't have much fight left in me anymore.

The last thing I see before the doors slam shut is the blinking red light of the security camera on the bait shop wall, recording everything or perhaps nothing at all. And even if it is recording, who would be around to watch it? The fishermen are out, Barb is at the dentist, and God is busy ensuring that all the dog owners pick up after their pets.

There's no one to see me. No one at all.

There's only closing doors, and then darkness.
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AFON


Somehow, the cabin has changed since I left an hour ago.

It's quieter.

I've been alone up here for the better part of a year. Before Caroline showed up, I went days without hearing another human voice. Weeks, sometimes. But the silence was the point. The only alternative was continuing to be a man whose scarred, bloodstained hands had done things that no amount of silence could make right.

In the silence, I could be no one.

But now, the silence is all fucking wrong.

It has a Caroline-sized hole in it.

Wolf can feel it, too. He's standing in the middle of the living room staring at the couch where she slept, tail low, ears rotating like satellite dishes searching for a frequency that's gone dead.

"She's gone," I tell him. "That was the plan."

Wolf looks at me and tilts his head to the side as he lets out a confused whine.

"Stop it," I scold.

He keeps looking.

I hang the Remington back on its rack and shrug off my jacket. The fire's gone cold while I was out, so I kneel at the hearth and start rebuilding it. My hands know the work: ball the newspaper, arrange the kindling, pile on two freshly split sections of birch. They've done it ten thousand times. But my mind is still back in the Bronco as I idled in Pike Hollow, watching Caroline step out onto the gravel…

Go home, Caroline. Please.

I strike a match and hold it close until the newspaper catches. I watch the flame curl through the kindling. A slow heat begins to rise to my face, but I'm so damn cold inside. It's a cold that no fire can touch, no matter how much I feed it.

I stand and wince as my knees pop and twinge. When I look over, I see that Wolf hasn't moved from his post by the couch, and his head is still rotated forty-five degrees sideways.

"I said stop it," I snarl.

He lies down with an enormous, theatrical sigh. Melodramatic fucking animal. I wish he'd keep his damn opinions to himself.

I go to the kitchen with no real purpose or plan. I wash the mug she used this morning, then dry it and put it back on the shelf next to my own. When that's done, I look around for something else to do.

I could eat, but I'm not hungry.

I could check the trail cameras, but I know already I won't find anything.

I could examine and re-examine every inch of the property, looking for more signs of intruders, of weaknesses, of gaps in my castle walls. But why bother?

I don't give a fuck if they come for me. Either they'll die or I will, and either way, my problems would be over. Plus, I know that Caroline is now safe. I left her at the foot of the mountain, where normal people live normal lives, not up here on this snow-blasted rock face, where there's no telling what might happen next. What demons might rise up and come lurking.

Grimacing, I stomp out of the kitchen and into the bedroom.

The bedspread is unmade. She left the quilt thrown back, the pillow still dented where her head was. Her scent lingers under the woodsmoke, so jarringly wrong that my nose wrinkles up. It doesn't belong here. Too feminine and dainty, too sweet and floral. Nothing about her belongs here, which is exactly what I told her. I was right.

I drop on the edge of the bed and sigh.

The photograph is where she said it was—under the book on the nightstand, its corner peeking out. I pull it free and hold it in both hands.

Gervasii's arm slung around my shoulder. Yelena laughing at something. I don't remember what. Some joke Gervasii made, probably. He was always the funny one. The one people wanted at their table. He could walk into a room full of strangers and leave with a story he'd tell for years. I was always the quiet shadow behind him.

I didn't mind, because being in his orbit meant being warm, and I'd been cold for so long before that I didn't even know I was freezing until he showed me what heat felt like.

The restaurant behind us was Yelena's favorite. A Georgian place on Brighton Beach Avenue with clay pots of lobio and khachapuri the size of your head. The owner knew us by name. We went every Sunday after church—back when we still went to church. That, of course, was before I stopped believing in anything that required kneeling.

My thumb traces the edge of the photograph. The crease down the middle runs right between Gervasii and me, bisecting the image neatly. Him on one side. Me on the other. Yelena caught in between.

That crease wasn't there when the photo was taken. It came later, from being folded and unfolded in shirt pockets and nightstand drawers across a dozen apartments and safe houses and, finally, this cabin—the last stop on a very long road that leads nowhere.

Wolf has wandered in. He's standing in the doorway and watching me carefully, one eyebrow lofted. He has very expressive facial expressions for an animal with no capacity for higher reasoning, though Caroline would probably argue that he's got more emotional intelligence than I do. She might not be wrong.

"I was wrong, wasn't I?" I ask him. "I shouldn't have reacted that way."

Wolf's tail thumps once against the floorboards. Agreement, or a muscle spasm. With him, it's hard to tell.

I set the photograph on my knee and look at it for a long time. We were so fucking young back then. And so stupidly happy that the camera managed to catch me smiling before I remembered all the reasons I had to frown.

"But she had to go. It wasn't safe here for her."

He whacks the floor with his tail again in response.

"Don't give me that shit. She's Bill's daughter. Do you understand what that means?"

He doesn't, of course. He's a dog. But he must understand some aspect of it, because he waddles closer and rests his huge head on my lap. His eyes are wide, dark, liquid, and unblinking as he gazes up at me.

"There's too much shit there to unpack. It's for the best that this is how it went. Let her go scurrying back to a life that makes sense to her, because the devil knows mine stopped making sense to me a long fucking time ago."

The thing is, I made her a promise. And for all my many sins, breaking vows isn't one of them.

But hardly any time at all passed between the promise and me hurling her out my door like I was a bouncer 86'ing her from a bar.

Like he can hear what I'm thinking, Wolf's ear twitches.

It wouldn't be hard to stay here. The silence doesn't bother me, and the judgmental dog is easily ignored. I have lots of practice in ignoring my mistakes, too. Give it a year and I'd be fine. If you gave me five, I'd barely even remember the name Oglethorpe. I'm good at this shit. Silence and avoidance are the only two skills I ever truly mastered.

But Bill didn't send her that letter so she could sit in the dark forever.

"He wanted her to know," I say. "That's why he wrote it. And he trusted me to fill in the rest, because I'm the only bastard left who can."

Wolf lifts his head off my knee and stares at me. His brow furrows into those deep Rottweiler wrinkles.

My gaze falls again to the photograph. I look at Yelena this time. If she was here, she'd be laughing in my face. You stubborn fucking goat, she'd say. Hiding in the mountains just makes you vertically superior, not morally. She did always have a way with words.

The least your dumb ass can do is give the girl what her old man wanted her to have.

I set the photograph back on the nightstand, face up this time. No more hiding it under books like contraband.

"She came a long way," I tell Wolf. "It's only proper."

I check my watch. If I leave now, there's plenty of time. I can fill her in on what she doesn't know and still wrap it all up in time for her to catch the noon bus back to the city and the rest of her life.

"Fine," I snarl. "Fine. But don't you say a word about this, you hear me? I'm doing this for her, not you. So just… just shut up, goddammit."

I jerk to my feet and stomp back into the room. Wolf follows, sticking out his tongue and thumping the walls with his baseball bat of a tail in approval. I glance back at him and growl in distaste as I snatch my keys off the kitchen table and loop my Remington strap back over my shoulder, just in case.

Fuckin' dog. Always thinks he knows better than me.
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The sun has melted the snow down further, so little rivulets run down the road, making me take every turn slower lest I slide the Bronco into a ditch. Because my eyes are streaming from the rush of cold air in my face, my first glimpse of Pike Hollow from above as I descend the mountain is a blurry watercolor of streets and buildings.

It takes another twenty from that first sighting before I've finally finished descending the hairpin switchbacks that mark the road up the mountain. Finally, I can open up the engine on the straightaway and go roaring into the town.

I pull onto the main road and gun it toward the bait shop. I'm already phrasing the story in my head, excising all unnecessary detail.

But when I arrive at the bus stop, it turns out that the whole damn trip was unnecessary.

Because the bench is empty.

I park the Bronco and step out. The engine ticks as it cools. The swirling wind pushes a Styrofoam cup around the gravel lot in a lazy orbit. Across the street, the bait shop is dark. The post office is dark. The laminated bus schedule is still tacked to its post, flapping in the breeze.

Caroline is nowhere to be found.

I check my watch again. It couldn't possibly have taken me that long to get down the mountain, right? No, it's 10:52. The noon bus isn't for another hour. She should still be here, sitting on this bench, furious with me, composing elaborate revenge fantasies about the stubborn asshole who threw her out into the cold.

"Caroline?" I call out, even though it's pointless. The whole town feels emptied, hollowed out, a set that's been struck after the final performance.

I cross to the bait shop and cup my hands against the window. Inside, I see rows of lures on pegboard, a dusty cash register, a rack of yellowing newspapers. No people, though. The security camera above the door blinks its red light at me. I'd be shocked if that ancient piece of shit is actually capable of recording anything.

I try the door. Locked.

I'm starting to feel a dull sense of dread in my stomach.

I circle the building. Out back, there's a dumpster, a stack of pallets, and a coil of garden hose frozen solid. None of it provides any indication about where Caroline might've gone.

Could she have hitched a ride? I surely fucking hope not. The girl is impetuous, but there's a difference between that and stupid. Her father must've drilled Never trust a stranger into her head from the day she was born.

I'm standing in the middle of the road, turning in a slow circle, when something catches my eye.

It's gone as soon as I saw it, though. I channel all my years of hunting and slow my breath, my pulse, relax my vision to its widest extent and wait for the sign to appear to me again. At first, it's just the same hazy miasma of snow-covered buildings, gray asphalt, brown mud. That pop of color I saw a moment ago isn't visible.

Slower. Slower. Breathe. Empty yourself and wait…

There.

Right over there, where the gravel slopes down toward a drainage ditch, something caught the pale yellow sun and winked at me. I charge over and peer down into the ditch. Half-submerged in the grey slush at the bottom of the ditch is a granola bar wrapper.

I've seen it before. It was in the pocket of her jacket the night I carried her inside—I pulled it out when I was checking her for injuries. She'd smoothed it flat and tucked it away like she intended to dispose of it properly later.

I pick it up. It's damp but not frozen through. Recent.

I start to search around. The snowmelt can hide a lot, but not everything, especially if she was here recently. Eyes on the ground, I make my way back to the bus depot bench.

Directly across the street, I find tire tracks. Long wheelbase. A van or a truck of some kind.

And alongside it, boot prints. Multiple sets, overlapping and smeared, heels and toes digging deep at various points. Something happened here. A struggle? And is that…?

Oh, fucking hell.

A parallel set of lines gouged into the slush.

The kind that heels make when someone is being dragged.

Just like that, the air leaves my lungs.

I stand there with the granola bar wrapper in one hand and the Remington in the other. The world contracts to a single, white-hot point of clarity that burns away everything else. The silence I came here for is gone. The peace? Gone. The redemption? Long fucking gone.

All of it. Gone. In an instant.

Because I know those drag marks. I've seen them before, in other snow, in other places, in a life I was supposed to have left behind.

I already know where the tracks will lead me, but I follow them anyway, just to be sure.

And sure enough, they meet up with the tire marks. The path heads north, toward the highway.

I guess the life I thought I'd left behind has decided to keep me with it, for a little while longer, at least.

I stride back to the Bronco and open the driver's door. I set the Remington on the passenger seat, then smooth the granola bar wrapper flat against my thigh and fold it once before tucking it in my breast pocket.

Then I start the engine and follow the tire tracks north.
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CAROLINE


Every bump in the road hurts.

That's because my face is pressed against the floor of the van, which is corrugated metal, freezing cold, and coated in a film of something sticky and nasty-smelling. My wrists are zip-tied behind my back. The tie is cinched too tight—I can already feel my fingers going numb, that awful pins-and-needles tingle that means the blood supply is being slowly choked off. My ankle, the same one I've been babying for two days, is screaming from how Buzzcut wrenched it when he grabbed my legs.

The van takes a sharp right turn and I slide across the floor, slamming my shoulder into what feels like a metal toolbox. Pain erupts white-hot down my arm.

I don't scream. Dr. Levinson would be very proud of me, though she'd probably point out that the reason I'm not screaming has less to do with bravery and more to do with the strip of duct tape they slapped over my mouth after the doors closed. Buzzcut did it while the van was still accelerating. His buddy was driving. The whole operation took maybe ninety seconds from the moment they grabbed me to the moment we were moving, which suggests a level of choreography that does not bode well for the hope that this was spontaneous.

These men were waiting for me.

The bumps are getting worse. We can't possibly be on a paved road anymore. It feels like ruts in mud every ten yards. Every pothole sends me airborne for a sickening half second before gravity slams me back down and worsens my bruises. I try to brace with my knees, but the angle is wrong and I keep sliding around, abusing my cheekbones, aching and doing my best to stay conscious and level-headed.

Breathe, Caroline.

Think.

That's what my dad would tell me. God put that big ol' melon on your neck for a reason, Caro. Use it.

From an early age, he taught me how to move in the city. I always figured that's just what dads raising their kids in Manhattan did.

What do you do if someone follows you on the street? You cross to the other side.

What do you do if someone grabs you? You fight, you scream, you make yourself as difficult a target as possible.

What do you do if you're taken?

You survive. You observe. You wait.

Okay, Dad. I'm observing.

Observation one: we've been driving for maybe thirty or forty minutes now. We turned right out of Pike Hollow, which means we're heading north or northwest, deeper into the mountains. At least, I hope that's what it means, and that my sense of direction is correct. I flunked that badge several times when I was a Girl Scout.

Observation two: Buzzcut and Beanie don't seem to be chatty. They haven't spoken to each other since we started moving, which either means they have nothing to say or they've done this enough times that the silence is just protocol. Another day in the life, I guess.

Observation three: They mentioned a group. We've been looking for him for a while now. Key word there is we. So there are more.

Observation four: I'm terrified.

That last one isn't especially useful from a strategic standpoint, but it does feel important to acknowledge. Dr. Levinson is a big proponent of naming your emotions so they don't control you. So, there it is: I am terrified. My heart is hammering so hard I can feel it in my zip-tied wrists. There's a tremor running through my whole body that has nothing to do with the cold, though the cold isn't helping. And my brain keeps trying to short-circuit into full-blown panic, which I am holding off through sheer force of will and the knowledge that if I hyperventilate with duct tape over my mouth, I will literally suffocate.

So. That's motivating.

Without warning, the van slows, turns again, and grinds to a halt. The engine cuts. Doors open and slam. Footsteps crunch on gravel—two sets, one heavy, one lighter. Then the rear doors swing open and gray daylight floods in, making me squint.

"Out," Buzzcut barks. Not much of a talker, this guy.

When I don't move fast enough for his liking, he grabs my arm and hauls me upright, then drags me to the edge of the van bed. My legs are floppy noodles from being cramped on the floor, so when he shoves me out, I stumble and go down on one knee in the mud. The impact shoots up through my already-ruined ankle and I scream behind my tape.

Rolling his eyes in disgust, Buzzcut yanks me to my feet.

I look around.

We're in a clearing—though clearing makes it sound pastoral and lovely, and this is neither. It's a logging camp, or it was once. There's a long, low-slung bunkhouse built from unpainted cinder block with a corrugated metal roof. A second structure looks like it might've been an equipment shed, its bay door hanging crooked on one hinge. A stack of cut timber, weathered to silver-gray, sits beside a rusting yarder that hasn't moved in years. The trees surrounding the camp are dense, dark, and dripping with snowmelt.

But there are signs of new life among the dilapidation. There's a generator humming behind the bunkhouse. Two trucks—a black F-150 and a mud-caked Tacoma—are parked beside the van. Extension cords snake across the mud like orange veins. Someone has rigged a tarp between two pines to create a kind of carport, under which sits a snowmobile.

Three more men are standing outside the bunkhouse. They were smoking, but they've stopped to watch.

Buzzcut steers me toward the bunkhouse door. Beanie follows.

Inside, the bunkhouse is exactly as charming as the exterior suggests. A single open room, maybe forty feet long, with metal-framed cots lining both walls. A woodstove at one end, glowing dull orange. A folding table in the center covered in fast-food wrappers, beer cans, a deck of playing cards, and an ashtray overflowing with butts. The floor is plywood. It reeks of propane, stale cigarettes, and unwashed men—a cologne I'm calling Eau de Incarceration.

Buzzcut shoves me into a metal folding chair beside the table. The zip tie bites deeper as my weight shifts. Beanie leans against the doorframe with his arms crossed, watching me with those dark, beady eyes.

One of the men from outside wanders in. He's younger than the others—mid-twenties, with acne scars on his cheeks and a gold chain that looks wildly out of place in a logging camp. He takes one look at me and grins.

"Fresh meat?" he asks.

"Bait in the making," Buzzcut confirms. "Got a nasty set of chompers on her, though."

Buzzcut holds up his palm. Even from where I'm sitting, I can see the crescent of tooth marks. I'd feel a surge of satisfaction about that if I weren't, you know, zip-tied to a chair in a cinder-block hellhole with no way out.

"Boss know?" Gold Chain asks.

Buzzcut nods. "Radioed him on the way in. He's still out on the run with Dmitri and the others. Won't be back 'til tonight, maybe morning."

Gold Chain pulls up a cot and sits on it, still leering at me. "So what do we do with her 'til then?"

"We wait," Buzzcut declares. He's at the folding table now, pouring himself coffee from a dented thermos. "Boss wants to talk to her himself. Wants to know what the Russian told her."

"She don't look like she knows much."

"She was with him a couple days. Gotta know something."

Gold Chain whistles. "Couple days with that psycho? And she's still breathing?"

"Sure seems like it."

They have no issue talking about me like I'm not here. I take it I'm not the first involuntary guest to make their acquaintance here. As I said, another day in the life.

I stare at the coffee stain on the plywood between my boots and think about Afon.

Not in a what would Afon do kind of way, but just, like, Afon, the man himself. I'm getting a little kooky here, and maybe it's the repeated head trauma or the lack of blood flow, but I can't stop thinking of him as noble. He has ethics, principles, boundaries that he placed on himself. This radiating aura of being a man capable of anything who nonetheless restricted himself to doing only the right things. I wish there was a word for it because I don't feel like I'm making any sense.

But whatever. I'm a lawyer, not a poet.

These men, whoever they are and whatever they want, don't have that. Not by a long shot. God gave their share to Afon when he was doling out the regal genes. One look at them is all it takes to know that they're cut from a different—and lesser—cloth.

Buzzcut barks orders to feel big. Gold Chain leers because he thinks it makes him dangerous. Beanie just stands there, a human coat rack with a pulse.

Afon never had to do that shit. Which isn't to say he was perfect, but he was certain. Whether he ended up being right or wrong in the end, he chose what he chose and had his reasons for doing it. As mad as I am at him for everything that has and hasn't happened since I finally found him, there's a kind of frustration that comes with knowing that he did it all for some grand, selfless purpose.

And, fine, yes, he's handsome. That doesn't hurt his cause. Unfairly, inconveniently, distractingly handsome for a forty-year-old hermit with a sour attitude and a persecution complex.

Buzzcut rips the duct tape off my mouth. It takes skin with it. I hiss through my teeth but I don't cry, because I refuse to give him that, even though my eyes are watering so badly that the room goes blurry.

"Time to chat," he says, pulling up a chair across from me and straddling it backward. "Let's start simple. What's your name?"

I scowl at him and say nothing.

"Come on, sweetheart. We're gonna be here a while. Might as well be friendly."

"Caroline," I say, because there's no point in lying about something they could easily verify with one search of my wallet. "Caroline Oglethorpe."

"Oglethorpe." He rolls the name around in his mouth. "Fancy. You his girlfriend?"

"Whose?"

"The Russian's."

The sheer absurdity of the question makes me laugh. "No. Not even a little bit."

"Then what were you doing up there?"

"Hiking."

Buzzcut smiles. I thought the sneer was bad, but now that I've seen him in his full broken-toothed, cigarette-stained glory, I think I'd prefer the frown. "Hiking, eh? Well, you sure ain't good at it, are you? Ain't dressed for the weather, and by the looks of that knot on your head and your gimpy ankle, you and the mountain ain't on such good terms."

All three men guffaw at my expense.

But when they settle down, Gold Chain says, "Hell of a destination to end up at, too, sweetheart. Most people go up for the view of the valley. Not to shack up in a cabin with a man who used to kill people for the Lazarev Bratva."

Technically, that's not news, but my nervous system reacts as if it was. I get a little light-headed and my stomach knots itself up.

I knew what Afon was, what he'd done. The envelopes made that abundantly clear, and the rumors underlined everything else. But hearing it stated so baldly, by a complete and total stranger, is different from reading it in your dead father's careful handwriting.

"I'm a lawyer," I say, which is as true as it is irrelevant. "I'll cooperate fully when your boss arrives. But I need water, and I need the zip tie loosened. My fingers are going numb."

Buzzcut gawks at me for a long moment, then glances at Beanie. A wavelength passes between them—a look, a decision—and Beanie produces a water bottle from somewhere, saunters over, and holds it to my lips. I drink. It tastes metallic and stale, but I guzzle it all down.

No one does anything about the zip tie, so I decide we'll circle back to that particular little thorn in my side. Or in my wrists, or whatever.

"Alright then, sunshine," drawls Buzzcut. "You don't wanna talk, that's fine. We'll leave you to your thoughts."

All three men slink out of the room. The door clangs shut behind them.
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The afternoon passes in slow, grinding misery. Other men come in and out, but none of them look at me. Someone brings in a space heater that rattles and clanks and makes the air taste like burning dust. I'm allowed to use a latrine dug out behind the bunkhouse, escorted by Beanie, who at least has the decency to turn around while I do my business. My wrists are re-tied in front of me when I return, which is marginally better than when they were wrenched together at the small of my back.

I try to keep track of time, but there's no clock and my watch is dead and the eerie winter light filtering through those two small windows doesn't change much. It feels like I'm stuck in an endless, gray afternoon.

Gold Chain is mostly absent. Buzzcut goes outside, comes back, goes outside again. Beanie stands sentinel by the door, as talkative as ever, which is to say, not at all.

At one point, a fourth man comes in, a heavyset guy with ruddy cheeks, and speaks to Buzzcut in a low murmur. I catch the words highway and clean and no tail. That's not exactly a hard game of Charades for me to deduce.

They're confident no one followed us.

Given how we're clearly in the middle of fucking nowhere, I'd guess that they're probably right.

As the light in the windows dims from gray to charcoal, Gold Chain comes back in with a cigarette dangling from his lip. He claims the seat Buzzcut vacated earlier.

"So," he says, tipping his chair back on two legs. "Boss ain't coming tonight."

"Radioed again," Buzzcut confirms from the other end of the room. He's cleaning a handgun on one of the cots—a Glock, disassembled on a rag. "Earliest is tomorrow afternoon. Roads are fucked."

"Tomorrow afternoon." Gold Chain scratches his jaw. "That's a long time for us to entertain ourselves, huh?"

A nasty note in his voice makes the hair on my arms stand up. It's not what he says. It's the way he says it—loose and idle, like he's contemplating what to have for dinner, except the thing he's contemplating isn't dinner.

"Don't," Beanie growls from the doorway. It's the first full word I've heard him speak.

"Don't what?" Gold Chain gives him an innocent look. "I'm just saying. It's a long night. She's right there. And it's not like she's going anywhere."

"Boss said hold her."

"Boss said talk to her. Well, there's more than one way to get somebody talking, isn't there?"

All the sounds in the room go mute.

Buzzcut pauses with the Glock's slide in one hand, his eyes flicking from Gold Chain to me and back.

"She is pretty," Buzzcut notes. Slowly. Like he's trying the idea on.

"She bit you," Gold Chain says, grinning. "That sorta thing deserves payback, don't it?"

"Yeah." Buzzcut looks at his palm, twists it this and that in front of his face. "She did. It does."

I remember the domestic violence unit from law school, all those horrifying statistics I memorized for exams and then tried very hard to forget. They were bad enough that they made me switch my concentration from corporate to pro bono. And the stint I did at that clinic on the Lower East Side, the faces of the women I was tasked to help, the deadness in their flat, dissociated voices while I held their hands and wrote everything down and promised them it would be different now…

I never once imagined I'd be on this side of the desk.

My body is going offline. Breath shallowing out and stilling, fingers chilling to full-on numbness. My hearing has dulled to nothing but a keening buzz, and the edges of my vision are going black like my brain would really prefer not to suffer through the images of what's about to happen next, thank you very much.

Don't you dare pass out, Caroline. Don't you dare.

Gold Chain stands. The chair legs scrape against the plywood with a sound that will live in my nightmares for a very long time, assuming I survive long enough to have nightmares. He takes one step toward me.

I don't flinch. I don't look away. I keep my eyes on his and let him see everything in them—the fear, yes, because I can't hide that, but also the fire.

"If you touch me," I spit, "there will be consequences. People know where I am."

"You told the Russian nobody knew you were here," Buzzcut interrupts. "I was listening."

I feel the blood leave my face.

Gold Chain stands. He cracks his neck, left then right, a grotesque popping sound. Then he walks toward me.

"Here's what I think," he says. "I think you're some rich bitch from Manhattan who came up here looking for her boyfriend, and nobody knows you're gone, and nobody's coming for you. I think the boss isn't here, and what the boss doesn't know won't hurt him." He stops in front of my chair. "Although it might hurt you a little."

He reaches for the zipper of my jacket.

The thought that pops up in my head right then is not rational. It's not strategic, nor even particularly helpful. It's not what my father trained me for, and it's definitely not what Dr. Levinson would endorse.

But it does feel, in its own way, kind of inevitable.

Because I think about Afon.

Not the cold-eyed golem who threw me out of his truck this morning, but the one who draped a blanket over me when I was nothing but a concussed inconvenience on his doorstep. His hands on my waist as he lifted me onto the counter. The care in his touch, every single time, and the obvious restraint it took him in every single second to hold back the tide of violence that's defined his life.

It doesn't change the situation to think about him.

But it does make me feel just a tiny bit better.

Gold Chain unzips my jacket. The cold air buffets my chest through my thin thermal. He hooks his index finger under the hem and tugs it up over my belly.

Buzzcut is watching on and salivating. Beanie has looked away.

It's funny that Afon was right, in the end. He told me it wasn't safe. Go home, Caroline; you don't belong here.

And what did I do? I called him a coward.

He wasn't being a coward, though.

He was just the only person paying attention.

Gold Chain leans in close. His breath is hot and rancid on my neck. My stomach heaves.

I close my eyes.
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CAROLINE


A whimper.

That's how I'm saved in the end.

Not with a bang, but with a whimper.

It's a single, muted groan from somewhere outside the bunkhouse. Like the last breath of air escaping someone's lungs. Gold Chain freezes with his finger still hooked under my thermal, the garment raised halfway over my bra. He turns his head to squint at the door. Beanie straightens up from the doorframe. Buzzcut's hand drifts toward the disassembled Glock on the cot, which is currently in four pieces on a rag and about as useful as a jigsaw puzzle at a gunfight.

Then the lights go out.

Not the dying evening light that comes through the windows—it's the generator that goes kaput. That background drone dies and the space heater does the same. Overhead, the single bare bulb that's the extent of the room's artificial illumination is black and cold.

In the dark, someone says, "The fuck⁠—?"

The door comes off its hinges.

I don't mean it opens. I mean it comes off, inward, with a sound like a car crash and a rush of freezing mountain air that cold-cocks me across the face. A shape fills the doorframe. It's broad-shouldered, backlit by the last gray light of dusk, rifle raised, and impossible not to recognize.

Beanie goes for something at his hip. He doesn't get there. Truthfully, he doesn't even get halfway. There's a crack that splits the air in two, and Beanie crumples sideways against the wall and slides down it like he's had a very, very long day.

Gold Chain releases my shirt and lunges toward a gun locker in the back. Afon beats him there in one room-spanning lunge and drives the butt of the Remington into Gold Chain's sternum. The sound is awful. Thock, like Afon's axe hitting the woodblock back in his cabin, but with an extra wet, nasty crunch that can't be good from the perspective of Gold Chain's internal organs. Gold Chain makes a sound like his friend outside did, a sad little whine, and then Afon hits him once more with the rifle stock.

Gold Chain doesn't make any more noises after that.

Buzzcut is the last one standing. He's scrambling on the cot, fingers scrabbling for the Glock pieces in the dark. He gets the slide and the frame together, and even though that's basically a useless, non-firing hunk of metal, he still swings the thing around and aims it at Afon like he'll somehow magically conjure the bullet that will save him.

It doesn't work out quite like that.

Afon breaks Buzzcut's wrist with a single, effortless snap. Thock, then a scream.

With his other arm, Afon throws a crunching elbow into the bridge of Buzzcut's nose. Just like that, it's all over.

Afon stands in the center of the bunkhouse, breathing hard, surrounded by three unconscious men, steam rising off his shoulders in the cold air. The Remington is back in his hands. His eyes sweep the room once in a systematic grid pattern, checking for any other threats.

Then they land on me.

"Caroline."

I try to answer but all that comes out is a wordless whimper. My mouth is open and my lungs are working, but somewhere between my brain and my vocal cords, the signal has degraded into static.

Afon slings the Remington over his shoulder, pulls a folding knife from his jacket, and slices the zip tie off my wrists with a single flick. The blood rushes back into my fingers. The pain is extraordinary—white-hot needles threading through every nerve ending from my elbows to my fingertips.

"Are you hurt?" he asks.

I shake my head. Then nod. Then shake it again. I don't know what I am anymore.

"Did they⁠—"

"No." That word, at least, I can produce. "No. You— Well, you cut it kind of close there, actually."

I feel like that's pretty funny, but he doesn't crack a smile. "Can you walk?"

"I… I'm not sure. My ankle⁠—"

"Right."

He scoops me up, one arm under my knees and the other around my back, and carries me through the kicked-in doorway and into the dusk.

The logging camp looks a bit different now than it did earlier. The generator sits silent with its panel ripped open. One of the men who'd been smoking outside is facedown in the mud near the trucks, motionless, with a nasty-looking patch of red snow covering his head. I don't see the others and I don't ask. I kinda get the feeling they're all lying unmoving in red snow patches of their own.

The tarp-covered snowmobile is where it was before, but the two trucks now have their hoods up, wires hanging loose like disemboweled intestines. Afon has been thorough.

The Bronco is parked about fifty yards from the bunkhouse, right where the logging road widens out. Afon carries me toward it without breaking stride, his boots crunching over the frozen mud. My arms are around his neck, so I'm sure he can feel me shaking.

"Almost there," Afon says.

We're maybe twenty yards from the Bronco when the shot cracks through the air.

It's a sharp whiplash noise, followed by the metallic ping of something hitting the Bronco's fender. Afon pivots instantly, dropping into a crouch behind a stack of cut timber so fast that I barely register the change in altitude before my back is against the silvered logs and his body is between me and the direction the shot came from.

A second shot follows. This one thuds into the timber six inches above our heads, sending a spray of splinters into the cold air.

"Stay down," Afon orders as he unslings the Remington. He peers around the edge of the log pile toward the logging road, where a pair of headlights has appeared, bouncing through the trees. A truck. Someone returning to camp who wasn't here when Afon dismantled the welcoming committee.

A third shot punches through the Bronco's windshield. The glass shatters and collapses inward in a web of cracks. Afon's scowl deepens.

"Motherfucker," he snarls. "I just replaced that glass."

"What now?" I ask in a panic.

He thumbs off the safety on the gun. "Change of plans."

He fires the Remington once toward the approaching headlights, and then he's lifting me again and running, not toward the Bronco but back toward the bunkhouse—a.k.a., the last place on earth I want to go back to right now.

Another shot cracks behind us. This one goes wide, smacking into a tree trunk somewhere to our left. "Afon!" I scream. "Where are we⁠—"

Then he veers around the corner of the bunkhouse and back to the tarp canopy serving as a carport for the guys that call this place home. He deposits me on the snowmobile's seat, yanks the tarp the rest of the way off, and swings a leg over in front of me.

"Hold on."

"Huh?"

The sudden acceleration rips my voice out of my throat.

I scream as I wrap my arms around his waist and press my face into the back of his jacket. We lurch forward, engine bellowing, and tear out of the logging camp on a trail I can barely see. Branches whip past on either side, some painful. The headlight on the snowmobile cuts a jerky cone of white through the darkening woods, illuminating trees, snow, more trees, a rock that Afon swerves around at the last possible second.

Behind us, the sound of the returning truck's engine fades, replaced by the growl of our own machine and the wind roaring past my ears.

I have no idea how Afon knows where he's going. The trail, such as it is, seems to exist only in his memory—a series of turns and gaps between trees that he navigates at a speed I'd categorize as medically inadvisable. We hit a dip and go briefly airborne. I scream again.

"You good?" Afon shouts over the engine.

"No!"

He nods and we keep going, out into the cold, dark night.
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The cabin appears out of the darkness like a hallucination. For so long, it's been nothing but black woods and the pale stripes of birch trunks in the headlight. Then, abruptly, the forest fades and the clearing opens up, and there it is: cedar shingles, stone chimney, the woodpile, the whole rustic postcard of it. I wouldn't call it "home," but there's a distinct feeling of relief upon seeing it again.

Afon kills the engine and the silence that follows is so sudden and total that my ears ring.

Wolf is at the door before we are, barking over and over, a deep chorus of woofs that vibrate through the porch boards. Afon carries me inside—I've stopped protesting, because my ankle feels like it's the size of a watermelon right now—and sets me on the couch. Wolf shoves his enormous head into my lap immediately, whining, his tail a blur.

Afon locks the door, moves the Remington to its spot against the wall, and crosses to the window. He stands there for a long time, scanning the clearing, one hand resting on the sill. Whatever he's looking for, he doesn't seem to find it, because after a while he exhales through his nose and pulls the curtain.

Then he kneels in front of the fireplace and starts building a fire.

I watch him do it. Kindling, then the smaller logs, then the larger ones. A match. The orange bloom of flame catching, spreading, stabilizing. His movements are steady and precise. He seems perfectly fine. If I didn't know any better, I'd say there's no way he just spent the last hour incapacitating six armed men and outrunning a seventh on a snowmobile through pitch-black woods with a grown woman clinging to his torso.

Meanwhile, I am coming apart.

It starts in my hands. They won't stop shaking. I press them between my knees, but that doesn't work, so I sit on them. But that doesn't work, either. In fact, it makes things worse. The trembling migrates up my arms, into my shoulders, down through my ribs. My jaw locks. My teeth chatter so hard I can hear them, this awful, involuntary percussion that I can't make stop no matter how hard I clench.

"Caroline."

Afon is in front of me. I didn't see him move. He's holding a blanket, the same plaid one from the first time we did this whole song and dance, and he drapes it around my shoulders, tucking it tight. His hands are warm and soft and enormous.

"Breathe," he advises.

I try. The air goes in but it doesn't find its way to anywhere useful. It just sits at the top of my chest in a hot, useless knot, and when I try to push it deeper, a humiliating little sob leaks out of me like air from a punctured balloon.

"In through your nose," Afon instructs. "Out through your mouth. Slow."

I try again. Same result. The shaking is worse now, not better. My vision is doing that thing from the bunkhouse, the black edges creeping in, and I can smell Gold Chain's breath on my neck even though he's miles away and almost certainly nursing several broken ribs.

"I c-can't—" I lick my cold-chapped lips. "I can't make it stop."

Afon studies me for a moment. I see his eyes sorting through options, ruling out this and that. Then he nods, like he's arrived at the final route and doesn't like it one bit.

Then he drags me down to the floor, puts me between his massive legs, and pulls me into his chest.

I don't know if he's ever been taught the concept of "cuddling" before. He feels like a man who's teaching it to himself based off first principles. It's a stiff, reluctant embrace, and I get the feeling that he'd rather be back in the bunkhouse bare-knuckle boxing, but he doesn't let go.

"You're safe," he whispers into my ear, close enough for his beard to tickle the delicate skin of my temple. "You're in my cabin. The door is locked. Wolf is here. I'm here. No one is coming."

I turn, press my face into his sweater, and cry.

I'm afraid it's an ugly girl cry. At least he lets me keep my face hidden from him. Because I just know that snot is running full barrel from both nostrils, my cheeks are blotchy red, and my eyes are already swollen. It bears zero resemblance to any sort of Gone with the Wind style display of grand feminine sadness. No Hollywood director is rushing to film this for posterity and Oscars recognition. It's just what happens when the fear finally catches up to you.

I didn't let myself feel it back there, with Gold Chain's calloused fingertips sneaking up under my shirt, so it's all crashing down on me now, every suppressed second of it, an avalanche, a flood, a world-ending disaster.

Afon lets me have it. He refuses to let go of me. I stay there, nestled in the crook of his elbow, until the sobs ease, the snot dries, and the tears slowly retreat back from whence they came.

Eventually, Wolf comes over and rests his heavy head on my lap. The three of us sit there for a long, long, very long time, with the fire burning in front of me and Afon burning up behind me. He's a mountain of a man and I've never been more grateful, because it feels like I can fold myself up inside him and stay safe here for as long as I please. He'd never tell me to go. Pretty ironic, to feel that way about a man who literally kicked me out of his life this morning, but I know in my bones it's true.

He'll hold me until the end of time, if that's what it took.
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AFON


She sleeps.

I don't.

At some point, she went limp against my chest, the last tremor dying out like the aftershock of an earthquake. Her breathing evened into a slow, shallow rhythm, and I felt the exact moment she let go.

From then on, she twitched periodically. Her lips moved like she wanted to speak, but nothing more than a breathy sigh emerged. Wolf has his head on her lap and his eyes on me, one brow raised in that way of his that seems to say, Well. Here we are.

Here we are indeed. In-fucking-deed.

The fire has burned down to a low bed of coals, pulsing orange and gold. I should get up and feed it, but that would mean moving, and moving would mean waking her, and I've seen enough tonight to know that what this woman needs more than warmth is rest. So I stay where I am, back against the couch, legs stretched out, Caroline pulled tight against my chest, and I let her have whatever peace she can steal from the dark.

Meanwhile, I'm thinking about the logging camp.

Not the men who inhabited it—they're taken care of, at least for now. The heavy one and the kid with the gold chain won't be walking anywhere for a while, and Buzzcut's wrist is going to need surgical repair if he wants to hold anything heavier than a spoon again. The ones outside are even worse off.

None of it bothers me. The violence itself never has. It's what comes before and after the violence that eats you alive. The decision to do it, and then the silence when it's done. The in-between part? That's just fucking physics, plain and simple.

No, what I'm thinking about is the snowmobile.

It was a Polaris 850 Patriot. Black, maybe two years old, aftermarket exhaust, studded track for mountain terrain. There are a thousand just like it all throughout the Catskills.

But it's eating at me nonetheless—because I've seen that exact configuration before.

Not at the camp. Before.

Years before.

There's a windowless room in my memory that I keep locked. Inside that room is a stretch of road outside Saratoga Springs on a November night twenty years ago, and a woman in a blue dress behind the wheel of a Subaru that had already rolled twice before it came to rest against a guardrail.

Inside that room also is the sound of an engine retreating into the trees—not a car engine, because a car would have left tire marks on the asphalt and the police found none. What they did find were chewed-up tracks in the frozen mud shoulder. A snowmobile, they said. Probably some kids joyriding. Probably unrelated.

Probably unrelated. I still can't fucking believe they said that.

I told the police they were wrong. That the snowmobile had run my wife off the road, that she'd swerved to avoid it and lost control, that this was not a goddamn accident. They nodded and wrote down everything they said. Sorry for your loss, Mr. Satyrin, they said—and then they closed the case six weeks later.

No evidence of foul play. Black ice and bad luck.

But neither of those things explain why I walked away without a scratch, while Yelena didn't walk away at all.

I buried my wife on a Saturday and started drinking on a Sunday. I did that every night for months. By the time I surfaced from the bottom of the bottle, the trail was frozen colder than the ground they'd put her in.

But I never stopped looking.

You don't stop looking. Not for something like that. You can't. It lodges in you like shrapnel, a fragment too deep to extract, and every time you move wrong or breathe wrong or live wrong, you feel it wriggle.

For twenty years, I've felt it wriggle. I kept my eyes open the whole time. The looking became its own kind of addiction—quieter than the bottle, but just as destructive. It never led anywhere, though.

Until now.

Sitting in this cabin with this woman asleep in my arms, I'm staring at the ceiling and wondering why now of all times is the moment that my past has returned.

The men at the logging camp weren't random. They were organized, funded, purposeful. They had vehicles and generators and a boss. Drug runners, I'm certain. Probably meth or fentanyl. The Catskills have been crawling with these outfits for years—small teams running distribution routes through the mountains, using logging roads and old railroad grades to move product between upstate labs and the city.

I knew that. It's part of why I chose the cabin I did: it's remote enough that the drug runners and I could coexist without crossing paths, a predator-to-predator understanding. Stay off my land and I stay off yours.

That arrangement, apparently, has expired.

The snowmobile itself isn't proof of anything. It could be me deluding myself. But I know it isn't. I don't believe in fucking coincidences. And some things are too neatly arranged to be an accident.

Twenty years ago, Yelena died on a back road outside Saratoga Springs.

Four days ago, someone snuck up to my cabin and disabled my trail camera.

This morning, two men grabbed Caroline off a bench in Pike Hollow and drove her to a logging camp full of drug runners who knew my name and my history, and were waiting for a boss who wanted to know what I'd told her.

That boss is on his way. And whoever he is, he didn't stumble onto my mountain by accident.

He came looking for me.

The same way I've been looking for whoever killed Yelena.

Because it's them. I'm almost sure of it now. Maybe not the same individuals—twenty years is a long time and men in this line of work don't tend to age gracefully—but the same machinery. The motherfuckers that ran my wife off the road are back.

I close my eyes. The room in my mind rattles on its hinges. Something within it is howling.

As if she can hear the wails, Caroline murmurs and turns her face deeper into my chest. Her breath is warm through the wool of my sweater. I drop my chin to the top of her head and hold her tighter.

She came up this mountain looking for answers about her father. Instead, she found me in all my bloody, gory messiness. I threw her out, and they grabbed her, and if I'd been even a few minutes slower on my guilt trip back down⁠—

I don't finish the thought. Certain calculations, once completed, cannot be uncompleted, and I need to stay operational.

The fire's last coal winks out. The cabin goes fully dark except for the faint blue glow of moonlight through the curtains. I sit in that darkness and hold her while I wait for morning. Not that I need that long to reach my decision. I already know what we have to do, for better or worse.

When dawn breaks…

We're leaving this cabin and we're not coming back.
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Dawn is a slow affair.

I watch it seep through the curtain—first a dull gray, then a sickly amber, then the cold white of a mountain morning. My legs went numb hours ago and my lower back is a solid block of cement. But Caroline is still asleep, Wolf is still draped across her lap, and neither of them has moved, so neither have I.

Finally, I have no choice but to wake her.

"Caroline."

She stiffens. Her hands fist in my sweater and her breathing goes ragged for a few seconds before she opens her eyes and remembers where she is.

"It's me," I reassure her. "You're in the cabin. You're safe."

She blinks up at my face. "What time is it?" she mumbles.

"Early. But we need to move."

That wakes her the rest of the way. She pulls back, which puts her face about six inches from mine, close enough for me to see the crust of dried tears on her cheeks and the bruise purpling along her jaw where someone hit her. My jaw tightens.

"Move where?"

"There's a place further up the mountain. It's an old mining hut, about four miles north and a thousand feet higher. It's off every map I've ever seen, and the trail to it hasn't been maintained in fifty years."

"Why can't we stay here?"

I consider lying to her. Old habit, comfortable as a worn boot. But this woman has earned the truth.

Or at least enough of it to keep her alive.

"Because the men from that camp know where this cabin is. The one driving the truck that came back last night saw us leave on the snowmobile. He'll regroup. He'll come here. Maybe today, maybe tomorrow, but it's coming."

She absorbs that in silence. Then she nods once, firm, and pushes herself off my chest with both hands. The sudden absence of her weight against me is disorienting. I feel lighter and heavier at the same time, if that makes any sense.

It doesn't, of course. Nothing about any of this does.

"How's the ankle?" I ask.

"Awful. But functional."

"That'll have to do."

I'm on my feet and moving before the stiffness in my joints can talk me out of it. The years are heavy this morning. Forty doesn't sound old until you've spent the night on a hardwood floor with your back against a couch after fighting six men and riding a snowmobile through the dark at fifty miles an hour. My knees are louder than ever.

I start packing. Not much—this isn't a vacation. I pull a canvas duffel from under the bed and fill it with essentials: ammunition for the Remington, the folding knife, a first-aid kit, as many cans of beans as I can fit, a bag of Wolf's kibble, matches, a tarp, the wool blanket. I roll the sleeping bag and strap it to the outside of the duffel. From a tin box in the kitchen, I take the rest of my cash—it's not much, maybe four hundred dollars—and divide it between my jacket pockets.

Caroline watches me from the couch, hugging herself against the cold. "Can I help?"

"Fill the canteens." I nod toward two aluminum canteens hanging on hooks by the sink. "There's a water jug under the counter."

She does it without argument, which tells me the events of yesterday have already begun to do psychic damage that may never heal. She moves carefully on her bad ankle, but she moves, and she doesn't complain.

I'm pulling the photograph off the nightstand and tucking it into my breast pocket—next to the folded granola bar wrapper—when Wolf goes rigid.

His ears flatten. His hackles rise in a stiff ridge from his neck to his tail. A low, unending growl builds deep in his chest, the same rumble he produced two days ago when he heard the motor sound through the cabin walls.

Caroline freezes by the sink. Her eyes find mine.

I hold up a hand. Don't move.

I lunge to the window and peel back the curtain with one finger. The clearing is still murky with dawn, shadows pooling under the birches. I scan left to right, systematic, with hunter's eyes.

There.

Southeast tree line.

Movement.

Two figures, dark against the snow, moving in a low crouch along the edge of the clearing. They're a hundred yards out and closing. Behind them, deeper in the trees, I catch the dull flash of a third figure.

Wolf's growl intensifies. I drop the curtain.

"Time's up," I say. "We go now."

Caroline doesn't ask questions. She grabs the canteens and stuffs them in the duffel while I sling the Remington over my shoulder and shove my feet into my boots without lacing them. I grab the duffel from her.

"Back door. Stay behind me."

The cabin's rear exit opens onto the woodpile and, beyond it, the snowmobile I parked there last night. I left the key in the ignition because I am not an optimist by nature and I expected this exact scenario.

The morning air is so cold it hurts. Autumn is long gone—winter sank her teeth into this mountain and she is not letting go anytime soon. I set Caroline on the seat first, then the duffel behind her. Wolf needs no instruction. He launches himself onto the rear cargo rack with the sureness of a dog who has done this before, bracing his paws wide, tail low.

I throw a leg over and turn the key.

The engine catches on the first try. The Polaris's roar shatters the morning silence, which means the men in the trees now know exactly where we are. I don't have the luxury of caring about that anymore.

"Hold on," I order for the second time.

Caroline's arms lock around my waist. I pin the throttle.

We tear out of the clearing heading north, the snowmobile's track biting into the snow and spitting a rooster tail behind us. The trail is narrow and overgrown, more memory than path, but I ran it last night in full dark and I can do it again in the gray light with my eyes half shut.

The first shot cracks behind us as we hit the tree line. It snaps through branches somewhere to our right. Wide, but not wide enough for comfort. A second follows, closer, and I hear it hiss past at a pitch that tells me it's a rifle round, not a pistol.

These are not the same sloppy shooters from the logging camp.

Someone has upgraded the personnel.

I lean into a hard left turn around a granite outcrop. Caroline's grip tightens until I can feel her knuckles digging into my ribs. Wolf adjusts his weight behind us, brave and certain.

A third shot finds something.

Me, to be specific.

The impact is a hot, bright line across my left side, just above the hip. It's only a graze—the bullet kissed the skin and kept going. But that doesn't stop the pain. There's searing heat, followed by a wetness seeping into the waistband of my jeans. At least the muscles underneath still work and the bones are intact.

I don't flinch.

I don't slow down.

And I sure as hell don't tell Caroline.

The trail climbs. The snowmobile's engine screams as the grade steepens, the track clawing for purchase on the icy ground. Trees close in on both sides. Behind us, the shots have stopped, which means we're out of range or they've lost line of sight. Either works.

We climb higher into the mountain, away from the cabin, the logging camp, Pine Hollow, and every piece of infrastructure that connects this wilderness to the civilized world.

The air thins. The trees change from birch to spruce. The snow deepens.

I keep one hand on the throttle and press the other against my left side, where the blood is warm and steady against my palm.

It'll keep. Everything keeps, until it doesn't.
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Four miles, Afon said. Four miles north and a thousand feet up.

What he failed to mention was that those four miles would be conducted at a forty-degree incline through snow deep enough to bury a moose, on a stolen snowmobile, with a hundred-and-thirty-pound Rottweiler breathing down my neck like a furry rear gunner. By the time the trees finally thin out, my thighs have lost all sensation and my face has been wind-blasted into the texture of a pork rind. I will never complain about the 6 train again. Compared to this shit, the 6 train is a chariot. The 6 train is a limousine. The 6 train is the height of human transit achievement.

Finally, we reach what is surely one floor below heaven, and come to a stop. The engine dies.

"We're here," Afon says.

I lift my head from between his shoulder blades, where it has been wedged for most of the ride, and take a gander at what "here" looks like.

Aw, dammit.

The mining hut makes Afon's cabin look like the Aman.

It's a squat rectangle of gray, crumbling stone and weathered timber, maybe twelve feet by sixteen, shouldered up against a granite face like it's hiding from the wind. Which, to be fair, is a good call, because the wind up here is absolutely miserable. The roof is corrugated metal gone orange with rust. There's one window, small and deep-set, with glass so old it has actual ripples in it. A stovepipe pokes up at a bizarre, Alice in the Wonderland kind of angle.

"It's charming," I say in a false cheery voice. "It's giving Yellowstone meets Soviet gulag."

Afon grunts and swings off the snowmobile. Without his support, I slither off the seat like a Jell-O mold escaping its tin. If it weren't for Wolf hopping down at a very opportune moment and throwing his weight into my hip, I would've probably kept on slithering down the mountain all the way back to Pine Hollow.

"I'm fine," I tell Afon when he looks around in amazement, only to realize that I'm no longer as vertical as I once was. "I'm thriving, truly. Just leave me down here."

He grunts again and hauls me up to my feet. Then, when he's certain I'm not about to take another tumble, he turns and stomps through the knee-high snow drifts to the door.

I follow, grateful that he's carving through the snow that might otherwise swallow me. It's like a little personal highway on the side of this wind-blasted cliff.

To nobody's surprise, the door isn't locked. Why would it be? The only people who could find this place are Afon and God, and I'm not even sure God has the GPS coordinates.

Afon signals for me to wait. He steps inside and sweeps around, then nods over his shoulder that it's safe to enter.

Thank God, because my nips are hard enough to carve C+A=4ever in the nearest tree bark. I duck through the doorway.

Inside, it's one room.

Although it's worth clarifying what "one room" means in this context, because I've toured studio apartments in Nolita that were technically "one room" and still managed to contain a Peloton and a breakfast nook.

This is not that. Not by a long shot.

This is "one room" the way a shoebox is "one room."

There's hardly enough room for the cast-iron stove in the corner, a rickety table that appears to have been assembled by someone who'd had a table described to him, once, over the phone, two slanted kitchen shelves, a kerosene lamp…

And a bed.

One bed.

Singular. A narrow iron frame pushed against the back wall, topped with a mattress that is old enough to have witnessed the rise and fall of the Roman Empire.

I stand in the doorway counting over and over. I'm no math genius, but even I know that two adults plus one massive dog does not jive with "one bed."

"There's only—" I start.

"I know," Afon interrupts.

Fine. Let's chalk that up as future Caroline's problem. Present Caroline has more immediate concerns, such as the fact that she can see her own breath indoors and that her last twenty-four hours have included a kidnapping, an armed rescue, an emotional collapse on a stranger's floor, and two separate snowmobile journeys that would void any life insurance policy in the state of New York.

I am so deeply tired.

Afon hauls the duffel in and sets it on the table. He moves around the hut, checking the stovepipe, testing the window latch, glancing at sight lines. Wolf does his own circuit, nose to the floorboards, and then flops down by the door with a whump that shakes dust from the rafters, appointing himself head of security.

"Sit," Afon tells me, nodding at the bed. "Stay off the ankle."

"You know I'm not the dog, right?"

"I know," he agrees. "Wolf listens better."

I roll my eyes, but I sit, because (a) he's not wrong and (b) my ankle is currently impersonating a water balloon. The mattress crunches underneath me in a way I really don't like. I pull the wool blanket out of the duffel and wrap it around my shoulders and watch Afon kneel in front of the stove.

He builds the fire just as confidently as the one he did last night. There is something hypnotic about watching this man do anything with his hands. I'd watch him assemble IKEA furniture. I'd watch him do taxes. Dr. Levinson would have a field day with this, probably something about how competence reads as safety to my anxious attachment system, which then eroticizes it, but Dr. Levinson is two hundred miles away and her co-pay is forty dollars, so she can wait.

The match flares. The flame catches and spreads.

And that's when I see it.

When Afon leans forward to feed another stick of kindling into the stove, his jacket gapes open and rides up, and the hem of his sweater pulls away from his waistband, and there—just above his left hip—the gray wool is soaked through with a dark, rust-brown stain the size of my hand.

It's not mud. Mud doesn't bloom from the inside out. Mud doesn't have a darker center where it's still wet.

"Afon."

"Hm?"

"You're bleeding."

"No, I'm not."

"I'm sorry, are we challenging object permanence now? I can see it. Your shirt is soaked."

"It's old."

"Old as in—what, since when? We've been together for the past eighteen hours, except—" My stomach drops through the floorboards and into the abandoned mine below us. "The shots. This morning. When we left the cabin. One of them hit you."

"It grazed me," he corrects. "And it's shallow. I'm fine."

"You drove a snowmobile up a mountain for hours with a bullet wound and didn't say anything?"

"There was nothing to say."

I'm off the bed before my ankle can file an objection. The blanket falls as I cross the hut in a fast-paced limp and plant myself between him and the stove.

"Sit down," I command.

"Caroline—"

"Sit. Down." I point at the bed. "I have been professionally trained in how to make hostile witnesses comply, and I swear to God, Afon, I will deploy every single tool in that arsenal. I will subpoena you until you cry."

He looks down at me. I look up at him. A chill rips through as the wind drags its talons across the roof. Wolf lifts his head, glances between us, and lays it back down with the weary patience of a dog who has already pegged how this ends.

"It's a graze," Afon says again.

"Wonderful. Then this'll be quick."

A muscle works in his jaw. He's clearly still in Defy Her At All Costs Mode.

And then, to my astonishment, he exhales through his nose, moves to the bed, and sits.

I retrieve the first-aid kit from the duffel. It's a serious one, a soft-sided military-looking thing, not the Duane Reade special with two Band-Aids and an expired Neosporin that lives under my bathroom sink at home. I kneel in front of him, open it on the floor, and look up.

"Shirt off."

He raises one eyebrow a quarter inch. By Afon Satyrin standards, that's basically an emotionally eloquent Broadway production.

"For medical purposes," I clarify, and I'm horrified to hear that my voice has gone up half an octave. "I need access to the wound. This is a clinical environment now. I'm basically a field medic."

"You're a contracts lawyer."

"Litigation, actually, and the wound doesn't know the difference."

He reaches back, fists the sweater between his shoulder blades, and pulls it over his head along with the thermal underneath, the way men do, in one motion, like they're just completely unaware that it's the sexiest thing of all time.

Okay.

So.

Here's the thing.

I saw him shirtless once before, through the window, the day I face-planted into his life. But that was at twenty yards, through glass, with a concussion incoming.

This is different.

This time around, I'm two feet away in firelight, and I have a job to do, and the job involves touching him, and my brain has chosen this moment to crash like a MacBook with a bajillion tabs open.

He's built. But not built built. He may be the size of The Rock, but he's rough and imperfect like an actual rock. Not gym-sculpted, nothing decorative about it, just dense functional mass laid down by decades of actual work. The scars I glimpsed through the window are all here at close range: the long one down his sternum, pale and ancient; the puckered one across his ribs; a constellation of smaller marks I didn't see before. Topping it all off like his body is a Christmas tree is the eight-pointed star on his throat. There's silver in the hair on his chest, like tinsel, glittering in the firelight.

Oh, God. I didn't know I had an older man fetish until right this second. I have feelings about topic, none of them fit for polite society, and I am going to need every single one of them to get back in their assigned seats immediately.

"The shirt is off," Afon says dryly.

"I'm painfully aware."

"Would you like my pants off, too?"

"No!" I blurt. My cheeks are red hot. Who needs a fire? We have an endless fuel source for warmth: my constant state of embarrassment around this man. "No lower half nudity, for God's sake."

"Is something wrong?" he prods. "You look flustered."

I cast my eyes downward so I don't have to see the tiny smirk growing in the corner of his mouth. "I'm about to conduct a serious medical operation. You'll have to forgive me if I'm a little bit nervous."

"Something tells me that's not what's making you nervous."

"Shut up," I mumble, still looking down. "And lean back. The operation is beginning."

He leans back on his hands. The wound is exactly what he said it was, which annoys me—a graze, a raw red channel maybe four inches long, carved across the flesh above his hip bone. It's stopped actively bleeding. but the whole area is crusted and angry, and it has clearly spent the morning being ground against the waistband of his jeans. It amazes me that he showed no sign of it. I would've been wailing like The Boy Who Cried Wolf.

"This is going to sting," I warn, tearing open an antiseptic wipe.

"I don't think I'll be bothered."

"Like, a lot," I insist. "I'm not going to count to three or anything, I'm just gonna⁠—"

"Caroline. Do it."

Well, if he's gonna be rude…

I do it.

He doesn't flinch. That's, like, the least surprising thing ever. I'm pretty sure that if I performed an appendectomy on this man with a grapefruit spoon, he'd ask me to keep it down.

But under my left hand, which is braced flat against his side for stability—which is a legitimate field-medic technique and not an excuse for physical contact—I feel the muscle tighten, a deep involuntary clench, and something about that reassures me that I'm not the only one feeling a little hot and bothered.

He's also literally hot, albeit not bothered. He's furnace warm, warm like the fire behind me, and as long as I'm touching him, the savage winter storm that's found its second wind outside doesn't seem so fierce or worrisome anymore.

"You're quiet," Afon observes.

"I'm concentrating."

"You've never been quiet while concentrating. You talked through breakfast. You talked through the kidnapping, probably."

"I'll have you know I was extremely composed during the kidnapping." I reach for the butterfly closures. "I only bit one person."

A strange vibration in my palm alarms me, but only because I don't recognize it at first for what it is: a laugh.

He's actually, audibly laughing.

Did I do that?!

I keep my eyes on the wound. If I look up at his face right now, I will do something catastrophic, like blush, or say a true thing.

I place the closures one at a time, pinching the edges of the graze together, my fingertips against his skin. Then the gauze pad. Then I'm tearing strips of medical tape with my teeth. To anchor the dressing properly, I have to follow the line of his ribs around toward his back, and that's when my fingers wander across something and stop.

A tattoo.

It's small—smaller than the star on his throat, tucked low on his left side where the ribs end, half-hidden in the shadow of his arm. Old ink, blurred soft and blue-black at the edges. I tilt my head, and when it swims into focus, the whole world goes very still and very far away.

The tattoo is of a bird. A swallow, mid-dive, wings swept back against its body.

And clutched in its beak: a skeleton key.

I know this image. Because my father drew it—this exact bird, this exact key, the wings at this exact angle—in blue ballpoint at the bottom of the letter that came to me through Matvei Satyrin at Dani's wedding in Red Hook. Beneath the last line—Forgive me—was the drawing.

I spent four months staring at that little bird. I googled it until my search history looked like a conspiracy theorist's. Reverse image search. Ornithological databases. A very strange forum about Eastern European prison tattoos.

I found nothing. I'd half-convinced myself my father invented it, some private doodle, a dying man's hand wandering.

Until now, when it appears on Afon's ribs.

It has been there, by the look of it, for fifteen or twenty years.

My fingertip is resting on the swallow's wing. I can't seem to move it. The hut has gone so quiet I can hear the wood settling in the stove. I think, wildly, He's had the answer inked on his body this whole time and I've been carrying the question in a fireproof box in my closet on East Seventy-Eighth Street.

"Caroline," Afon hums. "What is it?"

I press the last strip of tape down over the gauze and smooth it flat. "Nothing," I say brightly. "You're all patched up."
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One thing that I, Caroline Oglethorpe, know about myself: I am pathologically incapable of letting things go.

Dr. Levinson calls it "perseverative cognition."

My college roommate called it "being the most annoying person alive."

Jaden, my Mercury-in-retrograde ex, called it "suffocating," which, like, fair, but also, maybe don't leave your Hinge profile active while we're dating and I won't have to perseverate about it, Jaden.

The point is, after discovering a tattoo on Afon's ribs that is a perfect match for the symbol my dead father drew in his final letter to me, I say nothing, and that might just be the hardest thing I've ever done.

By the time evening rolls around I'm vibrating at a frequency only Wolf can hear.

He keeps looking at me. Wolf, I mean. Those big brown eyes track every step I take around the hut. Every time I move from the bed to the stove to the bed again, his gaze follows, patient and mildly concerned, like he's a babysitter and I'm a wobbly-legged toddler getting a little bit too close to taking a tumble down a staircase.

Afon, on the other hand, seems to have bought my "nothing" wholesale. He spends the afternoon pacing in and out of the cabin doing Lord knows what. He obscures our tracks in the snow, then goes back out to check to be sure he did it right the first time. He disassembles and reassembles and disassembles and reassembles the gun so many times that I start to get concerned.

But still, I say nothing. Like the Cool Girl I am, I merely use the time alone to have a silent, contained panic attack that involves pressing my face into the wool blanket and screaming without sound.

The swallow. The key. My father's letter. Afon's skin.

What does it mean?

Fuck if I know.

Dinner is beans.

I know. Shocking. The plot twist of the century. We've ascended to the top of a mountain to escape armed drug runners, and the culinary landscape is just as bleak as the literal one. Afon opens two cans of kidney beans, heats them in a dented pot on the cast-iron stove, and divides them onto two tin plates.

"Bon appétit," I say sarcastically.

"Shut up and eat," he replies, which is his version of the same sentiment.

We sit across from each other at the rickety table, which is so narrow that our knees touch underneath it. The kerosene lamp throws shuddering shadows against the stone walls. Wind screeches outside. Wolf has positioned himself equidistant between us, his chin on his paws, waiting for any accidental bean overflow that might fall his way.

I eat, but beans taste like beans no matter what, and I'm starving enough to devour every last little lentil there is. Even that's not enough: When I'm done, I use my finger to mop up the sauce, which is not something I'd normally do in front of another human being, but we're pretty far past decorum at this juncture. I mean, the man has carried me unconscious and held me while I ugly-cried and been literally shot in my general vicinity.

The social contract has been voided.

What happens next is anyone's guess.

Afon finishes his own plate in about four bites—big, efficient, joyless bites—and stands to wash the dishes as best as he can with the meager supplies available to us.

I watch his back. The sweater is dark enough that the bloodstain doesn't show anymore, but I know it's there, just like the tattoo, both of them proof that he will conceal anything from me if it spares him just a second of tough conversation, because he's an emotionally constipated mountain of a man with the communicative abilities of a junkyard toilet, and if he could just spend one goshdarn second contemplating what it's like to be me in this situation, then⁠—

Oh, hell.

Screw it.

I can't do this anymore.

"Afon."

He grunts and stops scrubbing the plate for a second, though he keeps his back to me.

"The tattoo on your ribs."

His hands stop moving. Just for a beat—a half second, maybe less—before they resume rinsing. "What about it?"

"The swallow with the key. What does it mean?"

"It's a tattoo."

I give him a slow, vicious clap. "Oh, wow. Incredible. Thank you for illuminating me. Let me rephrase: what does it signify?"

"It signifies that I sat in a chair and someone put ink in my skin."

I can feel my blood pressure climbing. "Afon."

"Caroline."

"Has anyone ever told you you're an asshole?"

"Many people," he replies somberly. "Most of the ones I've met in my life, actually."

I pinch the bridge of my nose. He's trying to throw me off track, but I can't afford to get lost in the weeds here. "Afon, my father drew that exact symbol at the bottom of the last letter he ever wrote me. The one he left with Matvei. It's half of what brought me up this mountain in the first place."

Afon sets the plates down. He turns around and leans against the makeshift counter—which is really just a shelf nailed to the wall—and crosses his arms over his chest. In this posture, backlit by the kerosene lamp, arms folded, jaw set, he looks exactly like what he is: a concrete wall.

"It's late," he says. "You should rest."

"You keep doing this!" I shove back from the table angrily. The chair scrapes against the stone floor with a sound that makes Wolf's ears twitch. "You keep opening a door halfway and then slamming it in my face. Every time I get close to something real, you shut down. And I have been patient. I have been so patient that my therapist would weep with pride. But I can't—I physically cannot—pretend for one more second that there aren't things you're hiding from me."

Afon's expression doesn't change. His arms stay crossed. "The symbol is not something I can explain in a sentence," he says.

"Then use two sentences!" I cry out. "Use ten! Use a hundred! We're in a cardboard freaking box on the side of a mountain and there is literally nowhere for you to go!"

Almost automatically, his eyes flick to the door, as if he's testing my assertion. Like, Well, maybe I could make it if I just went out right now…

But then he sighs and looks back at me. I guess even Afon Satyrin has his limits when it comes to freezing to death as an avoidance tactic.

"I told you," he says, "when the time is right, I'll tell you everything. But there's an order to it, and this isn't⁠—"

"Reasons, reasons, reasons," I snap. "You and your fucking reasons are going to be the death of me. There's always a reason it's not the right time. Tomorrow, you'll have a new reason, and the day after that, guess what? Another one! A new Reason growing on the Reason tree! You will always find a reason, Afon, because the truth is you don't want to tell me. You never did."

"That's not true."

"Then what is it? What are you so afraid of?"

Afraid is the word that does it. The first crack in that unbroken wall. He's been trespassed upon and shot at and screamed at and so many other things since I came barging into his life, and he's shrugged off every one of those intrusions like it's just another thing that happens to be happening to him.

But calling him afraid?

Oh, boy.

If it hadn't worked so well, I'd almost be terrified of the consequences.

He flexes his massive hands open and closed. "Be very careful about what you say next," he warns.

But any ability I once had to be careful got left back at that bus depot in Pike Hollow. And we're a long fucking way from there, that's for sure.

"Or what? You'll put me on another snowmobile? Send me out into the cold to become a human icicle? Do it, I dare you. I am fresh out of things to be scared of, and that includes you."

"Caro—"

"You're a coward," I interrupt. "That's all you are. A coward."

If afraid was a knife in his ribs, coward was an atom bomb.

I know it's cruel. It's the one word guaranteed to detonate whatever fragile bonds hold this man together. But I let it fly anyway, because cruelty is all I have left, and because somewhere in the stubborn, grieving, desperate mess of my heart, I believe that if I push hard enough, the wall will break, and behind it will be the truth I've been chasing since the day I put both my parents in the earth.

Afon moves.

He moves fast. So fast I don't even register the individual steps, just the blur of him crossing the space between us, and then my back is against the stone wall and his hands are on either side of my head and his face is inches from mine.

"I warned you," he snarls, huge and terrifying. "I've never given a second warning in my life, but I'm making the exception for you right now: Do not call me that again."

I should be afraid. Everything in my rational, magna cum laude brain is telling me to back down, de-escalate, give him space. And I am afraid. I'm as much of coward as he is.

No, actually. Not quite. I'm one percent less. Because I'm willing to shove my way into the darkness he keeps around his heart.

"If you aren't a coward," I whisper meekly, "then tell me the truth."

He's panting like he just, well, hiked a mountain. "You have no idea," he grits out, "what I've done for your family."

"Then tell me!"

"You don't know what I gave up, what I lost. The things I did to keep your father alive, and when I couldn't do that anymore, the things I did to keep you safe. You want to stand there and call me a coward? Fine. That's your right. But you should know that every scar on my body, every year I spent in that fucking organization, every night I've woken up screaming… half of it was for your family. For Bill. For Susan. For you."

Something hot and wet slides down my cheek. How dare it! I didn't give it permission.

"Then why won't you just talk to me?" I beg.

"Because once I do, it's done," he rasps, shaking his head like even the idea is unthinkable. "Once you know, you can't unknow it. And you will look at me differently. Your father and mother, too. And nothing—nothing—will ever be the same. I won't do that. I've already taken enough from you."

"You haven't taken anything from me."

He shakes his head again. "I've taken everything from you, Caroline. You just don't know it yet."

We're breathing the same air. His forearms are braced against the wall on either side of my head, caging me in, and I can feel the heat pouring off him through the inches of space between his chest and mine. The lamplight catches the star on his throat, the silver in his beard, the devastation in his eyes.

"Afon…" I whisper.

I don't have a follow-up. I just needed to say his name. I needed him to hear it in my voice and understand that whatever he thinks he's taken from me, whatever he believes he's done, I am still here. I came up this mountain of my own free will and now that I'm here, I'm not going anywhere. No revelation, however brutal, is going to change that.

His gaze drops to my mouth.

It stays there for one heartbeat.

Two.

Then he kisses me.

We're still arguing as we kiss; we're just doing it with our bodies instead of our words. All that force and frustration and fear go funneling into the only outlet we have left. His mouth finds mine and his hands drop from the wall to my jaw, both of them, tilting my face up while his body presses me into the stone. The wall is cold against my back and he is burning against my front. I'm caught between those two temperatures, suspended, annihilated.

I grab the front of his sweater with both fists. Not to push him away but to pull him closer. I pull and he comes willingly, closing whatever gap remained, until there is absolutely nothing between us. My brain and ankle are both protesting, as is the lingering knot on my forehead, but I don't give any of them a lick of attention.

He's a good kisser. Slow at first, hesitant, like it's been a long, long time since he's done this, but what he lacks in familiarity he makes up for in presence. He swallows down my gasps and parts my lips with his tongue, cradling me against him the whole time.

It's not like I haven't been kissed before. At the time, I actually considered some of those kisses to be half-decent. College boyfriends, bar mishaps, Jaden, a wild night out with some colleagues…

This erases all of it.

This is the asteroid that wipes out the dinosaurs.

Everything that came before is extinct.
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CAROLINE


The kiss ends the way all extinction events end: abruptly, and with a survivor who immediately wishes it hadn't.

Afon goes from cradling me and showing me whole new worlds of what two mouths of capable are doing to each other, to ripping off of me like I'm a hot stove and storming to the far side of the hut. Which, it must be said, is really not that far away. I could still reach out and poke him in his burly chest if I wanted.

"Afon—"

"Don't talk, Caroline."

He's found his way into the corner behind the rickety table. That's hilarious, because that table couldn't stop Wolf, let alone whatever just happened.

"That was a mistake," he says.

Cool. Cool cool cool. Love that. Every woman's favorite post-kiss debrief.

It's almost angry, how it comes out of his mouth. Like the insulting aspect of the words themselves weren't enough, so he needed to add some extra sizzle to them.

"It didn't feel like a mistake," I say.

"Well, it was." He drags a hand down his face. As it passes, I see that emotional concrete harden back in place, covering over whatever was just alive in his eyes. "It won't happen again."

"Could we maybe discuss⁠—?"

"There's nothing to discuss."

With that, he does the most Afon thing imaginable, which is to put on his jacket and go outside. Into the dark. Into a wind chill that could flash-freeze a side of beef. Because in his eyes, hypothermia is preferable to standing in a room with me and a feeling at the same time.

The door shuts behind him. Not a slam—he's too controlled for that. Just a firm, terrible click.

Wolf lifts his head from the floor and looks at me.

"Don't even think about offering an opinion," I scold him.

He hides his face behind his paws.

Humiliated, I touch my mouth. It's still warm and humming, still very much under the impression that good things are happening.

The poor naive idiot. My lips have not yet received the memo from upper management.

Whatever just happened…

… will never, ever happen again.

[image: ]


If there were a Nobel Prize for Sustained Interpersonal Quiet, Afon Satyrin would be flying to Stockholm right now. He comes back inside after forty-five minutes—long enough to make a point, not long enough to actually freeze—and proceeds to spend the rest of the evening performing every chore that has ever existed.

He restacks the firewood by the stove. The firewood that was already stacked. He takes inventory of the duffel, lining cans up on the shelf with their labels facing out. He sharpens his folding knife on a whetstone with a slow shick, shick that sets my teeth on edge. At one point, he produces a length of paracord from somewhere and starts tying endless knots, only to retie them and start all over once he's reached the end of his literal rope.

The whole time, I sit on the bed with the wool blanket around my shoulders and watch this one-man production of A Streetcar Named Avoidance. I find it best to say nothing. One of my better ideas, I must say.

Wolf keeps looking between us like a child of divorce. He'll rest his chin on his paws and stare at Afon for a while. Then he'll sigh moodily like the angsty teenager he is and swing his head over to stare at me. Then back to Afon.

I can practically hear him thinking, Are you guys going to talk about it, or am I going to have to spend Christmas at two separate houses?

"Don't come complaining to me," I mutter under my breath. "I tried."

Afon's shoulders twitch at the sound of my voice, but he doesn't turn around. His hand just keeps doing unspeakable things to that paracord.

So this is where we've landed. He kissed me—he kissed me, let the record reflect, Your Honor—like the world was ending, like I was the last source of oxygen in the Catskills, and now, we're back to a communication protocol consisting entirely of grunts and weighty silences.

My mouth remains stupidly fixated in the past. It's humming like a gong that Afon banged—no pun intended; okay, a little bit of a pun intended—and then ran from while screaming bloody murder. Those lingering vibrations seem to say, Remember when his hands were on your jaw? Yes, thank you, mouth. Remember how he tilted your— YES. THANK YOU. The committee has received your input and will be ignoring it.

The hours crawl by, but the wind doesn't. It claws at the metal roof and shoves itself under the door, through every nook and cranny in this poorly built, glorified excuse for a lean-to. I suffer in noble, stubborn silence as the temperature inside the hut drop in real time, like a stock I've invested my entire life savings in. The fire fights valiantly, but all it has is one small stove to wage war against an entire mountain. The odds not in the stove's favor.

By the time the window goes fully black, I've put on every layer I own and I'm still clenching every muscle in my body like that'll keep me from turning into a Caro-cicle.

Afon finally runs out of chores around what I estimate to be nine o'clock, although time has stopped meaning anything to me. There are no clocks here. There is only Before Kiss and After Kiss.

He stands in the middle of the hut, surveys his kingdom of stacked cans and sharpened implements, and then looks at me for the first time since we locked lips and ruined whatever fragile understanding we'd had going.

"Bed," he says.

"I beg your pardon?" I ask, offended that he thinks he can order me to bed like I'm a bratty toddler.

"You take the bed. Elevate the ankle." He tugs the spare blanket out of the duffel, and the canvas tarp along with it. "I'll take the floor."

I look at the floor, then back at him. "This is stone," I inform him, in case he hadn't noticed. "I think even a morgue attendant would reject this as being too bleak and miserable for the corpses."

"I've slept on worse."

"That's not the flex you think it is."

As per usual, he just grunts in response and does what he was going to do anyway.

God help me—if my hands were big enough to fit around this irritating man's neck, I swear I'd strangle him. Since they aren't, I'll have to make do with huffing and puffing at his many annoying qualities.

Afon spreads the tarp out parallel to the bed, folds the spare blanket once, and lies down on top of the arrangement flat on his back with his hands crossed over his chest. It's like watching a man climb into his own casket. All that's missing is a lily and an organist.

"Comfortable?" I ask sweetly.

Grunt.

"You look like you're lying in state. Should I file past and pay my respects?"

"Go to sleep, Caroline."

Begrudgingly, I lie down—but only because I want to, and not because he told me to. The mattress crunches off-puttingly. I pull the wool blanket up to my chin and stare at the rafters as I listen to the wind audition for a horror movie. But it's so freakishly cold that there's no way I'm gonna get any kind of restful sleep.

I grew up in a brownstone with radiators that used to clank all night long like the ghost of Jacob Marley. I thought I hated the racket, but at least they, y'know, functioned.

Here, I get both the noise of the wailing wind and also the bone-chilling cold. I keep tossing and turning, shivering and balling up ever tighter in an attempt to coax some blood flow to my extremities. Every time I move, the mattress crunches some more. I sound like a depressed woman eating midnight chips in bed.

As for Afon? Not a peep. Not a shiver, not a rustle, just the silence of a very stubborn man. Either he has achieved some monk-level mastery over his own thermoregulation, or he's already dead.

Another wave of shivering rolls through me. Crunch crunch crunch.

But little by little, my sense of humor is trickling out of me along with the warmth.

In rushes the cold.

And in rushes the fear.

Am I really going to die here? I wonder. It's not impossible. Just biologically speaking, there is definitely a temperature at which life can no longer continue. I've made that my mantra since Mom and Dad died—just carry on—but what happens when that choice is taken out of my hands by a mountain that's inhospitable to human life?

The longer I'm here, the more the shivering graduates from "annoying" to "involuntary full-body percussion." My teeth are chattering hard enough that I'm legitimately worried about my dental work, and somewhere around the hundredth potato chip crunch of the mattress, I realize I can't feel my toes anymore. Not in the "haha, my foot fell asleep" way, either. More like the "frostbite imminent" kind of way.

"Caroline."

Afon's voice comes out of the dark and scares the living shit out of me.

"I'm f-f-fine," I say before he can even ask the question. I thought the delivery was pretty decent, all things considered, but it would be more a helluva lot more convincing if my jaw weren't doing a drumroll.

There's a rustle of tarp. Then the kerosene lamp flares to low life, and he's standing over me, looking down at whatever sad burrito of misery I've become. He clearly does not like what he sees.

"You're hypothermic."

"That's dramatic, I think. I'm just a bit chilly."

"Your lips are gray."

"That's my natural undertone. I'm a winter, I'll have you know. I got my color analysis done when I went to South Korea in 2019."

He doesn't dignify that, which, like, that's fair. He just stands there for a moment, and then he exhales the same weary burst of air he's been exhaling repeatedly since I arrived to ruin his life.

"Move over."

I squint up at him. "Excuse me?"

"Body heat is the only resource we have that isn't rationed," he explains gruffly. "I'm not asking you to like it. I sure as fuck don't. But I'm asking you to not die of exposure."

"Because you care about me?" I say, half-jokingly and half-hopefully.

"No. Because the ground is frozen too solid to dig a good grave."

Well, that's morbid.

Normally, I'd love nothing more than to continue sniping at him until he lowers his defenses enough to give me the full, unvarnished story I came for. But I'm so cold that all the vocabulary I've ever learned is abandoning me in my moment of need.

"Fine," I say, scooting toward the wall. "But let the record show that I don't like it, either."

"At least we agree on something," he mutters.

"And," I add as he shuffles menacingly closer, "we're instituting protocols."

He arches a brow and waits for me to explain.

Moving as fast as my zombie fingers will allow, I grab the spare blanket he abandoned on the tarp, roll it lengthwise into a sad wool snake, and plop it down the middle of the mattress.

Afon looks at it. "What is that?"

"That's the wall. I'm West Berlin, you're East Berlin. You stay in your sector, I stay in mine, and nobody defects."

"You cannot be serious."

"Do you want me to die or not?"

Another exhale. I'm worried he's not taking enough inhales to match the rate at which he's expelling irritated air. But I guess that's his problem, not mine; I have enough of my own to deal with right now anyway. He kills the lamp, then makes his move. The mattress dips so deeply that m whole frame is going to fold like a lawn chair and turn this into a casket for two.

But, miraculously, it holds. And then the deed is done. Sort of.

Afon Satyrin is lying next to me, on his back, gazing up at the ceiling.

Even with the Berlin Blanket, the heat hits me immediately.

The man radiates like a substation. Within ninety seconds, my side of the bed is habitable once more. Within five minutes, the shivering downgrades to occasional aftershocks. My toes wriggle, confirming that they do in fact still exist.

"Better?" he asks the rafters.

"Marginally," I lie.

That's a whopper. It's so much better. It's catastrophically better. My entire nervous system is sending up flares of gratitude, and I'm choosing to interpret them as a thermal response and absolutely nothing else.

We lie there. The wind keeps up its one-woman show against the roof. Wolf, sensing detente, hauls himself up off the floor, turns two circles, and flops down across the foot of the bed, pinning my feet in the best possible way.

"Your dog is on the bed," I report.

"He goes where the warmth is. He's smarter than both of us."

"Speak for yourself. I've made exclusively excellent decisions this week."

A pause. "You hiked into the Catskills with one granola bar."

"It was a large granola bar."

"You concussed yourself on my lawn."

"That was the tree's fault."

"You called a man with a rifle a coward in a confined space."

"And look how that worked out," I brag, before my brain can intercept the words at the border. "I got kissed."

For the next while, I can feel him deciding whether to pretend he didn't hear that last bit. "Go to sleep, Caroline," he says finally, but it's softer than the last hundred times he's said it. Worn at the edges, like the photograph on his nightstand.

I don't go to sleep.

Neither does he.

Minutes pass. Maybe an hour. The fire in the stove dwindles, and the wind drops, briefly, into one of those eerie lulls where the whole mountain seems to be holding its breath, and that's when he says one more thing.

"You should never have come looking for me."

I go very still. Even my mouth, the eternal traitor, has the sense to stay closed.

"I knew it the moment I saw your face through that window." It's dark in here, but I can still see his outline well enough to know he's gazing straight up overhead. "I looked up from the sink just in time to see your face for a split second before you fell, and I thought—" He stops. The mattress shifts, a small crunch, his weight settling. "I thought, There she is. Like I'd been waiting. Like some part of me had been standing at that window for months, waiting for you to walk out of those trees."

Thock. Thock. That's my heartbeat now.

"And I knew," he continues, "that I wouldn't be able to let you go. I tried. I drove you to that bus stop and I told myself it was finished. I was halfway back up the mountain before I admitted I was lying. I have lied to interrogators and bosses and priests, Caroline. I have lied to men holding guns to my head. The only person I've never managed to lie to is myself, and the lie I wanted most was She'll be fine. Soon enough, you'll forget her."

The darkness is making this confession possible. In it, we can be anyone, anything. Even the hardest things of all to become: ourselves.

"That's why I'm reluctant to tell you the story," he concludes. "Not because I'm a coward, despite what you may think. But because, once you know everything, you'll get up and you'll walk back out of those trees, and this time it'll be forever. And I'll deserve it. I don't know if I'm ready for that."

I don't say anything. For once in my perseverating, magna cum laude life, I understand that words would be the wrong tool for the occasion.

Instead, I reach across the Berlin Wall.

My hand finds his forearm first, then travels down over those scarred knuckles, and I slide my fingers between his. For one terrible second, his whole hand goes rigid, and I think he's going to pull away, retreat to the tarp, go outside, and chop the entire forest down rather than let me have this.

Then his fingers close around mine. He laces us together over the rolled blanket and holds on.

The wind picks back up. Wolf sighs against my feet. Then, holding the hand of a man who carries my family's secrets inked on his ribs, I finally fall asleep.
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I wake to gray light and an empty bed.

The sheets beside me are cold as the grave. The Berlin Wall has been folded and returned to the duffel, like our whole night and all it contained has been tidied away. Wolf is still on my feet, snoozing happily, but the hut is otherwise empty.

"Afon?"

Nothing.

I sit up, and that's when I see him.

He's at the tree line, maybe thirty yards out, standing in snow up to his shins. Dead-still in a way that no living thing should be able to manage. The Remington is up, stock welded to his shoulder, barrel level and unwavering, aimed at something deep in the trees.

As I watch, he fires.

And runs.
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AFON


The deer drops where it stands.

It's a young buck, maybe a hundred and forty pounds, and it was browsing the low cedar at the edge of the ravine when I spotted it through the trees. One shot, just behind the shoulder. It folds into the snow and doesn't get up.

I lower the gun and run to it. A wounded deer can travel half a mile on adrenaline, and I don't have the time or the energy to track a blood trail through two feet of powder.

But there's no need. The buck is dead before I reach it. Clean kill, no pain for the creature. Its eyes are already going glassy.

"Sorry, friend," I tell it. "But we're out of beans worth eating, and the lady doesn't strike me as the type who forages."

I kneel beside it and get to work. I've field-dressed more deer than I can count, and my hands know the job without my brain needing to participate. Knife in. Open the cavity. Roll it to drain. The steam comes off the carcass in the cold morning air and my fingers go red and slick.

I keep my mind on the task because the alternative is thinking about last night.

About her hand in mine.

About the things I said in the dark.

Clenching my teeth, I press harder on the knife and keep cutting.

Wolf would normally be out here with me, losing his mind over the smell, but I left him in the hut with Caroline. Partly for warmth and partly because, if anyone comes up that trail while I'm out here, I want sixty kilos of teeth standing between her and the door.

I'm halfway through quartering the buck when something in the distance catches my attention.

Down the mountain. South-southeast. A smudge against the gray sky.

Smoke.

Not chimney smoke, either. Chimney smoke is thin and steady. This is fat, black, and rolling, the smoke of something large burning all at once.

I wipe my hands on the snow and pull the binoculars from inside my jacket. I glass down the slope, past the ridge line, past the stand of birch where the trail bends west.

There…

… is my cabin.

Or rather, there was my cabin.

There's not much of it left anymore.

Flames rocket up through where the rafters used to be, orange and ugly against the snow, and the black smoke pours off in thick torrents. Two trucks sit in the clearing. I count four men. One of them is walking the perimeter with a gas can, splashing the woodpile. My woodpile. Fuel I gathered for my own destruction.

"Winter's long," I told Caroline, what feels like a lifetime ago.

Not for that cabin, it isn't.

I watch them for a while. There's nothing else to do. It's four miles down and a thousand feet of elevation, so even if I wanted to save it, by the time I got there, the place would be ash and the men would be either gone or waiting for me with rifles.

They want one of two things. Either they hope to flush me out, make me come running down the mountain in a rage, or they want to take away everywhere I can run to. Knowing the kind of men they are—and knowing who runs their sordid little operation—I'm guessing the answer is probably "both."

The man with the gas can empties it onto the porch, then tosses the can into the greedy flames.

I lower the binoculars. I'm not a materialistic man, but it's still hard not to be pissed. Everything I own is in that building. The books. The good axe. The bed. The mug she drank out of, the one I washed and put back on the shelf.

It's wood and metal and fabric. None of it bleeds. Doesn't fucking matter.

I pack the deer quarters into the game bag, sling it over my shoulder, and start back toward the hut. But I don't go straight there.

There's a stop I have to make first.
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Forty yards northwest of the hut, there's a cairn. Just a pile of rocks, the same as a hundred other piles of rocks on this mountain, except this one I built myself the first week I came up here, all those months ago. Three flat stones on top, stacked smallest to largest. A marker only I would recognize.

I set the game bag down and start moving rocks.

The ground underneath is frozen, but I dug deep when I buried it, below the frost line, and I packed the hole with gravel so it would drain. Still, it takes me nearly three minutes with the camp shovel to reach the box. Olive drab, military surplus, waterproof gasket around the lid. I haul it out and crack it open right there in the snow.

Inside: ten thousand dollars in banded hundreds. Two passports, neither in my name. A Makarov pistol wrapped in oilcloth with three loaded magazines. And at the bottom, in its own sealed bag, the satellite phone.

I look at the phone for a long time.

When I buried this box, I made myself a promise: that I would never dig it up. The box was a last resort. If I ever had to fall back to it, it meant that the old life had found me, that the mountain hadn't been far enough, and that everything I'd suffered through had been for nothing.

I buried it anyway, because I am not an optimist by nature.

I take the phone out of the bag and press the power button. The screen lights up. Battery at sixty percent. Lithium holds a charge in the cold better than people realize.

There's only one number stored in it.

I don't dial. Not yet. I just confirm the thing works, then shut it off again and put it in my jacket. I take the cash and the Makarov, too. The passports, I leave. If it gets to the point where I need a new name, Caroline will already be home or dead, and neither passport has her picture in it anyway.

I fill the hole back in, restack the cairn, and pick up the deer.

The smoke is still rising behind me. I can smell it now, faint, carried up the slope on the wind. My whole life down there, burning, and the stench of it follows me all the way back to the hut.
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Caroline is at the window when I come out of the trees. I can see her face through the rippled glass, and I can see the moment she registers that I'm carrying a hundred-plus pounds of dead animal, because her mouth opens and stays that way.

I push through the door. Wolf is on me immediately, nose working, tail going hard.

"Down," I tell him. He sits, but his eyes never leave the bag.

"You shot something," Caroline accuses.

I hang the game bag from the hook by the door, where the cold will keep it. "Deer."

"That's it?!"

"Would you have preferred I shot a McDouble with fries?" I ask sarcastically.

She reddens as she bites back a laugh. "This isn't about my hunger, asshole. I was worried someone found us! You just went all John Wayne, blasting away, then sprinted off into the woods!"

"Apologies," I say, still sarcastic and biting, if only because I can't help but love the fire it draws out of her. "Next time, I'll leave a note."

"Yeah! You should! That's the least you can do!" she snaps.

I sweep a hand around this desolate hut. "With what pen? On what paper?"

She doesn't have an answer for that, so she switches targets. She does that. I've noticed. When one line of attack fails, she pivots without losing speed.

"You were gone a long time for one deer."

"Field dressing takes time."

"You also smell like a campfire."

I stop with my jacket half off.

She's sitting on the edge of the bed with the wool blanket around her shoulders, and she's watching me with those pale green eyes. Susan's eyes. They miss nothing, exactly the same as Susan's never did.

"Afon. Why do you smell like smoke?"

I told myself yesterday that I've lied to better interrogators than her, and that's true. But I'm tired. Worn down in a place that sleep doesn't reach.

So I tell her the truth. "They burned my cabin."

She goes still. "What?"

"I saw the smoke while I was dressing the deer. Men in trucks torched it." I hang the jacket on the second hook.

"Why didn't you do something?" she demands, aghast.

I shrug. "It'll burn to the foundation. There's nothing to stop it and nobody to call."

"But… But, Afon…" She stands up. The blanket falls off her shoulders. "It's your house."

"No," I correct. "It's just a building."

"How can you not be the least bit sad?"

I turn to glare at her. She really doesn't understand—I don't deserve anything good in this life. Not the cabin, not Wolf, and sure as fuck not her. "Should I go cry in the snow?" I spit. "Would that make you happy?"

"At the very least, you could act like a person whose house just burned down!"

"This is how I act, Caroline." I cross to the stove and feed two logs in, holding my fingertips close to the flames until the feeling returns. "They did it to send a message: You have nowhere to go. Getting upset about it would mean the message was received."

"It was received! I received it! I'm receiving it right now and I wasn't even the addressee!" She limps a few steps closer, but stops just out of arm's reach and hugs herself. Wolf gets up, walks over, and presses against her leg for reassurance. He's got a hell of a lot more emotional intelligence than I do, that's for damn sure.

"Okay," she muses to nobody in particular. "Okay. So what do we do?"

"We stay put," I reply. "This is a big mountain, and the hut isn't on any map. They don't know about it. We have meat now, and wood, and water. We wait them out."

"For how long?"

"As long as it takes."

She paces a small, anxious circle, favoring the bad ankle. Wolf tracks her with his eyes. I watch her, too, with guilt heavy in my gut. I'm not being kind to her right now, and this is not her world. She doesn't know how it feels to hunt and wage war, to grapple with killers. That's my domain, not hers. But she's been thrust into it whether she likes it or not. She's been grabbed, zip-tied, shot at, frozen half to death, and she's still got her chin high and her spirit strong.

After all that, she's still standing in this miserable hut asking what we do. Not what I do. We.

Bill's daughter, indeed.

"Caroline."

She stops pacing, but doesn't turn. "What?"

"I've been unfair to you."

She whips around to gawk at me. "I'm sorry, what was that? Could you speak directly into the microphone?"

"Don't make me say it twice."

"Oh, I'm absolutely making you say it twice. Possibly three times. I want it notarized."

I almost smile. "Here's the deal," I say. "I'll tell you everything. I made a promise and I intend to keep it, even if I wish I didn't have to. But you came all this way, so you deserve the whole story. Your father, the tattoo, the envelope, all of it."

"But," she infers.

"But?"

"I knew there was a but. There's always a but with you. You're a but-based lifeform."

"You want to hear the terms or not?"

She zips her mouth with two fingers and gestures for me to continue.

"I have to tell it in pieces," I say. "Not all at once. The story is thirty years long, and parts of it connect to other parts, and if I dump it on you out of order, you'll draw the wrong conclusions and hate the wrong people. So I tell it my way. In my order. When I say so."

Her face twists in a frown. "How do I know 'when I say so' doesn't mean never? Because historically, Afon, your track record on the whole telling-me-things front has been—how do I put this legally?—hot fucking garbage."

"You don't know," I admit. "You'd have to trust me."

She laughs, short and sharp. "Trust you?! The man who dumped me at a bus stop."

"The man who came back for you."

Her grimace deepens. "This is extortion. You're holding my own family history hostage."

"Yes. I never claimed to be a good man."

She throws up her hands. "He admits it! Openly! In front of the dog!"

"I swear, Caroline, I'm not doing this to torture you. Some of what I have to tell you, I've never said out loud. Not once. I need to do it in a way I can survive. That's the truth, and I can't be any more honest than that. Take it or leave it."

She studies me for a long moment. The light through the rippled window makes her hair look almost gray, and for a second, she could be Susan, standing in that kitchen on Seventy-Eighth Street, asking Bill where he'd really been all night.

I'm promising her the truth, but there are still parts of things I intend to conceal for as long as possible. I won't mention the satellite phone in my jacket. The phone is for if everything goes to hell, and I'd like for it to stay buried in my pocket the same way it stayed buried in the ground—untouched unless there's no other choice.

"Define 'pieces,'" she says. "Are we talking chapters? Paragraphs? Or are you going to give me one word a day until I die of old age?"

"Take it or leave it, Caroline."

She chews her lip. Wolf looks up at her, then at me, then back at her.

"If I agree," she says slowly, "you start today."

I think about it. The deer needs butchering. The wood needs splitting. There are a hundred chores between now and dark, and not one of them would take as much out of me as talking will.

"Tonight," I concede. "After we eat."

She sticks out her hand. "Then we have a deal."
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Windows have been doing me no favors lately.

When I first arrived in Afon's life, I was the one looking in the mirror.

Now, I'm on the inside looking out.

The window in this hut is small and rippled, the glass so old it distorts everything like a funhouse mirror, and frost has crept up the bottom third of it.

None of which prevents me from seeing Afon Satyrin out there in the clearing, splitting wood in nothing but a skintight thermal.

I'm not watching him. I'm not. I want that established. I'm sitting on the bed, ostensibly resting my ankle per Dr. Afon's strict medical orders, and the window simply happens to be in my line of sight, and he simply happens to be framed perfectly in the window. Simple. Veeery simple.

Thock.

The first night I was here, that sound drove me insane. He chopped wood for hours while I lay on his couch with a goose egg on my forehead. At the time, I decided it was the auditory equivalent of a middle finger. A man telling me to eff off in percussive Morse code.

Thock.

That was before. Since then, he's carried me to bed—twice—peeled a kidnapping crew apart like a very gory orange, and kissed me up against a stone wall. Things have changed. The clunk of axe hitting wood is no longer a warning.

It's more like foreplay.

Context, it turns out, is an aphrodisiac. Nobody warned me about that. Dr. Levinson never once said, Caroline, beware of contextualized lumberjacking. The road to multiple orgasms is paved with the stuff.

Thock.

As I watch, Afon sets another log on the block. The thermal has gone translucent across his shoulders with sweat. Steam is literally rising off him, like he's a draft horse, or a casserole. A huge, muscly, bearded, sexy casserole horse.

I last a few more agonizing minutes. Then I dig his spare jacket out of the duffel, shrug it on—it fits me like a flannel circus tent—and limp out into the snow.

Afon doesn't even look up. "No."

"You don't know what I was going to say."

"You were going to offer to help." The axe comes down and the poor log he's chosen as his victim gives up its ghost in two clean halves. "Which is a lie. You were bored, and you wanted to come stand near the activity."

This is so precisely accurate that I consider suing him for unauthorized access to my internal monologue.

"I contain multitudes," I say instead. "One of those multitudes wants to learn a survival skill."

He straightens, leans on the axe haft, and looks at me for a long moment. He notes the flannel and his nostrils flare, but he doesn't remark on it. Then he sighs, recognizing a lost cause when he sees one.

"One log," he negotiates. "Then you go back inside before you frostbite something I'll have to amputate."

What follows is, in theory, a brief lesson in axe mechanics. That is what's happening, objectively. But subjectively, what's happening is that Afon Satyrin steps behind me, close enough that I can feel the furnace of him through two layers of flannel, and closes his hands over mine on the haft. His palms are rough and twice the size of mine. His chest is at my back. His beard grazes my temple when he leans down to correct my grip, and his voice is a sensual purr in my ear.

"Don't swing with your arms," he says. "Let the axe fall. Your job is aim. Gravity does the work."

"Copy that, Sarge."

"Hips square. Eyes on the spot you want to hit, not the spot you're afraid of hitting."

"That's very motivational-poster of you."

"Here we go."

Together, we lift the axe up high and let it fall. The log splits—not cleanly, not like his, more of a reluctant divorce than a guillotine, but it splits. I whoop, thrilled with myself. Wolf barks in response from inside, where he's cowering out of the cold, that little weenie.

"I did that!" I announce.

"Gravity did that."

"Gravity and I did that. We're a team now."

Afon steps back, and the cold swarms into the space where he was. All the unspoken things seem to be living in that space, too. The kiss, the shared bed, our fingers interlaced.

He takes the axe from my hands—or starts to. My fingers don't release it right away, and so there's a brief period of time where we're both holding the haft, connected by thirty-six inches of hickory.

I make the mistake of looking up at him.

He's already looking at me.

His eyes drop to my mouth and stay there a beat too long to be deniable. The steam rises off his shoulders and tiny ice crystals of condensed breath glisten in the thick expanse of his beard. His dark irises gleam.

As for me, I'm grateful for the flannel I'm drowning in, because it conceals my tightening nipples and fluttering heartbeat. With my hands tucked inside the too-long sleeves, he can't even see how my fingertips are shaking.

"Off you go inside," Afon coughs at last. "Before you get ambitious."

I go. But I take my split log with me, and I set it by the stove like a trophy. If Afon notices that I burn every other piece of wood first and save mine for last, he is gentleman enough not to mention it.
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The deal comes due after dinner.

On the menu tonight is venison, seared in the cast-iron pan with salt and gusto. Also, regrettably, a side of beans. I swear he climbed a beanstalk and stole Jack's magic, never-ending supply of the stuff.

We once again eat at the narrow table with our knees touching. The fire is chuckling along merrily. Wolf, full of deer scraps and self-satisfaction, sprawls by the stove and snores. Occasionally, he farts loud enough to wake himself and look around in a confused daze. It's setting quite the mood.

I've been rehearsing how to raise the topic. I'm two breaths from launching into my whole spiel when Afon sets down his post-dinner coffee, looks at me across the lamplight, and says, "You found something on my ribs, didn't you?"

I freeze with my fork halfway to my mouth.

So much for my opening statement. I set the fork down.

"It looked like a swallow," I say carefully. "Mid-dive. Wings swept back. Holding a skeleton key in its beak." My heart is doing the thock-thock thing again. "It's the exact image my father drew at the bottom of his last letter. I spent months trying to identify it. I came up empty."

"Yes," Afon agrees. "It's not in any database, because it was never meant to be found." He rotates his mug a quarter turn on the table. "My brother designed it."

The hut goes very quiet. Even the wind seems to lean in.

"Gervasii," I say softly. The middle man in the photograph. The arm slung around young Afon's shoulders.

"Gervasii," he confirms.

And then he tells me the story. By the haunted look in his face, you'd think he was exhuming a corpse. Maybe, in some ways, that's exactly what he's doing.

"Gervasii chose a swallow, because the bird crosses the mountains every year and always finds its way home. The key was because we were the key, our own way out." He's looking at the lamp flame, not at me. "It was our crew's mark. A private one, a nameless one. We called the route we found 'the Lastochka.' That's Russian for 'the swallow.'"

"The route," I repeat. "What route?"

"A smuggling route," he explains. "This was the better part of twenty years ago. Product came down out of these mountains and into the city. My brother and I ran it."

"Product meaning…?"

"Narcotics." A muscle thumps in his jaw. "Off the books. Against Lukas's express rule. He considered drugs bad business—too much heat, too many federal agencies with budgets. He forbade it. But we did it anyway, because Gervasii was ambitious and I would've done anything that damn fool asked me to do."

I could swear, for just a moment, his eye glistens with a tear. Then he clears his throat and continues.

"It was a small crew. Six men, sometimes eight. All of us marked with the swallow, here." He touches his own ribs, low on the left side, exactly where my fingers found it. "The youngest of us was a kid Gervasii found half-starved running errands for a chop shop in Kingston. Hungry kid. Clever, too. Gervasii brought him in like a stray and raised him like a son. Taught him everything we knew. He had a gift."

"What was his name?" I ask, concerned about overstepping my bounds.

"Viktor Reznik."

I shiver. I've never heard that name before in my life, and somehow it still makes the hair on my arms stand up, like my body recognizes it instinctively.

"What happened?" I ask.

"It came apart." He turns the mug another quarter turn. "The crew came apart, and Gervasii died. I got out. I dragged Matvei clear of it—he was fifteen, and he'd just watched his father die. I was not going to let the life have him too. Then I crawled back to Lukas on my knees." His smiles sadly. "There's a price for being forgiven, in our world. Mine was fifteen years of doing the Bratva's ugliest work. Whatever Lukas needed done that no one else would do, I did it. That was the cost of the venture that killed my brother. I paid it willingly."

I think of Gold Chain in the bunkhouse: Used to kill people for the Lazarev Bratva. I knew in broad strokes that Afon had been involved with the Lazarevs' dirtiest work, but it's one thing to know that and another thing to see in his face just how much that work cost him. He looks haunted by ghosts that no one else can see.

"And Reznik?"

"Vanished," he says. "Everyone assumed he was dead. I wanted to believe it." He finally looks at me, and his eyes in the lamplight are the color of the forest in November. "It's easier to forget a dead man."

"I take it he wasn't actually dead, though."

"No." Afon leans back, the chair creaking under him. "As I later learned, he spent twenty years rebuilding the exact same thing we'd had. The Lastochka, but bigger and grander. Nastier, too." He sees the question forming on my face and heads it off. "Which I am not elaborating on tonight. The point is, a few weeks ago, Viktor got word that Afon Satyrin—of all the phantoms in all the graveyards he's passed through—was living in a cabin on his mountain."

"What do they want with you?"

"They want me in the ground," he replies. "I'm the last one left who knows what Reznik did to get where he is. That makes me a loose end with a long memory. In his line of work, you can't afford a liability like that to remain free."

"But then why me?" I croak, suddenly afraid. "The men at the camp, one of them called me⁠—"

"Bait," Afon finishes for me in a very good guess. "I'm sure they thought they could grab the woman who came down the mountain with me to draw me out. They want to know how much I've told, and to whom." He holds my eyes. "You were a fishing lure, Caroline. And I'm the fish."

My body is reverting back to the cold-sweat, hollow-stomach thing it learned in the back of the kidnappers' panel van. Wolf's snoring suddenly sounds very far away and less reassuring than it did a moment ago.

"Okay," I say. "To recap: Smuggling route plus dead brother equals vengeful kingpin with abandonment issues. I'm following all of that. But…" I lean forward over my cold beans. "Afon, where does my father fit? Because Bill Oglethorpe was an attorney from the Upper East Side who wore Brooks Brothers and thought jaywalking was a moral failing. And yet he drew your secret smuggler bird in his last letter to me, which means he knew about the Lastochka." I shake my head. "How? Why? He wasn't—he can't have been⁠—"

I can't even finish the sentence. The end of it is too absurd. Or too plausible. I genuinely can't tell which anymore, and that's the part that scares me most.

Afon looks at me for a long, long moment.

"Because your father was in this world," he says at last. "Not like I was, but tangled up in it nonetheless." He rubs a scarred thumb along the table's edge. "Bill and I knew each other. A long time ago. He did me a very big favor when I needed it most."

"Knew each other how? What kind of favor?" I'm halfway across the table now, knees pressed against his, every cell of my body straining forward. "What do you owe him? What does any of this have to do with—" and my eyes go, traitorously, to the shelf, where the photograph from his nightstand now sits propped against a can of beans. "—with the woman in the photograph?"

Afon stands.

As soon as he does, I'm sure I've blown it again. He's going to storm out into the dark the way he did the night I said her name.

But he doesn't do that. He crosses to the shelf, and with one scarred finger, he nudges the photograph a half inch to the left, squaring it up.

"The how of your father and me," he says to the wall, "is bound up with her. And that's not tonight's story."
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Later, I lie in the narrow bed on my side of where the Berlin Wall used to be, and I recalibrate.

Thirty years of my father shuffle and re-deal themselves behind my eyes. The cufflinks. The crepes. The late nights that made my mother scream in her sleep.

Good men keep secrets, Afon told me over that first cup of coffee, a hundred years ago. And his are going to break your heart.

I'd thought I was ready. I'd said, I'm a big girl. I can take it, with the confidence of a woman who'd never heard the name Viktor Reznik.

The swallow burns behind my eyelids. Mid-dive. Key in its beak. A bird that crosses the mountains and always finds its way home.

A foot away, close enough to touch, the man holding the rest of the truth breathes slow and even. I'm a lawyer. I came up this mountain for discovery, for the full file, for one hundred percent of a story, and I am well-versed in all the ways to extract stories from even the most unwilling of storytellers.

But lying here in the dark, listening to him breathe, I'm no longer sure I want to leave with the truth…

… so much as I want to stay for the man keeping it.

Wolf sighs against my feet.

"Oh, shut up," I whisper at him with a scowl. "I already know."
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I wake up wearing Afon's flannel shirt. It still dwarfs me in every way, but at this point, my own clothes are crusty enough that they could walk to the laundromat by themselves, so at least I don't have to smell myself when I have this woodsmoke-and-cologne-scented tunic layered on top of everything.

The bed is empty on his side. That doesn't surprise me—some people are snoozers, and some people are Everyone you know and love will die horribly, Final Destination style, if you don't get out of bed the second you regain consciousness every day. I'm the former; Afon is, like, the mayor of the latter.

But this time, he hasn't gone far. I can hear him moving around the hut, the scrape of the cast-iron pan, the metallic complaint of the stove door, and Wolf's toenails clicking after him like a furry shadow with separation anxiety.

I sit up. My ankle gives a perfunctory throb, more out of habit than conviction. When I pat my hair, it feels like it's made out of concrete. The concept of "shampoo" is just like the memory of a dream I once had.

"Morning," I mumble.

Afon glances over from the stove. His eyes glass over when they see me in his shirt. Then he grunts and turns away.

"There's coffee," he says. "I'll warn you: It's bad."

"You undersell everything. The cabin was 'just a building.' The bullet wound was 'a graze.' I bet the coffee is delicious."

I pour myself a cup and… Yep, it's bad. Awful, really. I've never wanted a matcha latte more.

"Delicious," I declare, and drink the whole thing.
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By midmorning I have appointed myself sous-chef, a position that exists in this kitchen like how the position of Lieutenant Governor exists in most states: ceremonially, and against the wishes of the administration.

"You're in my light," Afon grumbles.

"Tough titty; there's nowhere else for me to go." I'm perched at the table with his folding knife and a chunk of venison he has, after extensive negotiation, permitted me to cube. My knife skills need work, though. The venison cubes are more like mushy, uneven little blobs. "Also, I have notes on the menu."

"There is no menu."

"Exactly my point. So glad you agree." I point things out with my knife. "There's venison, and then there's beans, and then there's venison with beans, which you seem to believe constitutes a third dish."

"It does."

"Actually, it does not." I gesture at the shelf with the knife, which makes him reach over without comment and angle my wrist away from my own femoral artery. "Are you, like, some kind of alien who only eats beans? Are you on a bean diet? Do you owe beans a debt and this is how you repay them?"

"Beans keep. They provide protein and calories and they don't spoil." He shakes the pan, as if that proves his point.

"Flavor is important, too, you know! Ask any military historian! Napoleon lost Russia over morale because the food sucked!"

"Napoleon lost Russia over winter," he retorts, "and if he'd had beans, things might've gone differently."

I stare at him. "Did you just defend beans with the Napoleonic Wars?"

"You're the one who brought him up."

"I want it on the record that you're impossible."

"Noted," he says, which is becoming like a little running joke of his.

But even though he's making fun of me, at least a little bit, part of me still feels warm and pleasantly tickled, enough so that I'm smiling as I mangle this innocent deer into rhomboids. He's talking.

Yesterday, he told me about Gervasii and the swallow tattoo and a man named Viktor Reznik whose name made my skin crawl on a cellular level.

And guess what? The sky didn't fall, and Afon didn't walk into the snow and stay there. Instead, he's stayed here. Next to me. He's standing at a stove bantering about legume philosophy, and there's an ease in the set of his shoulders that wasn't there three days ago.

I wouldn't go so far as to call him "relaxed." Afon Satyrin will be "relaxed" in his casket and possibly not even then. But he's… lighter. Like a man who put down one bag out of the fifty he's carrying and was surprised at how good it felt to let go.

I sneak the venison scraps to Wolf when Afon's back is turned. Wolf accepts them happily.

"I can see you in the window reflection," Afon says, not turning around.

"I have no idea what you're talking about."

"Fine. But if he gets fat, you can carry him down the mountain."
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The lifting incident happens around noon.

In my defense, the stove is the only warm object in this entire stone shoebox, and I have spent twenty-eight years as a person whose default body temperature is "office air conditioning victim." So when the venison-and-beans (one dish, he insists; two, I maintain; the litigation continues) reaches a critical stage that requires stove access, I find myself standing directly in front of it with my palms out like I'm warming myself over a trash fire in a Dickens novel.

"Move," Afon says.

"Can't. I'm photosynthesizing."

"Caroline."

"There's room," I insist. "You can reach around me. You have arms like a cargo crane."

We square off, scowling at each other. We both know exactly where this is going, because we have been here before, in another kitchen, in another life, when he picked me up off the floor like a misplaced chair and set me on the counter and I sputtered about assault and he told me to sue him.

"Don't you dare," I warn. "Afon, don't you⁠—!"

His hands close around my waist.

Here's what's different. Last time, it was logistics. A man relocating an obstruction. His hands were impersonal as a forklift and he went back to his fishing reel without a flicker, while I sat on that counter feeling like a sack of flour with a law degree.

This time, his hands settle on my waist over his own flannel and they stay there for a beat before he lifts. This time, when he raises me—effortless, infuriating, the floor just abandoning my feet like we were never that close anyway—he doesn't deposit me at a distance. He turns and sets me down maybe eighteen inches to the left, on the edge of the table, and his hands don't leap away like they touched a hot pan afterward. They linger. One thumb is resting just above my hip bone and I can feel its exact circumference through the fabric, like my nervous system has dispatched its entire staff to that one square inch.

"You were in my way," he explains. His voice has dropped into a register that the stove has nothing to do with.

"You could've said excuse me."

"I did. Three days running."

We are not pretending anymore. Last time, we both pretended it was nothing. Now, he's looking down at me, and I'm looking up at him, and the pretense is just gone, dismantled overnight like the Berlin Wall blanket, and neither of us is rebuilding it.

Then the pan hisses, threatening to scorch, and he turns back to the stove. I'm left sitting on the table, breathing hard like I just took the stairs.

Wolf, from his post by the door, yawns enormously.

"Nobody asked you," I scold him.
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The phone thing happens in the afternoon, and I almost don't register it as a thing at all.

Afon goes out to check the perimeter and comes back dusted in snow, and because we have somehow become the kind of people who do small domestic services for each other without discussion, I take his jacket while he stomps his boots and turn to hang it on the second hook.

The jacket is heavy. It's always heavy; it's a workman's jacket built for a man who nearly outweighs the mountain we've come to call home. But as I lift it, the left breast swings against my forearm and there's something in there. Hard. Rectangular. Substantial—heavier than a wallet, bigger than the folding knife, with a stub of antenna-ish rigidity at one end that my fingers read through the canvas for a second before I get the jacket onto the hook.

A radio? A GPS? One of those chunky outdoorsman gadgets that men of a certain disposition collect like Pokémon?

I open my mouth to ask.

And then I look at him—crouched by the stove, feeding in a log, the firelight doing flattering things to a face that needs no assistance in the good looks department—and I think about the deal. His way. His order. When he says so. We've come so far since "I haven't ruled out shooting you," but the ice we're standing on is new ice, thin ice, ice that has held only one day's weight so far.

It'd be a bad idea to push.

So I don't ask. I file it away for safe keeping. I put it in the same mental cabinet where I keep the bronze ring he still wears and the woman in the blue sundress, the cabinet labeled THINGS I AM CHOOSING NOT TO DETONATE TODAY, which is, frankly, the most crowded cabinet I own.

It's probably nothing. Probably a fancy compass. Not even worth worrying about.
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The collision happens after dinner, and I'd love to tell you who started it, but the honest answer is physics.

It goes like this: I'm clearing the tin plates, he's reaching past me for the kettle, and since the hut is approximately the size of a Manhattan parking space, we miscalculate. My shoulder meets his chest. His hand comes up to steady me and lands at the small of my back.

I look up to deliver a quip—I have one loaded, something about traffic patterns—but it dies somewhere between my brain and my mouth, because his eyes have gone dark and fixed and the air between us has acquired the density of standing water.

"Caroline," he says. It's supposed to be a warning, but it comes out like a confession.

"I didn't do anything," I whisper.

"I know," he says. "That's the problem."

And then his mouth is on mine.

The first kiss, against the stone wall, was an accident of pressure—a thing that escaped him, all that fury with nowhere else to go. This is not that. This is deliberate. His hand slides from the small of my back and splays between my shoulder blades as he pulls me in like he's been doing math on this maneuver for days.

The plates clatter out of my hands onto the table and for the life of me, I could not tell you whether anything breaks, because his other hand finds my jaw, tilts it, and the kiss goes deep, slow, and devastatingly thorough. I whimper against his mouth.

We hit the table. The table, bless it, holds. He lifts me onto it for the second time today and this time there is no pan, no pretext, nothing but his hips between my knees and his beard scraping my jaw as his mouth moves down my throat.

I get my fists in his sweater—my signature move at this point, I should trademark it—and pull. He comes willingly, a wall of heat folding over me. His hand slips under the hem of the flannel.

His palm on the bare skin of my waist is so hot it's nearly a sound. Rough, careful, enormous—he touches me like I'm something he's been ordered not to touch, which, knowing him, is probably literal, an order he issued to himself in the third person at four o'clock in the morning.

His thumb traces the lowest rib. I arch into it and say his name, and that plaintive little whine affects him; I feel it go through him like current. He kisses me again, harder, and my hands find the hem of his sweater and slide up and over the ridged map of his stomach, the scar, the old swallow inked low on his ribs, and he exhales against my mouth like a man surfacing.

We're doing this. We are absolutely doing this. On a table. In a gulag. While a Rottweiler watches—or, preferably, takes a nice, well-timed nap.

Then Afon stops.

It is not a clean stop. That's what undoes me, actually—how painful the whole affair is. He pulls back maybe three inches and stays there, forehead nearly touching mine, eyes shut, breathing like he's just hauled the deer up the mountain again. His hand is still under my shirt, flat against my waist, and I can feel it trembling—the same fine tremor I felt the night he carried me to bed after his nightmare, the one that means the Satyrin Machine is running at redline. His jaw is clenched so tight that a muscle jumps in his cheek.

"Afon, are you okay?"

"Give me a second." His voice is gravel dragged over more gravel.

"You don't have to—we can⁠—"

"No." He withdraws his hand, slowly, and smooths the flannel down over my hip with a gentleness that is somehow filthier than anything that preceded it. He straightens. Puts six inches of cold air between us.

I brace for it—that was a mistake, the jacket, the door, the firm terrible click.

Surprisingly, it doesn't come.

Instead, he looks at me. I don't know which part is most interesting to him. My kiss-wrecked mouth? His own shirt hanging off my shoulder? My heartbroken, lust-filled face?

Whatever it is, he doesn't look at it with regret. It's more like grief.

"Not like this," he says. "Not while you don't know what I did."

"I don't care what you⁠—"

"You don't know enough to say that yet," he insists. "There's a version of me you haven't met. He's in the rest of the story." He reaches out and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. "Not until you know everything, Caroline. Not until you can choose with your eyes open. I've taken enough from you without taking that, too."

He picks up his jacket from the hook—the heavy jacket, the one with the hard rectangular secret in its breast—and steps out into the snow.

But—another little surprise—the door doesn't slam.

It closes soft, with a careful little snick, like a man marking his place in a book rather than hurling it across the room. Through the rippled window, I watch him stand in the blue dark of the clearing, hands at his sides, head tipped back to the cold, doing whatever it is he does out there instead of feeling things indoors.

Wolf pads over and puts his head on my knee.

"I'm okay," I tell him. My voice is wobbly, but my mind, for once, is not. Because I understand now—finally, completely—what's standing between me and that man, and it isn't a wall, and it isn't a blanket border, and it isn't even a dead woman in a blue sundress.

It's a story.

"Tomorrow," I say to Wolf, "I'm getting more of it."

Wolf sighs against my knee.

This time, I don't tell him to shut up.

I should look away. Give the man his privacy, his snow, his feelings-avoidance ritual. Instead, I stay parked at the rippled window like a Victorian widow, watching his silhouette against the blue dark.

That's when Afon reaches into the breast of his jacket and pulls something out.

It's the rectangle. The heavy mystery object my forearm cataloged this afternoon. From here, through warped glass and twenty feet of darkness, it looks like a brick with a stubby antenna—too chunky to be a phone, unless we're talking about the kind of phone Gordon Gekko screamed into on a beach in 1987.

Maybe some kind of radio? A transponder? I truly don't know, which bothers me.

He doesn't use it. That's the strange part. He just holds it in one big hand and looks down at it, head bowed, shoulders set, like the thing weighs a thousand pounds. Like it's asking him a question he doesn't want to answer.

A full minute passes. Maybe two.

Then he slides it back into his pocket, tips his head to the cold again, and goes on standing there, alone with whatever that was.
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AFON


I stand in the dark with my thumb over the call button.

Lukas is one touch away. It'd be easy. If I call, he'll send men, no questions asked. Reznik's camp will get cleaned out in a night and the problem will come to a swift and bloody end.

Best of all, Caroline would go home safe. That's the upside, and it's a big one.

Then there's the downside: Lukas doesn't do favors. Men like him don't know the meaning of the word "altruism." He'd help, but it would come at a price, and the interest on a loan from Lukas Lazarev is the rest of your life. I already paid fifteen years to that man. I got out, against all odds, but there will be no second exit.

So… no. Not yet. Not unless there's no other choice, and there's still a choice.

I put the phone back in my pocket and stand in the cold a while longer, until my fingers stop wanting to dial it.

Then I go inside.
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In the morning, I rig the mountain.

"What are you doing with our dinner forks?" Caroline asks from the doorway. She's wearing my flannel and my spare jacket over it, which means she's wearing more of my wardrobe than I am.

"These are tent stakes."

"Okay, sure, same difference. What are you doing with the tent stakes?"

"Making noise."

I run paracord at ankle height across the two trails that lead up to the hut, the old mining road from the south and the deer path that comes around the ravine. I tie each line to a stack of tin cans with pebbles inside. Anybody who hits the cord in the dark will bring the cans clanging down on rock. It's not pretty, but it's loud, and loud buys me ten seconds. Sometimes, that's the difference between a fight and a slaughter.

Caroline limps along behind me, supervising. "Question," she says.

"Nope."

"Isn't this overkill?" she asks anyway.

I don't deign to respond.

She frowns. "Fine. New question. What happens if Wolf hits the cord?"

"Wolf knows where the cords are."

"How? Did you brief him? Was there a PowerPoint?"

"I walked him through. Twice. He's careful." I tie off the last line and test the tension with two fingers. "You, on the other hand, fall over tree roots in broad daylight, so listen closely and remember what I'm telling you. There's a line here, a line by the woodpile, and a line forty feet down the south trail. Don't go past the woodpile without me. Repeat that back."

"I don't go past the woodpile without you."

I nod, temporarily satisfied. "Good."

"I'd like it noted that I'm being extremely cooperative."

"Noted."

She grins like she won something. Maybe she did. I don't know how scoring works with her. I've stopped trying to keep track.

I spend another hour on the rest. I drag a dead spruce across the mining road at the narrow spot, low enough to step over if you know it's there, high enough to put a running man on his face if he doesn't. I pile loose shale on the slope above the deer path where a boot will send it clattering. I clear the snow off a flat rock thirty yards out so I have one clean shooting position with cover and a full view of the clearing.

It's not a fortress. Not by any stretch of the imagination. At best, I'd call it a poorly built alarm clock.

But for now, it's as good as we're gonna get.
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Midafternoon, I take the binoculars up to the overlook above the ravine. It's a forty-minute climb. I leave Wolf with Caroline and tell her I'm checking snares, which is half-true, because I do check the snares on the way.

From the overlook, I can see a long gray ribbon of the valley, and at the end of it, small as a thumbnail, the logging camp.

I brace the binoculars on a rock and look.

Activity.

Three trucks now, plus the van. Two more snowmobiles are parked by the equipment shed, covers off, ready to run. Men rove between the bunkhouse and the trucks. I count seven, then eight. One of them is hauling something long and wrapped from a truck bed into the shed. Another stands by the generator with his arms crossed, not working, just watching the tree line.

A lookout. They didn't have a lookout before.

Then a man comes out of the bunkhouse in a long, dark coat, and everything around him changes shape. The men near the trucks stop what they're doing. One jogs over to him. The lookout straightens up.

It's too far to see a face, or to see anything but the coat and the way eight armed men arrange themselves around one man who isn't carrying anything.

The boss is here.

I watch for another half-hour. I'd hoped that they would nurse their wounded and fuck off to wherever they come from, but it's clear that that's not happening.

No, they're staging. Burrowing in, readying for war.

Tomorrow, or perhaps the day after, they're going to start walking this mountain in a grid. The hut isn't on any map, but all they need to find us is time and patience, and they have both of those in greater supply than I do.

I lower the binoculars and look at the snow between me and the valley. My mind is forty minutes below me, lying in bed with a woman fast asleep in my flannel shirt.

I climb back up before dark.

"How were the snares?" Caroline asks when I come in. "Any hope for a non-venison meal in my near future?"

I shake my head. "Empty."

"You were gone two hours."

"There were a lot of snares."

She looks at me for a while. I'm sure she knows. She's known since the cabin that I lie to her about the things that would scare her, but she's decided, for now, to let me.

"So it's venison again?" she sighs, resigned to her fate.

"Cheer up," I tell her. "We have beans, too."

She throws a pillow at my face.
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The dream is the same as always, except when it isn't.

It starts on the road outside Saratoga Springs. It's December. I see the county road, the frozen mud shoulder, the field beyond it. Yelena's Subaru is on its roof in the field and the wheels are still turning, all four of them, turning and turning, and I'm running through the snow and not getting any closer.

That part is always the same. In real life, I never saw the car like that. By the time, the car was in an impound lot and she was in a drawer.

But the dream doesn't care what I saw. The dream shows me the slowly spinning wheels.

Then it changes, the way it's been changing lately, and the field becomes the clearing behind my cabin, and the car is burning, and the person inside it isn't Yelena anymore.

"Afon."

A hand lands on my chest. I come up out of it fast and hard.

"Hey," Caroline croons. "It's me. You're in the hut. We're okay."

I don't remember sitting up. The fire is down to a red glow in the stove grate and Wolf is standing beside the bed with his ears up, watching me the way he watches a tree line.

"Did I yell?"

"A little." Her hand is still flat on my chest. She doesn't move it. "You said a name."

I don't ask which one.

"Lie back down," she suggests.

"I'm fine."

"Take direction for once in your stubborn life. Lie back down."

I do so, begrudgingly. The pillow is damp. My heart is going too fast and won't be told otherwise, so I just breathe and let it run itself out. Caroline settles beside me, on her side, no blanket wall. There hasn't been one for two nights now. Her knee finds my leg under the quilt and stays there. Wolf circles twice and drops back onto our feet with a grunt.

For a while, nobody talks.

Then I do.

"Twenty-one years ago, I got married."

I feel her go still. Careful-still. Like a person who's found a deer in a meadow and doesn't want to spook it.

"Her name was Yelena," I say. "You know that already. You read the back of the photograph."

"I'm sorry I⁠—"

"Don't be sorry. This is the next installment. I said I'd tell it in my order, and this is how the next part goes." I look at the ceiling. The roof metal ticks in the wind. "She waited tables at a restaurant in Brighton Beach, the one in the photograph. Gervasii did business out of the corner booth a few nights a week. I'd sit with him, and she'd come bring us tea and tell me how ugly I was."

Caroline blushes and laughs at the same time. "Is that supposed to be a meet-cute?"

"She said if I was going to scowl like a gargoyle and scare off all her other customers, I should at least tip better." I can hear her. That's the thing about twenty years of mourning. The memory of her face goes soft around the edges, but the sound stays crystal clear. "I was nineteen. I went back every night for a month, alone, no Gervasii, and kept ordering from everyone else on staff until she'd finally come out to talk to me herself. Eventually, she sat down across from me and said, 'Either ask me out or stop wasting my section.'"

"And she said yes?" asks Caroline.

"Nope. Told me I was too ugly for her to date." I shake my head in the dark. "But she didn't mean it. Six months later, we were married. City hall, just the two of us and Gervasii to witness. She wore that blue dress because it was the only nice one she owned, and I told her I'd be the happiest man on earth if it was the only thing she wore for the rest of her life.

Caroline's hand moves on my chest, slow, back and forth.

"We had a year together," I say. "That December, she drove up to Saratoga Springs to see her aunt. Her aunt was sick, nothing serious, a bad chest cough, but Yelena was the one in her family who showed up for people. She made the drive alone. I was supposed to come, but there was work, and Gervasii needed me. I told her I'd take the next trip."

Her hand stills and her face falls. "Afon, you don't have to if you don't⁠—"

"Let me get through it." I breathe. "On the way back, on a county road about nine miles out of town, her car left the road. It rolled twice and came down in a field. The police said she died fast. I've never known whether they say that to everyone or if it was actually true."

Caroline doesn't say anything. Her forehead comes to rest against my shoulder. I keep talking, because the deal was that once I start, I don't stop.

"They ruled it black ice and bad luck. Case closed. But there were no skid marks on the asphalt. None. A driver who hits ice fights the wheel and you see it on the road. Her road was clean. So I drove up there myself, after, and I walked that shoulder for two days." I gaze up at the ceiling. "The shoulder was frozen mud, and there were tracks chewed into it. Snowmobile tracks. Running along the road, right where her car went off."

Her jaw drops. "Somebody ran her off the road?"

"I don't know exactly. I probably never will. Maybe they fired a shot and scared her off. But the police didn't care about my theories. They said they had other things to do, and they moved on."

"But you didn't."

"No. I didn't." My hand finds the ring without me telling it to, thumb against the bronze, an old habit. "Gervasii and I had just started running the Lastochka. Money was moving and people were noticing. I've spent twenty years wondering if the wrong pair of eyes saw our success and thought they could scare us off and claim it for themselves."

"Did you ever ask Gervasii if he agreed?"

I bob a shoulder. "He said it was ice. He said grief makes a man see designs in things, and that if I went hunting for a guilty party, then I'd burn down everything we'd built and probably get us all killed for nothing." I exhale. "He might have been right. He usually was. I looked anyway, quietly, for years. But I never found anything certain."

Caroline lifts her head. I can feel her looking at me in the dark.

"The ring," she says. "You never took it off."

"Never had a reason to."

Caroline is quiet as she thinks for a while. Then: "Was it Reznik?"

I turn so she can't see my face and everything it contains. "All I know is that, somewhere along the line, the trail went cold and the world went on. The only place she still exists is a photograph and the inside of my skull in the middle of the night."

"That's not the only place," Caroline disagrees.

"No?"

"She exists in this room right now. You just put her here."
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CAROLINE


Regret hits me as soon as I say it. Did I go too far? Maybe it's not my place to say. Or maybe it was a stupid, empty platitude, insulting with how banal it was.

"Afon," I start to whisper, "I'm so sorry. I⁠—"

"Caroline." He turns his head toward me in the dark. "I don't want your sorries."

"Okay. Then what do you want? Tell me, and I'll⁠—"

He kisses me.

It's hungry and rough, maybe a little desperate, His hand comes up into my hair and holds me there while he takes my mouth apart. "That," he says when he breaks away for a moment. "That's what I want."

I gulp. "Are you sure…?"

He nods. "I've spent twenty years thinking about this shit, Caroline. I don't want to think anymore tonight. I want to stop. Just for a while. And you're the only thing in all that time that's ever made the noise go away."

My heart cracks straight down the middle.

"Okay," I whisper. "I'm yours. Whatever you need."

He kisses me again, harder. Even as I melt into it, I note that, somewhere south of my feet, there's a grumble and a thump and the bed gets a hundred and twenty pounds lighter.

"Did you just evict the dog telepathically?"

"He's polite," Afon remarks against my jaw. "Unlike some other guests I've had."

"Rude. I'm an excellent guest. I patched your bullet hole."

"You talked the entire time."

"That's called bedside manner—oh."

His mouth has found the spot below my ear, and whatever I was going to say next closes up shop. His beard scrapes my throat. His hand drags up under the flannel—his flannel, the one I've been living in—and spreads flat and hot across my stomach.

"This," he growls, "comes off."

"It's yours."

"I know. I want it back. Temporarily."

I laugh as he sits me up and works the buttons with more patience than I've ever had. Then the flannel is gone and the cold hits my skin for half a second before he comes along to smother away the chill. He lays me back down and just looks at me in the red glow from the stove grate.

"Say something," I whisper.

"I'm not going to sleep with you tonight."

I cringe. "That is the worst thing you could have possibly said."

"I mean it. The rule stands. Not until you know everything."

"Afon—"

"But." His hand moves down my stomach and hooks into the waistband of my leggings. "There's a lot of territory between here and there."

"Oh," I say. Very intelligently.

"Is that a yes?"

"That is a yes. That's a notarized yes. That's a yes in triplicate, filed with the county clerk⁠—"

"Caroline. Be serious."

"Yes. Please. Yes."

He drags the leggings down my legs and off. His hands go to my knees, then coax them apart, and then I stop being able to narrate my own life.

He starts with his mouth at the inside of my ankle, the bad one. He presses a tender kiss to the bone there, careful, like an apology to the joint itself, and then he works his way up. Calf. Knee. The soft skin of my inner thigh, where his beard drags and makes me jump.

"Cold?" he asks.

"No. Very much no. The opposite of cold."

He hums against my thigh—and then he proceeds to take the scenic route.

I do mean scenic. The man explores every inch of my inner thigh with his mouth—a slow drag of lips here, a graze of teeth there, the beard a constant, rasping tagalong—and each time he gets close enough that my hips lift on their own to get what I really want, he detours.

Back down toward my knee.

Lower.

Away.

Over to the other thigh, where he starts the entire pilgrimage again from scratch.

"You're doing this on purpose," I gasp.

"I always do."

"This is a war crime. The Hague is going to hear about this."

His breath ghosts over exactly the place I want him and then… nothing. A kiss pressed to my hip bone instead. I emit a squeak. "Afon. Please. I don't think I can take much⁠—"

His mouth lands on me, and the sentence dies.

I have been kissed there before. I want to state that for the record. I'm twenty-eight years old, I went to college, I have had boyfriends, some of them even half-decent in bed. But there is a difference between a man who does this because he read somewhere that he should, and a man who does this because he has decided it is the only thing in the world worth doing.

Afon is the second man.

Hell, he may have invented the second category.

He's slow. That's the part that ruins me. He's slow and thorough, completely unhurried, like we have a hundred years and a snowed-in mountain and nowhere to be, which—technically—we do. His hands hold my hips down when they try to rise off the mattress.

And his mouth learns me. There's no other word for it. He finds what makes me gasp and then he stays there, patient, relentless, until gasping isn't a strong enough word for what I'm doing.

"Afon—" I get a fist in his hair. It's the only handhold available. "Afon, oh my God⁠—"

He hums against me. The vibration nearly ends me on the spot.

"You're—I can't⁠—"

He pulls back an inch. "Do you want me to stop?"

"If you stop, I will hunt you to the ends of the earth."

"Hm. Objection sustained."

Then he adds two fingers as he sucks my clit in between his bearded lips, and I lose it.

I come apart on a narrow iron bed in a stone hut on a frozen mountain, with both hands in the hair of a man a decade-plus older than me who kills people, or used to, or might again. As I orgasm, I say his name loud enough that it bounces off the walls around us.

He doesn't stop. He carries me through it, gentling by degrees, until my whole body goes squiggly and my hands fall out of his hair and I'm just lying there, staring at the ceiling, vibrating.

"Oh. My. God," I announce to the roof.

He kisses the inside of my thigh once more and lifts his head. Even in the dark, I can see the satisfaction on his face. The man looks like he just won a war.

"Was that okay?" he asks.

"I have no bones. You stole them."

"Ah, bones are overrated. You'll grow new ones."

"Come here, please," I whine.

He crawls up the bed. When he's within reach, I grab him and kiss him, deep. I can taste myself on his mouth and I don't even care. It might actually be the best kiss of my life.

His weight settles half over me. It's perfect, exactly the right weight and size, everything I've ever needed to heal me.

That's when I make my move. My hand goes for his waistband.

He catches my wrist. "Caroline."

"Let me⁠—"

"No."

"That's not fair!" I protest. "You can't just do that to a person and then declare the evening concluded."

"I can and I am."

"Afon." I push up on one elbow. "I want you. Right now. All of you. I am begging. Do you understand?"

It hurts to watch the turmoil on his face. He wants to; I know he wants to. I can feel exactly how much he wants to, pressed against my hip.

"Please," I whisper.

"You don't know what you're asking for."

"I'm asking for you. I've been asking for days. I hiked up a mountain and got concussed and kidnapped and shot at, and the one thing I have not done is change my mind about you. Not once."

"Because you don't have all the facts."

"Screw the facts!"

"Spoken like no lawyer ever." He laughs and presses his forehead to mine. "Listen to me. Tonight, you wanted to give me something, and I took it. Selfishly. I needed to forget for a little while, and you let me. But I'm not taking the rest. Not yet."

"Why not? Give me one good reason."

"Because when I have you—" He stops. Breathes. "If I have you. It's not going to be because I was sad about the past and you felt sorry for me. And it's not going to be with you half-informed about the man on top of you. When you say yes, I need it to be a real yes. Eyes open. Everything on the table."

"My eyes are open."

"They're not. And that's my fault, not yours." He kisses my forehead. The tenderness of it, after everything his mouth just did, scrambles me completely. "Soon. I promise you. The rest of the story, and then—if you still want this—everything else."

"And if I still want this, you won't stop me?"

"If you still want this," he says, "God himself won't stop me."

Well.

That's one way to phrase that.

You can accuse Afon of many things, but you cannot deny that the man has a way with words.

He releases my wrist. I flex my fingers and consider my options.

It doesn't take long. In short, I have none, because the man has the self-control of a monument and I just discovered I have the self-control of a spazzy golden retriever.

"This is extortion," I inform him. "Again. You keep extorting me, and I keep letting you get away with it."

"I never claimed to be a good man."

"Agree to disagree." I gesture at myself, then at Wolf. "Exhibit A. Exhibit B."

"Those prove nothing."

"Au contraire—Wolf and I prove everything, Your Honor. You're constitutionally incapable of not saving things that need saving. You see a stray dog, you save a stray dog. You see a concussed girl, you save a concussed girl. Et cetera."

He sighs and rubs his face. "Go to sleep, Caroline."

"You always say that when you're losing."

"It's late, and we've both had a long day." He reaches down, finds the flannel where it landed, and hands it back to me. "Put your shirt on before you freeze."

"I thought it was your shirt?" I tease.

"It stopped being my shirt three days ago and we both know it."

I pull it on. He drags the quilt up over both of us, and Wolf, sensing that the coast is clear, hops back onto the foot of the bed and flattens our feet with his entire body weight. Nobody objects.

I tuck myself against Afon's side, my head on his chest, and his arm drapes around me without any hesitation at all. That's new. Four days ago, this man wouldn't share a coffee mug's worth of personal information. Now, I can hear his heartbeat slowing under my ear and his thumb is moving in small circles on my shoulder like it's been doing it for years.

"Afon?"

"Mm."

"Did it work? The forgetting?"

He's quiet for a moment. "For a while," he says. "Yeah. It worked."

"Good." I press a kiss to his chest, right over the scar on his sternum. "Then we can call it a successful medical intervention. For your condition."

"I have a condition?"

"Oh, big time. Chronic Brooding. It's in the DSM. Dr. Levinson would back me up."

He chuckles. "Your therapist would have a field day with this whole week."

"My therapist would need her own therapist after this week. We'd be funding an entire pyramid of therapists. A therapy MLM." I yawn, enormous and unflattering, into his sweater. "I'm going to charge you for tonight's session, by the way. My rates are very reasonable."

"What's the going rate?"

"Breakfast that isn't beans."

"Guess it's an IOU until we find a way off this mountain, then."

His chest bounces under my cheek. It takes me a moment to realize that he's laughing. Barely, and it's rusty, but it's a laugh. I feel a surge of pride.

I close my eyes. There's so much out in this world to fret about, and we have only these flimsy walls and a few strings of paracord with tin cans on them to keep us safe. But as long as Afon is here, it's enough. None of it can get to me. Not here. Not with his arm where it is.

I find his hand in the dark and lace my fingers through his, right over the bronze ring, and that's how I fall asleep: holding the hand of a man who staved off twenty years of ghosts for one night because I asked him to. Or was it because he asked me to? At this point, I honestly don't know who's saving who anymore.

I'm not sure it matters.
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AFON


I wake before dawn.

For twenty years, the first thing my body did upon waking was take inventory of threats. Door. Window. Exits. Confirm whatever weapon was nearest.

This morning, the first thing my body registers is Caroline Oglethorpe's cheek pressed against my sternum and her hand still tangled with mine over the ring.

The threat inventory comes second.

For some reason, that doesn't bother me like I thought it would.

I lie there in the dark and listen to her breathe. She sleeps like someone who's never had to wake up fast in her life—loose-limbed, mouth slightly open, one foot hooked over my shin. Her hair smells like woodsmoke and faintly, stubbornly, like whatever floral product she put in it a week ago in another world.

The stove has burned down to nothing. The wind has not.

In fact, the wind has gotten worse.

I've been listening to this mountain breathe for six months. I know its moods the way I used to know which of Lukas's silences meant boredom and which meant somebody was about to disappear. The sound coming off the ridge right now is a warning of bad things to come. It's a deep, sustained howl out of the northwest.

I extract myself from under Caroline a centimeter at a time. She makes a small, wounded noise and rolls into the warm spot I leave behind. Wolf lifts his head from her feet to give me a questioning look.

"Stay," I mouth at him.

He puts his head back down, but his ears prick up as he assumes guard duty.

I dress in the dark, take the Remington off its pegs, and slip outside.

Gone is the dry cold of the week. This morning, I'm greeted by a heavy dampness. It wriggles under my clothes and stays there. The sky in the east should be lightening up by now, but it isn't. It's a nasty kind of dark, and the snow coming out of it isn't falling so much as traveling sideways.

Two inches of fresh powder already over yesterday's crust.

I make my circuit. The paracord lines are intact, the cans undisturbed. The dead spruce is still across the mining road, wearing its new snow like a wedding veil. No tracks on the south trail. None on the deer path, either.

Then I come around the back of the hut, to where I hung the deer.

I strung the quarters from the meat pole I rigged between two spruces—eight feet off the ground, which is high enough for most things in these woods.

But I guess it wasn't high enough, because the pole is down. One end has been dragged clean off its crotch in the tree, and the rope I tied it with lies in the snow, frayed where teeth worked it apart.

The meat is gone.

All of it. Both hindquarters, the backstraps I wrapped in the tarp, the shoulder. The snow around the pole has been churned into a crime scene. Tracks overlapping tracks, four sets at least, maybe five, dog-like but narrower, the stride too long for any dog.

Coyotes.

A whole choir of them. They must have worked the rope in shifts while the wind covered the noise. Probably around the same time that I was occupied with my head between Caroline's legs.

I stand in the wrecked snow and let the anger come and go. There's no profit in it. Coyotes do what coyotes do; the failure is mine. A man who hangs meat low and lets himself get distracted with innocent things deserves whatever mess he wakes up to.

Twenty years ago, I'd have called this what it is: sloppiness. Now, I can only heave a tired sigh.

I follow the drag marks twenty yards into the trees, just to be thorough. They've cached what they couldn't eat, buried in snow that the storm is already erasing. I could spend half a day recovering scraps that would make us both sick. For obvious reasons, I don't bother. My only remaining choices are getting made for me.

I walk back to the hut and do inventory.

Beans: eleven cans. Kerosene: maybe four days at current burn rate. Coffee: two days, if Caroline keeps drinking it out of spite. Kibble: six days for Wolf, less if I start splitting it with us, which I have done before in a life I don't talk about. Wood: plenty. Wood was never the problem. But you can't eat wood.

I take stock of what's outdoors, too. The storm coming down off that ridge is not a one-day storm. A week pinned in this hut means we'll churn through everything we have. And the moment it clears—the moment the sky opens up enough to run snowmobiles—Reznik's men will come swarming.

So that's about the brunt of it.

We can starve waiting for them, or we can be found fed.

Those are the options if we stay.

So we cannot stay any longer.

I stand at the woodpile with snow collecting in my beard, and I run the route in my head. I do it backward, from the destination to the door. Pike Hollow is the only goal that makes sense right now. It'll take twelve miles if we went by the trails that Reznik's men will no doubt be watching. Closer to fourteen the way we'd have to go: down the north drainage, along the creek where the trees are thick and the ground is ugly, around the long, craggy shoulder of the mountain that no snowmobile can traverse, and into town from the back side.

Worse still, it has to be on foot. The snowmobile is basically a flare with a seat on it. Anyone with half an ear can hear that aftermarket exhaust for two miles in still air. It also leaves a track a blind man could follow. It's basically screaming our location to the world.

On foot—and hidden in a storm—we're nothing but two gray smudges in a world of white noise. The same weather that wants to kill us is the only thing offering to hide us.

But Caroline's ankle… Will it hold? My bullet wound will sting, but I don't think it will slow me terribly. I've done worse with worse.

I turn the route over and over. I'd give us 50/50 odds of making it out unscathed. Shit chances, and if I had it my way, I'd change a lot of things. But I don't. It's this or nothing.

Well, not nothing.

The satellite phone sits against my chest like a second, heavier heart. One call and Lukas would have men in Pike Hollow by nightfall, storm or no storm. He has helicopters, he has people who owe him things in every county in this state. But then I would owe him things, again, forever, and—knowing Lukas—so might she.

I won't let that happen.

Not while my legs still work.

When I go inside, Caroline is awake, sitting up in the bed with the quilt around her shoulders. Wolf is beside her with his chin on her knee. They both look at me as I come through the door.

"Uh-oh," she says. "You have your something happened face on."

"That's just how my face looks."

She shakes her head. "You can't bullshit a bullshitter, Afon. Hit me. What's the bad news?"

So I tell her what happened. She listens all the way through without interrupting, which a week ago I'd have said she was physically incapable of.

"So it's gone? All of it?" she asks when I finish.

"Every last bite. Coyotes have good taste."

She closes her eyes. "I regret complaining about the venison. The universe has punished me for my hubris by repoing the only thing we had that mattered." She lets out a sad exhale. "This is my fault."

"No," I disagree. "It's just a thing that happened. That's life."

We both conveniently ignore the fact that this might have been avoided, at least in part, if we hadn't gotten a little carried away last night. I don't exactly feel guilty about it—not that aspect of it at least—but that's probably because I can still taste her honey on my tongue.

"Okay," she says. "So we're down to beans. How long can we⁠—"

"Not long enough," I interrupt." She doesn't even argue, which tells me how seriously she's taking this. "And there's a storm coming in that's going to be worse than anything you've seen up here. It'll pin us down for most of a week. The food won't last that long. Even if it did, once the weather breaks…"

"They'll come looking."

I nod. "Yes."

"How comforting." She pushes the quilt off and swings her legs over the side of the bed, wincing only slightly when the bad ankle takes weight. She's healing. The question is, is she healed enough? "So what's the plan? Because I know you, and you didn't come through that door without a plan."

I wince. This is the part I was dreading.

"We go down."

Caroline goes still. "How soon?" she asks in a weak voice.

"Within the hour, while the storm is building but before it peaks. And…" I hesitate. "… we have to walk."

"Walk?!" she bleats. "Afon, we have a snowmobile! It's right outside!"

"It's too loud. The minute I start that engine, every man in that camp knows exactly which slope we're on. On the machine, we're fast and obvious. On foot, in this weather, we're slow and invisible. Slow and invisible wins."

"Fuck, I hate when you're right. How far is it?"

"Fourteen miles."

I see her doing the same mental route I did. She's not dumb, just out of her element. "What about my ankle?"

"I'll wrap it, and I'll set the pace. We'll stop when I say stop and move when I say move. There's a hunting lean-to at the seven-mile mark if we need it, and I'm guessing we probably will." I crouch down in front of her, so we're eye level. "I won't pretend it's going to be anything but miserable. You're going to be colder than you've ever been. Your ankle is going to hate me, and so are you. But I didn't pull you out of that bunkhouse to watch you starve."

Her eyes are huge and liquid. And, more importantly, brimming over with trust I know I haven't earned.

"What happens when we get there?" she asks.

"That part, I'm still working on. Luckily, we have fourteen miles' worth of thinking time."

I'm not ready to tell her about the sat phone in my pocket or whose number lives in it. We cross one bridge at a time, and that one's still on fire. "First, we hike. The other problems will still be waiting for us at the bottom of the mountain."

She looks at me, uncertain. Outside, the snow is going from sideways to something with intent, ticking against the rippled window like thrown gravel.

"Caroline." I take her hands. She clutches back immediately. "Do you trust me?"

We both know the full extent of what I'm asking. I've lied to her before—and, fuck, I'm still lying to her right now, if only by omission. I'm asking her to trust the man who put her on a bench in Pike Hollow and drove away. Trust the man who still hasn't told her what her father did, or what I did, or why the answer to both will hurt.

Her chin comes up an inch, the Oglethorpe chin, Bill's stubborn jaw on Susan's face.

"Yes," she says. "I do."

I nod once and stand, and we start to gather our things. "One more thing," Caroline says as she shrugs my flannel into place over her shoulders. "When we get to town, you're buying me the greasiest, least bean-adjacent meal that sad little place can produce. That's my fee."

"Noted," I say.

God help me, I'm almost smiling when I say it.
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Hiking fourteen miles through a blizzard starts off exactly as bad as it sounds.

And then it gets worse.

For the first hour, I keep up a respectable internal monologue. I narrate the descent to an imaginary jury. Ladies and gentlemen, observe the plaintiff, one Caroline Oglethorpe, formerly of East Seventy-Eighth Street, currently of Nowhere, dressed in an oversized flannel and a borrowed jacket, following a former Bratva enforcer down a drainage that has clearly never been approved by any municipal safety board.

The snow wails back like the angriest jury that's ever been summoned.

Afon walks in front of me, breaking trail. That means he plows a furrow through knee-deep powder with his body so that I can walk in his wake like the ugly duckling. Every few minutes, he checks over his shoulder to make sure I haven't died yet.

Wolf ranges ahead and behind, materializing out of the white like a furry cryptid, then vanishing again.

By the second hour, the imaginary jury has been dismissed. My world has narrowed to the back of Afon's jacket and the placement of my next step. My ankle, which Afon wrapped this morning, is more pissed than ever. Each step stings.

"How are you doing?" Afon calls back.

"Living the dream," I shout. "Five stars. Would descend again."

"I thought we agreed not to bullshit bullshitters."

"It'll hold," I say.

He nods grimly and keeps on moving.

The creek shows up around mile three, and let me say: whoever wrote poetry about babbling brooks never met this one. This asshole body of water doesn't babble or chuckle or any of those merry little verbs. It sorts of snarls menacingly beneath a layer of jagged ice. Afon hauls me across the bad sections. I don't even bother pretending I can do it without his help.

This is the plan, and the plan is working. That's what I keep telling myself. Miserable was the forecast. It's right on schedule.

And then Wolf stops.

He goes rigid in the trail ahead of us, one paw lifted mid-stride, ears swiveled downslope like satellite dishes, and his hackles rise in a slow ridge from his neck to his tail. I've seen this exact posture once before, in the cabin, the morning everything went wrong.

Afon's fist comes up. I have absorbed enough of his wordless military semaphore by now to know this means stop and shut up, and I do both.

For a moment, there's nothing but the wind being litigious.

Then, under the storm: a whine. Mechanical. Rising and falling in pitch, somewhere below us and to the east, working back and forth like a sewing machine stitching its way across the mountain.

A snowmobile. Maybe two.

My stomach goes parasailing off the nearest cliff.

Afon doesn't move for thirty full seconds. He stands with his head canted, the snow piling up on his shoulders like the world's worst dandruff. Then he comes back to me, close enough that he doesn't have to shout.

"They're running a search pattern," he says. "Lower slopes. East side of the drainage."

"In this?" I gesture at the apocalypse around us. "I thought the whole point of the storm was that nobody sane would be out in it."

"Nobody sane is."

"We are."

"My point stands."

I'd laugh if my face still worked. "Okay. So what does this mean? Math it out for me."

"It means we can't follow the creek." He looks downslope, into the churning white, and I watch the route in his head get crumpled up and thrown away. "The creek bends east in two miles. Right into their pattern. We'll have to go west instead, around the high shoulder, and come back down behind them."

"How much does that add?"

He doesn't answer right away, which is his version of trying to get out of answering at all.

"Afon. No bullshit, remember?"

"Three miles," he sighs. "Maybe four, depending on the snow up top."

Four miles. On top of fourteen. On an ankle operating with way fewer ligaments than normal. I close my eyes, but then, behind my eyelids, I see the bench in Pike Hollow, the white van, Buzzcut's hand over my mouth, and the decision gets very easy, actually.

"West it is," I declare. "I always wanted to see more of this mountain. It's been such a charmer so far."

That doesn't get a smile out of Afon.

"Stay close," is all he says. "There's no telling what could happen next."
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The detour is even less fun than anticipated.

The high shoulder of the mountain is exposed in a way the drainage wasn't, and the wind up there is in a way worse temper. It scours the slope down to rock in some places and piles the snow into thigh-deep drifts in others, and there's no pattern to which is which, so every step is a gamble with my ankle as the stake.

Afon shortens his stride to match mine without being asked. Wolf stops ranging and walks pressed against my left leg, a hundred and twenty pounds of mobile windbreak slash furry crutch. I love him so much in that hour that I would put him in my will.

I stop talking. All I'm capable of doing is watching Afon's boots and putting mine where his were. Somewhere along the way there, the snowmobile whine fades

Somewhere in there, also, Afon slows down.

It takes me a while to notice it. With a man like Afon, who keeps so much close to the chest, every bad thing is subtle… until it's very much not subtle at all.

He's still breaking trail, still handing me over the bad spots, but his pauses get longer. He starts using trees for support. A hand braced against a trunk here, a shoulder against a deadfall there, always disguised as checking our bearing or listening. At one point, he stands with his hand pressed flat against a spruce for a count of ten, and I think, He's tired, and with good reason, because he's been doing the work of a plow truck for seven hours.

But it's only when we reach the lean-to that I realize just how bad it's gotten.

In theory, it's four o'clock, but if you looked at the sky, you'd think it was five 'til midnight on the eve of the apocalypse. Underneath that dark, ominous overhang, a three-sided shed of weathered planks appears, tucked under an overhang of rock. Compared to this thing, the miner's hut was the Ritz freaking Carlton.

But I'll take it.

"Oh, thank God," I croak, and stagger the last twenty yards on an ankle made of crab meat and Elmer's glue.

Afon doesn't stagger. But he puts his hand on the lean-to's corner post when he reaches it, and he leaves it there for too long. That's when I finally look at him and see the source of all his silent misery.

The left side of his jacket, just above the hip. The fabric is dark there. Darker than the snow-wet dark of everywhere else. When I take a step closer, the smell reaches me through the cold, faint and coppery, and my whole body goes numb.

"Afon."

"It's nothing," he barks at once.

"You're bleeding." My brain runs the tape backward and suddenly sees everything it missed. "How long has it been open?"

"It doesn't matter."

"It does if you die! Sit down."

My horror only grows when he listens immediately instead of arguing with me.

Afon Satyrin, who has never once in our acquaintance done a single thing I told him to, lowers himself onto the plank bench at the back of the lean-to and bows his head. Wolf crowds in after us and plants himself across the open side, head out, on watch, because at least one male in this party has sense.

"Jacket off," I order, kneeling in front of him.

There's a horrible déjà vu to it, except this time his fingers fumble the zipper. My dread deepens, more and more.

"Hey." I catch his hands. They're cold. He runs hot—I've slept against the furnace of him for three nights, I would know—but right now, he feels like a corpse-in-the-making. "Hey. I've got it. Let me."

"I can do it," he says. But he lets me do it anyway.

I get the zipper down. The sweater underneath is soaked through over his hip, the bloodstain the size of a bread plate, and when I peel the layers back, the gauze from the hut is hanging by one strip of tape, the graze beneath it raw and seeping.

"You absolute jackass," I breathe. "You knew! And yet you let me complain about my ankle for the last⁠—"

"I needed the distraction.

"I am going to kill you myself and save Reznik the gas money," I announce.

He chuckles, but it quickly turns into a wince. Then his eyes find mine, hazy, and they turn soft and sorry. "You don't have to worry about me," he insists.

"Too late, you mule. Where's the first aid kit?"

I'm digging through his stuff before he can even reply. His head is bowed again and he's breathing like the mule I just accused him of being. Shallow, pained snorts through his nose and open mouth.

I'm fishing through everything we have with us, tossing aside all the shit I don't need, when my fingers graze something familiar.

Something hard.

Something plastic.

Something rectangular, with a stub of antenna at one end.

I pull out the satellite phone.

This time, it's turned on. The screen glows. I pause for a second and glance backward, but Afon is still doing that labored breathing with his eyes closed.

So I tap the contacts.

There's one stored number. No name, simply a string of digits and a country code.

He had this. The whole time, he had this. A literal fucking lifeline.

When I was zip-tied to a folding chair in a bunkhouse that smelled like propane and bad intentions—he had this.

When his cabin, the one he built a new life inside, went up in a column of black smoke—he had this.

When a bullet drew a hot line across his hip and he drove a snowmobile up a mountain without mentioning it—he had this.

This morning, while calculating about beans and kerosene and how many days of kibble Wolf had left, as he was deciding to march a woman with a bad ankle fourteen miles through a blizzard—he had this, riding against his chest like a second heart, charged and working, one button away from making all of it stop.

One call could have saved us.

And he chose the blizzard instead.

I don't know what calling this number would require or cost. I only know that a man who jumps in front of bullets for me does know, and that price scares him more than dying does.
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I hold the phone in my frozen fingers and I make a decision.

I put it back.

Not because I forgive him—I don't, not yet. The forgiveness is going to require a conversation, some yelling, and possibly a PowerPoint presentation titled A Mountain Man's Guide to Groveling.

But right now, there is a four-inch furrow seeping through this man's side, and the lecture can wait until he isn't gray as the snow.

I find the first aid kit and clean the wound. I press butterfly closures across the worst of it the way he showed me, then I tape fresh gauze over the whole mess while Afon pretends he isn't shaking.

We rest an hour or so. I force-feed him handfuls of the last of our dried venison, then we get up and walk the last seven miles.

It's a fever dream, a fugue of snow and a downhill slope so steep that it feels like we're walking into hell. But it goes. I don't even want to live those the first time through, much less re-live them ever again in my memory. So I commit to forgetting each step as soon as it happens. There's only ever the next step. Some experiences are best left undocumented for the dignity of all parties involved.

I will say this: There comes a point, somewhere in the white howling nothing, when I stop feeling my feet and start having a very calm, very reasonable internal conversation about whether it would be so bad to just lie down. And it's Afon's voice snarling, "No. Eyes up. Look at me. One more step," that keeps me upright.

So we don't get to talk about who saved who. Not on this mountain.

The mountain demands a draw.
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Pike Hollow appears out of the storm like a hallucination.

First, there's the Sunoco sign, glowing radioactive red-and-yellow through the snow. Then the dark hump of the bait shop. Then the bench—the scene of the crime, where a white van once swallowed me whole—now wearing a foot of fresh powder.

And then, across the street, a lit window. It's steamed up from the inside, golden, with a hand-painted sign above it that reads PIKE HOLLOW DINER and, underneath, in smaller letters that have clearly been added by a different and more passive-aggressive hand, OPEN WHEN OPEN.

I have never wanted anything so badly in my entire life.

"Is that—" My voice comes out as a frozen croak. "Afon. Is that a diner?"

He stops and frowns. "Looks like it." He looks down at me and attempts a smile, though his lips are so wind-chapped that they crack and bleed. "Do you think they serve beans?"

Laughing deliriously, chaotically, I drag him toward it. Wolf lopes ahead like he, too, has decided that the Hollow Diner is the promised land.

Afon opens the door. A little bell jingles, and we step inside.

Heat.

Sweet, blessed heat hits me like the embrace of a benevolent god. And my goodness, is that electricity?! There's a counter with chrome stools, vinyl booths the color of old mustard, a pie case turning slowly in the corner like the most beautiful merry-go-round ever built, and a smell—oh, the smell—coffee and bacon grease and frying onions, the holy trinity of civilization.

I whine like Wolf.

"Well, there now." A woman appears from behind the counter, wearing a quilted vest with a name tag that says BARB. Barb! I almost cry out. We've never met, but I love you, Barb! Barb of the town, Barb of the post office, Barb who was at the dentist the day I got kidnapped. Barb, my hero, Barb, the patron saint of Pike Hollow. "Look what the storm blew in. You two come down off the mountain?"

"Yes," I say, with feeling. "Yes, we did."

"Lordy. In this?"

She comes around the counter, taking us in. We must look awful. Me half-collapsed and crusted in snow, Afon hulking and bleeding through a sweater he's keeping turned away from her line of sight. I'm impressed that she doesn't banish us right back out like the ghouls we are.

"Sit, sit," she says. "Anywhere you want. It's not like we're packed." She gestures at the mostly empty diner, where one other customer occupies a stool at the counter, a man in a trapper hat who has not turned around. "Coffee?"

"If you brought me a cup of coffee right now," I tell her, lowering myself into a booth, "I would name my firstborn child after you."

Barb cackles. "Honey, you're frozen stupid. Sit tight. Coffee's coming."

Afon slides in across from me, careful with his side, his back to the wall and his eyes on the door. Under the fluorescent lights, away from the snow and the trees, he looks wrong. Too big for the booth. Too still. Like a predator someone shoved into an IHOP. Watching him warily squint at the pie case like it might be concealing unknown enemies, I feel the most absurd surge of tenderness toward him.

Maybe the sat phone is nothing I need to worry about. I'm probably overthinking it. Even if I try, I can't summon the rage, the confusion, the hurt I felt in that lean-to.

It's beyond doubt that this man would do anything, anything at all, to protect me. He's bleeding and frozen stiff, but he is still my protector. He turned his whole quiet, careful life inside out because I stumbled into his clearing and refused to leave.

Did he ask for me? No.

Is he stuck with me? Yes.

Would he go to the ends of the earth to keep me safe and warm and free? Hell. Fucking. Yes.

I don't know what's coming next. But God help me, I want to face it with him.

"You okay?" I ask.

He forces himself to smile. "Thriving."

Barb arrives with two mugs and a full carafe. I immediately guzzle down an entire mug without pausing for breath. It is the single greatest beverage I have ever consumed, including a two-hundred-dollar bottle of Burgundy a federal judge once opened for the clerks.

Burgundy can eat my entire ass. This is coffee.

"Slow down, you'll hurt yourself," Afon says.

"You don't get to lecture me about hurting myself. You walked seven miles with a hole in you." I pour myself a second mug and tap the menu in front of him. "Order something. You need calories. You lost blood."

He orders when Barb comes back. "Eggs. Toast. Whatever's hot."

I get a cheeseburger, fries, a side of bacon, a short stack of pancakes. When Barb's eyebrows go up, I tell her, "It's been a week, Barb," and she pats my shoulder and says, "Say no more, sweetheart."

While we wait, I thaw. The feeling comes back into my feet, which is its own special kind of agony, like my toes are being reintroduced to the concept of existence and resent it. The trapper-hat man finally turns around, gives us a long look, and announces to no one in particular, "Snowmobiles all up and down the county roads today. Damn fools."

Afon's hand goes still around his mug. "That so?" he says.

"Heard 'em myself. Out by the old quarry." The man shakes his head. "Tourists. Or worse." He turns back to his pie.

The food comes, accompanied by a chorus of heavenly angels. Well, that might be my imagination—the angels, not the food. The food is very, very real.

I eat like the universe might snatch it away from me at any second. Afon eats his eggs slowly and methodically, but I notice he doesn't leave a crumb, which tells me he was hungrier than he'd ever admit.

Halfway through the short stack, I am a new woman. I am resurrected. I have feet again and blood sugar and the capacity for joy.

"Barb," I call. "Barb, this is the best meal I've ever had. Are you by chance single? Would you like to get married?"

"Aw, hush, you flirt." She refills my coffee, beaming. She's been hovering near our booth on and off, clearly starved for conversation in an empty diner during a blizzard. I'm more than happy to provide it, because I have missed people, I have missed chatter, the simple pleasures of human-to-human connection. I have spent a week with a man who communicates primarily through grunts and a dog who communicates primarily through flatulence. I deserve a little yap.

"You folks staying up at one of the cabins?" she asks. "We don't get many through here this time of year."

"Something like that," I say vaguely. I side-eye Afon, who nods subtly, approving of my lack of specificity.

"Long way to come in the off-season." She tilts her head, eyeing the two of us with the frank, unbothered nosiness of a woman who has run the only diner in a town of four hundred for thirty years and answers to no one. "You two been up there long? Just the two of you?"

"About a week," I reply.

"Well, isn't that romantic?" Barb sighs, a hand pressed to her quilted chest. "A week snowed in together. My Gerald, rest him, wouldn't have lasted a day with me without somebody getting brained with a skillet." She looks between us and grins slyly. "How long have you two been married?"

I wince.

But…

… I don't correct her.

I should. The only honest answer is of fucking course we're not. But when she says it, I just… I dunno.

I squirm inside. A little involuntary squiggle of joy. And for as long as I'm squiggling like that, I'm picturing things, too. Another cabin, a new one. Wolf and maybe a little puppy friend for company. A warm fire. A woodpile that stays full because of the handsome, shirtless, bearded lumberjack of a husband swinging his ax in the front yard. A kitchen blessedly devoid of beans. A crib with⁠—

"We're not together."

Afon's voice is like a guillotine blade slamming into the chopping block.

Just like that, the squiggle dies.

Barb's smile falters. "Oh—I just figured⁠—"

"You figured wrong."

I look at him as hot tears suddenly fill my eyes.

But he's not looking at me. He's looking at Barb with that concrete-poured-over-the-face expression, the one I haven't seen since the morning he loaded me into the Bronco and drove me to that bench. Barb, bless her, just nods and says, "Course. None of my business. More coffee, hon?" and retreats behind the counter. When she's gone, the easy golden warmth of the room curdles.

I look down at my short stack. The maple syrup has gone tacky around the edges.

It shouldn't sting. It's true. We're not together. There's a story standing between us, and a wedding ring he won't take off, and a number in a phone he kept secret while I starved.

We are not, by any legal or technical definition, together.

I knew all that thirty seconds ago. But I still felt that stupid little flutter when Barb said married, and now, I feel like an idiot, because of course Afon didn't feel it. He heard married and reached for the nearest blunt instrument to murder that insane, inane fantasy. That's what he does, that's what he's done at every turn: He opens the door halfway and then slams it, kisses me senseless and then says not like this, holds my hand over the ring and then keeps a lifeline secret from me in his pocket.

We're not together.

No, Afon.

I suppose we're not.

I drink my coffee. It's gone cold and it doesn't taste like resurrection anymore.

Across the table, Afon shifts. I can feel him looking at me. I keep my eyes on my plate.

"Caroline."

"It's fine."

"That came out⁠—"

"It came out true. We're not together. You're right." I stab a fork into the cold pancake. "You're so right. We are two people who got snowed in. One of us is a former assassin and one of us is a domestic violence attorney from the Upper East Side, and we are certainly not together. I don't know what came over Barb, frankly, getting all carried away like that. People should mind their own business. It's honestly a little rude of her."

"Caroline, I⁠—"

"I said it's fine, Afon. Drop it."

The worst part is that I mean it, mostly, I'm just also aware that there's a wet heat building behind my eyes that has nothing to do with thawing out, and I'd really rather not cry in the Hollow Diner in front of Barb and the random trapper-hat man on the best food day of my life.

Afon is quiet. He turns his mug a quarter rotation on the laminate. "I didn't say it to hurt you."

"I know why you said it."

"I don't think you do."

I look up at that. He's watching me with a guarded expression.

"Then enlighten me," I say.

He hesitates. His thumb finds the bronze band, twists it once around his finger, and I watch him decide, in real time, that this is not the moment. Tonight, he'll say, but why would I believe that? Tonight never comes.

"Not here," he says finally.

I nod. "Of course not."

"But—"

"No, you're right. Not here. Not now. Never now." I push the cold plate away. "There's always a reason. I know."

The bell over the door jingles, and we both go rigid. Afon's hand drops below the table, mine grips the edge of the booth.

But it's just an old woman in a parka coming in out of the storm, stamping snow off her boots, calling out, "Barb! You believe this weather?" and the moment passes, the danger that wasn't.

Through the window, Wolf is still under the awning, nose pressed to the glass, watching us with his big patient brown eyes, the only member of this party who has never once been confused about how he feels.

"We can't stay long," Afon says. "The man heard snowmobiles by the quarry. They're casting wide. We need to move before⁠—"

"I know."

He sighs. "Alright. Well… stay here. I need to make a call."

I look at him and wonder just what the hell is going through his head right now. As always, it's a mystery to me.

"Okay," I say. "Then make your call, Afon."

I pull Barb's carafe across the table and pour myself one more cup, because I've earned it, because it's warm, and because in a minute, we're going to walk back out into the white, wild, dangerous winter.

But until that minute ends, I'd like to sit in this toasty room and pretend that we're the kind of people Barb thought we were.
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It's so cold and dark that no human in their right mind should be out here.

But I'm glad to be. Hell, it's almost a relief.

Because out here, I don't have to look at her face.

When I emerge from the diner, Wolf rises from where he's been lying against the building wall, tail thumping once against the planks. I crouch and scratch behind his ears.

What a creature he is. He asks for nothing and gives everything. I take a moment to cup his ears and let him nuzzle my chin. I need it every bit as much as he does.

"You're the smart one," I inform him. "Always have been. Though I think you know that by now."

He licks my face in agreement.

Through the steamed glass, I can see Caroline in the booth, hunched over her cold pancakes, both hands wrapped around a mug she isn't drinking from. The line of her shoulders is wrong.

I put that there. We're not together. Two words is all it took to break her spirit.

I did it to avoid danger. That's what I tell myself, at least.

But the reality of it is far uglier than that.

The truth is that I am falling. I have been for a long time now. I've probably been falling since the moment she fell, right into my life. Every night with her arm across my chest and her hair under my chin, I've fallen a little further.

Every time she calls me a jackass and means it like a love letter, I fall a little further.

And when Barb said married, for one second—one godforsaken second—I let myself see it. A future. Wide. Warm. Bright.

I saw the whole thing in the time it took my heart to beat once, and then I cut it down, because that's what you do with things that can hurt you.

I had that. Twenty-one years ago, I had that, in a borrowed suit at city hall, with Gervasii standing witness and a woman in a blue dress telling me I was too ugly to deserve her. I had the warm room and the future, and I thought I'd have it forever.

But forever only lasted a year. The world took all of it back on a cold, lonely county road outside Saratoga Springs.

Nobody in this life gets that twice. Nobody. You get one shot, and if you're a man like me, you're lucky to even get that. If you do get a taste of it, like I did, it doesn't last long. It's ripped away and leaves behind only a thin bronze ring.

Well, that plus the nightmares. Those are here to stay, too.

So no. I will not picture the crib. I will not let myself want what I'm not allowed to keep. Caroline Oglethorpe is going to walk away from this mountain one day soon, and I am going to let her, because that's the kindest thing I have ever done for anyone, and because wanting her to stay is the most selfish.

I straighten up. My side screams where the graze has reopened twice now, but I embrace it. Pain doesn't lie about what it wants.

Then, when I feel the familiar steel in my soul again, I reach into my jacket and pull out the satellite phone.

A quarter-pound of plastic and circuitry. So little and yet so much. I've carried it like a tumor for days, and kept it buried under a cairn for months before that, because the number stored in it is the devil's number. Not because Lukas Lazarev is evil; he's not.

But because, if I call him, it's a one-way ticket to hell.

So I'm not calling Lukas.

I power the phone on and the screen shines blue-white against the storm. It takes a moment to find a signal. Up here, even in a town, the sky has to cooperate.

Then the bars climb, one, two, three. I scroll past the single stored number and key in another from memory, one I haven't dialed in years but never forgot.

It rings four times. I'm preparing myself for voicemail when the line clicks.

"Yeah?" It's a man's voice, deep and lazy. There's music behind him, jazz with a saxophone, and the clink of glass. A bar, or a kitchen, late.

"It's Afon."

A pause. A surprised breath. The music dims—he must be moving somewhere private. When he speaks again, he doesn't sound so lazy and distracted anymore.

"Afon Satyrin." He whistles. "Well, fuck me sideways. I'd just about put you in the ground in my head, old man. Figured you finally went and got eaten by a bear up in those mountains."

"Not yet."

"Damn shame."

But there's warmth under it. There always was, with this one. Alexei Ivanov—or whatever he's calling himself this decade—was a fixer before I left and he's a fixer still. A man who knows things, moves things, keeps the kind of ledger you can't subpoena. He owes me from a long time ago.

"Don't I know it," I drawl.

"What's wrong? I know you aren't calling to catch up. I only ever get a ring from you when shit's on fire."

"Something's definitely fucking burning." I watch the snow scribble sideways through the lot. "Listen to me. I need to know where Lukas is. Lukas and his people. Kir. Matvei."

He pauses again. Careful, as always. I can hear him deciding how much it's safe to know and how much it's safe to say. That's a skill that's kept Alexei alive for thirty years.

"Why," he questions, "would a man who walked away from the Lazarev Bratva and went to live in a tree want to know where Lukas Lazarev is?"

"Because I might need him, and I need to know what I'm working with before I decide whether I'd rather take a bullet or ask for a favor."

Alexei laughs, a short, surprised bark. "There's the Afon I remember." A clink, ice in a glass. "Alright. Off the record, for old times, because I still owe you for that thing in Newark we don't talk about. You're in luck and you're out of luck both. They're gone. All of them. Lukas, his boy, your nephew—they took a trip, what, a week back? Maybe ten days. The whole circus. Took the wives, too."

"Wives, too, huh?"

It's still bizarre to think of the three of them as married off. Matvei, Kir, Lukas… they were ravenous wolves, each in their own way. Matvei the playboy, Kir the prodigal son, Lukas the domineering patriarch. No woman could ever be enough for any of them. Until, one by one, each met their match. Funny how that works.

Alexei chuckles. "Wives. Crazy shit, right? The world has simply stopped making sense, brother. Anyhow, yeah, all six of 'em are gone for some R&R. Some compound somewhere. Off-grid, not exactly eager to take business calls at the moment."

I close my eyes for a second. A vacation—it's so normal and mundane. It's no surprise that the world has kept on turning without me. Hell, that was the whole point of secluding myself: so I could rebuild a world of my own that didn't have violence as its bedrock. But it's still strange to be reminded that happiness is possible.

Not for me, of course.

But for others.

"How long are they gone?"

"No idea. Could be days, could be weeks. Lukas doesn't file an itinerary, Afon. You know that better than anybody." My old friend grows wary. "Which means whatever you're tangled in—and I get the feeling that you're tangled in something nasty—you're on your own for now. The cavalry's out of town. Nobody's home at the big house but the staff and the dogs."

On my own. Alright.

In a way, it's the better answer. I'd half-hoped Lukas was unreachable. If he's gone—if he's truly off-grid in some compound with his improbable new wife—then I can't call him even if I break and decide I want to.

Which means I remain the only thing standing between Caroline and the woods.

Strangely, I find I'm relieved.

"Alexei. If I leave a message, will you pass it along? When they surface?"

He's reluctant. "Depends what it is. I'm not getting between you and Lukas. That's a good way to end up in an oil drum."

"It's essentially nothing. Just a name." I eye Caroline through the glass. Her eyes are closed as she lolls against the wall of the booth, half-asleep in her seat. "Tell whoever you can reach first—Matvei, ideally, it's his blood that should hear it. Tell them Afon Satyrin is alive, he's in the Catskills, and Viktor Reznik has rebuilt the Lastochka and is hunting him. If I go quiet, Reznik's the reason."

The silence churns. "Reznik?" he repeats. "I thought Reznik was twenty years in a hole somewhere."

"So did everyone. That was the point."

"Christ, Afon. You don't do anything small, do you?" He clears his throat. "Anyway. Yeah. Yeah, I'll pass it. When I can. No promises on the when."

"That's all I'm asking."

"You need money? People? I can't move men into the mountains in this weather, but I know guys⁠—"

"No," I blurt. "No men. I called to know the lay of the land, not to drag anyone out in the snow with me. The fewer people who come up here, the fewer people Reznik gets to add to his pile." I glance down at Wolf, who's watching me with his ears forward like he understands every word. "I've got what I need."

"You've got nothing, you stubborn ox." But it's affection laced in his words. "Stay alive, Afon. I mean it. There's not many of us left who remember the old days, and I'd hate to be the last one stuck telling the stories."

"Stay out of oil drums," I tell him.

I hang up before he can answer, because if I let Alexei Ivanov get the last word he'll talk until the battery dies.

I power the phone off and tuck it back into the inside pocket.

So. They're gone. All of them, gallivanting off in the south of France or Timbuk-fucking-tu, living the lives I told myself none of us were allowed to have.

Matvei and Cass. Kir and Jillian. Lukas and Rae. The whole impossible parade.

And here I am in a parking lot in a storm, bleeding, alone, with a woman inside who deserves that kind of life, not this one.

She'll get it eventually, I'm sure. Just not with me.

Because I'm not Matvei, fifteen years younger and dumb enough to think he can outrun the past. I'm not Lukas or Kir, two men who finally shed their past trauma and found a way to embrace a new chapter.

I'm the man who already had his year and used it up.

I look at Caroline through the window one more time, just to steady myself, the way you'd check your footing before a hard step.

And that's when I see she's not alone anymore.

A man has slid into the booth across from her. He's got his back to me. He's broad, wearing a heavy canvas coat going dark with melt at the shoulders, a wool cap pushed back off his forehead. Not the trapper-hat man; that one's still at the counter, working on his pie.

This is someone new. He must have snuck in while I was on the phone. I didn't hear the bell. Not sure how I missed it.

Caroline's posture has changed. She's sitting up straight now, both hands flat on the table, smiling politely. And—fuck me, is she laughing?

I'm in motion at once. Wolf is up and at my heel without a sound. I pound across the lot through the snow, my hand drifting toward the small of my back where the Makarov rides warm against my spine.

I don't know who this motherfucker is. He could be nobody. A trucker, a local, a lonely man in a storm who saw a pretty woman alone and decided to try his luck.

But I haven't lived this long by assuming the best.

I put my hand on the door, and the bell jingles, and the man in the canvas coat turns his head toward the sound.
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The man slides into the booth across from me. "This seat taken?"

It is, actually. It's taken by a glowering Russian and a complicated emotional situation.

But the glowering Russian is currently outside in the snow making mysterious phone calls and the emotional situation is a real damn clusterfuck, and that's all pretty hard to communicate in a few words.

So I just blink at the newcomer and say, "Um."

"Saw you sitting here all by your lonesome," he says, settling in like he's been invited. He's big—not Afon big, but big in a soft, gym-membership-he-doesn't-quite-use way—with a canvas coat dark at the shoulders and a wool cap pushed back off a broad, pleasant face. Late thirties, I'd guess. The kind of face that probably gets called boyish by women who have not yet learned better. "Couldn't let a thing like that stand. Not on a night like this."

"That's very civic of you," I say.

He grins. He has good teeth, and I get the feeling he knows it. "Name's Drake."

"Caroline."

"Caroline! What a pleasure to meet you, Caroline," he purrs. "Pretty name for a pretty girl."

Oh, Drake.

I have spent the last week being kidnapped, concussed, shot at, frozen, and starved. I have watched a man chop a deer into pieces. I have hauled a bleeding former assassin fourteen miles through a blizzard while losing feeling in my own extremities.

And now, here is Drake, with his good teeth and his expensive coat, deploying pretty girl like it's a brand-new invention he just patented.

I am too tired to be annoyed. Honestly, there's something almost soothing about it. Drake is the most normal thing that has happened to me in seven days. Drake is a man who has clearly never had to think about kerosene rationing. I could weep with the ordinariness of him.

So when he asks what brings me to Pike Hollow, I find myself smiling and saying, "Oh, you know. A wellness retreat."

He laughs like it's the funniest thing he's ever heard. "A wellness retreat! In Pike Hollow!" He shakes his head. "You're a riot, you know that?"

I am not a riot. I am a sleep-deprived woman with frostbite-adjacent toes. There's a mean part of me—probably at least related to the part that's still smarting from Afon snarling We're not together like that is the worst thing that anyone could ever accuse him of—that is leaning into this.

Look, it says. Somebody thinks I'm a riot. He slid into a booth just to be near me. And I bet dollars to donuts that he isn't keeping a secret phone in his pocket.

It's pathetic, but then again, pathetic is exactly how I feel right now.

"What about you, Drake?" I ask, propping my chin in my hand. "What brings you to this thriving metropolis?"

"Work, mostly. I do a little of everything around here." He spreads his hands with false modesty. "Plowing. Hauling. Whatever needs doing. Town like this, you wear a lot of hats." He leans in. "But I'll tell you what: If I'd known the scenery was gonna improve this much, I'd have come in for pie a whole lot sooner."

I laugh. It just sort of falls out of me, and Drake beams like he's won the lottery.

That's when the bell over the door jingles.

I know it's Afon before I even look. The air in the diner boils. Barb, behind the counter, goes very still. The trapper-hat man cranes around.

And Drake, who has no idea what's about to happen to his evening, twists toward the sound with his good teeth still showing.

Afon fills the doorway. Snow on his shoulders, in his beard, melting into the silver. His face is concrete, harder than ever before, except now, beneath that frigid rock is something hot and live. A rage, churning behind the flat brown-green of his eyes.

His gaze goes to Drake.

Then to me.

Wolf slips in at his heel and sits, ears forward, doing his very best impression of a furry exclamation point.

"Hey there, friend," says Drake, who is a dead man and does not know it. "Cold one out there, huh?"

Afon doesn't answer. He does not even appear to register that Drake has produced sound. In a physical sense, he crosses the room, but from where I'm sitting, it feels more like he drags the entire room closer to him.

"Caroline," he growls. "Time to go."

"We were just talking," I protest.

I don't like that it comes out a little defensive, a little what's it to you, because what is it to him? We're not together. He said so himself. He carved it into the chopping block not twenty minutes ago.

"I can see that." His eyes flick to Drake and stay there. "Who's your friend?"

"Drake," says Drake, extending a hand across the table. "Drake Pruitt. I do plowing and⁠—"

"I didn't ask what you do." Afon ignores the hand. "I asked who the fuck you are."

Drake's smile fades slowly. He withdraws the hand. He looks at me, then back at Afon, then starts figuring out some things that he really should've figured out before he ever sat down.

"Hey, no trouble," he says, sliding out of the booth, hands up. "Didn't realize the lady was spoken for."

"She's not," says Afon, at the exact same moment that I say, "I'm not."

We glare at each other across the table. Drake, sensing correctly that he has wandered into the crossfire of a really hairy domestic situation, edges toward the counter. "I'll just— Er, yeah. You folks have a good night."

He's gone, back to wherever Drakes go. In his absence, the diner is suddenly very quiet. Barb is studiously polishing the same six inches of countertop she's been polishing for the last five minutes, and Wolf is looking between Afon and me with growing concern.

"Get your coat," Afon says.

I don't move. "I was talking to him, you know."

"You were talking to a man you've never met in a town crawling with people who want me dead." He grits his teeth. "Get your coat, Caroline."

I want to argue. God, I want to argue. If I had it my way, I'd stand on this booth and deliver a speech about autonomy and human connection and the fundamental right of a woman to flirt mildly with a Drake if she so chooses.

But the look in Afon's eyes says I'd better not fucking dare.

And after everything he's done for me, I can't do that to him.

So I get my coat.

I drop two of his crumpled twenties on the table. "For Barb," I tell him when he glares. "She's the only one who's been nice to me all week."

He doesn't take the bait. He just holds the door, and the bell jingles once more, and we step out into the storm.
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We don't go back the way we came.

We don't go anywhere that makes sense, as far as I can tell.

Afon leads us out past the Sunoco, around the dark hump of the church with its sign about picking up after your dog, and then off the road entirely, into the trees, where the snow is deeper and the wind is meaner and there is no diner, no Barb, no Drake, no electricity, no heat, no glory of civilization.

Just the white and the dark and the cold closing back over us like water over a stone.

"Afon." I'm following in his bootprints again, the way I have for fourteen miles, except now I'm doing it on a full stomach and a freshly broken mood. "Afon. The town was right there. There were beds in that town, probably. There were humans."

"That's the problem."

"That humans exist? Yes, I've heard you take issue with the concept."

He just keeps walking, breaking trail, his shoulders a dark wall against the snow. I only trudge after him because the alternative is freezing to death out of spite.

We go maybe half a mile—uphill, of course, because Afon has never met a flat surface he didn't want to turn his back on—before he stops in a stand of dense spruce. In here, the canopy is thick enough to break the worst of the wind.

He shrugs off the duffel and starts clearing snow, scraping down to the frozen needles underneath. It takes me a moment to realize that he's…

… making a camp.

Out here.

In the storm.

A hundred yards from civilization.

"You have got to be kidding me," I say.

"I'm not. Take a seat."

"Which snowdrift looks like a 'seat' to you?!" I demand. I cross my arms over my chest. "I want to know why we're camping in a snowbank when there is a perfectly good town nearby with, presumably, a hotel or a neighbor with a spare couch. Are you aware that we abandoned central heating for—let me check my notes here—frozen fucking dirt?" I'm wheezing now, throat achy from the cold. "What was that all about, anyway? Did you know that guy, Drake? Is he someone from your past? Was that secretly Viktor Reznik in a wool cap?"

"I don't know who Drake is."

"Then how do you know he's dangerous?"

"I don't." He's stringing the tarp now, fast and economical, lashing one corner to a low branch. "That's the point. I don't know who any of them are. The trapper at the counter. The woman in the parka. Barb." He pulls the cord taut. "So I have to assume all of them represent a potential threat."

"Barb wouldn't hurt a fly."

"You don't know what Barb would or wouldn't do." He ties off the last corner. "You knew her for forty minutes. You think you can read people. Maybe you can, in a courtroom, in Manhattan, where the worst thing across the table is a man who beats his wife. Up here, you can't read anybody. I can barely read anybody, and I've been doing this since before you could drive."

"So that's it? Everyone is the enemy until proven otherwise?"

"Until you're home, yes."

I stand there in the snow, fists clenched at my sides, the warmth from Barb's coffee already a distant memory. I feel the wet heat come back behind my eyes. This time, I'm not sure if it's the cold or the anger or the thing underneath both of those that I'm trying very hard not to look at directly.

"Then explain why you freaked out when you saw Drake," I say. "Because that didn't look like your usual overprotective bodyguard tactics, Afon. You looked at that guy like you wanted to put him through the window."

His shoulders go rigid. He's crouched over the duffel, pulling out this and that, but refuses to look in my direction.

"He was sitting too close to you," he says at last.

"Do you really think that's my first time with a man invading my personal space? Flirty men sit too close. It's, like, their whole thing." My voice is rising and I can't stop it.

"Not if I can help it."

"No. Stop that shit right there. You don't get to do this. You don't get to say we're not together in front of Barb and ruin the whole mood and break my—" I bite it off. Break my heart? Hell no. I am not going to say that. "—and then come storming in like Drake committed a felony by telling me I'm pretty."

"He told you what?" snarls Afon.

But I'm not here to indulge his immature jealous streak. If he wants to claim me, then fucking claim me, dammit. None of this hot-and-cold bullshit.

"Why did you… Why did you have to—" My breath fogs the air between us, ragged. "Why did you say it like it disgusted you?"

He stands. Turns. And in the dark, with the snow lashing sideways through the spruce, I can't read his face at all.

"It didn't disgust me," he intones.

"Then explain yourself. Because I'm done coming up with explanations for you."

His jaw grinds. His hand goes, just like it always does, to the bronze band on his left ring finger, twisting it once around. For as long as that ring is rotating, I let myself believe that he's going to give me something.

A real thing.

A true thing.

The kind of thing that makes the cold worth it.

"Get under the tarp," is what he says instead. "You're shivering."

The disappointment is so total and so familiar that it almost makes me laugh.

"Of course," I say. "Of course. Not here. Not now. Never now."

I drop down onto the blanket he's spread, because my ankle has had enough and because I am too cold and too defeated to keep standing on principle. "You know what, Afon? Fine. We're not together. How could we be? You live in a fucking fantasy world! You camp in a snowbank and assume Barb is a hitman. You snarl at Drake and won't tell me why. You lock away your secret phone and your secret order and your secret everything, and you stand there twisting that ring like it's going to unlock the secrets of the universe." I pull the blanket up to my chin. "I cared about helping you get out of all that stuff before. But not anymore. I'm done asking. I won't keep torturing myself with wondering why you hate me. I'll just take it as a fact that you do, and I'll move on."

He stands over me for a long moment. The snow lands on his shoulders and doesn't melt anymore; he's gone that cold. Wolf circles once and drops against my side, a warm wall, the only one in this whole frozen world who has never once made me guess.

"You're wrong about one thing," Afon says at last.

I laugh bitterly. "Only one?"

"I don't hate you." He crouches down, finally, at the edge of the blanket, close enough that I can see the exhaustion carved into his face, the gray under his eyes, the blood he won't admit is still seeping at his hip. "I hate that I know too much about the world, because what I know is this: Whatever you love can be taken from you. Maybe it's Reznik that takes you, or maybe it's just a man in a stupid canvas coat. But when he leaned in toward you… when you laughed…" He leaves the sentence unfinished and goes to start the fire instead, striking a match against the box, cupping the flame from the wind with hands that have killed people and bandaged my ankle and held me on the floor while I cried. "I didn't like it. That's all I've got for you tonight. I didn't like it, and I'm not going to be a good enough man to pretend I did."

It is not an apology.

But it's something.

It's a crack in the wall. A half-inch of maybe.

I almost take it. I really do consider wrapping myself in this scrap of emotional comfort he's tossed me and call it warmth.

Then I think to myself, No.

Fuck no. I am so tired of subsisting on his scraps. Of being grateful for half-inches.

I didn't like it is not even close to the groveling apology I deserve for this one step forward, two steps back act he keeps pulling again and again.

"That's it?" I spit in disgust. "That's what I get? 'I didn't like it.'"

His face twitches. "Caroline⁠—"

"No." I push up off the blanket, ankle be damned, until I'm standing in the snow in front of him. "You don't get to hand me a crumb and call it a meal. I didn't like it. You know what I didn't like? I didn't like being kidnapped. I didn't like a zip tie cutting into my wrists in that bunkhouse. I didn't like watching you bleed through your sweater for fourteen miles because asking for help is more frightening to you than dying." My breath saws white between us. "But I survived all of it, because I thought—stupid me—that there was a person under all this granite who might, eventually, say something real to me. But you don't. You won't. Again and again, you refuse. So I'm just gonna stop asking."

"You don't know what you're asking for," he warns. "You think you want the rest of me. You don't."

"That's not your call!" The shout tears out of me, ragged and hot. "You've been deciding things for me since the second I cracked my head open on your mountain. You decided I should leave. You decided everyone in that diner was a hitman, that I couldn't talk to a man for forty seconds, that I should sleep on frozen dirt instead of a real bed, that I should starve up here with you rather than make one phone call on the phone you think I don't know about."

His whole body goes rigid.

There it is.

The truth, for once in his damn life.

"Yeah," I breathe. "I found it. In your jacket." My voice climbs and I can't stop it, don't want to stop it. "So don't you stand there and twist that ring at me and tell me you care, that you didn't like it, while you've got a way out of this whole nightmare sitting in your pocket the entire time and you'd rather drag me through a blizzard than push one button. What's so scary about it, huh, Afon? What is so terrible about that phone that you'll let me freeze, you'll let yourself bleed out, rather than dial it?"

He doesn't answer.

"That's what I thought," I snap. "You'll do anything for me except for the two things that matter most: You won't tell me the truth, and you won't let me in.

The snow hisses through the spruce. The unlit match is still in his hand. He has not moved an inch, and that stillness is the most infuriating thing about him, because I know now that it isn't calm. It's a man holding a door shut with his entire body.

"You're a coward," I tell him. "Because you'd rather take a bullet across the hip than a question across the heart. And I am done begging you to show me what's on the other side. Keep your half-inch, Afon. I'd rather have nothing than starve on your scraps."

I turn my back on him before he can see my face do the thing it's about to do.

The match scrapes. Catches.

I don't look at the light.
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The fire takes. I hear it catch and grow, the little spit and pop of dry spruce surrendering to flame. But I refuse to turn around and warm myself by it, because that would be admitting I need him.

So I stand there with my back to him and my arms wrapped around myself, shaking, watching my own breath disappear into the dark.

Behind me, I hear him stand. The crunch of his boots in the snow.

"Caroline, can we talk?"

"Spare me, Afon," I cut him off. "I mean it. I'm all out of room for whatever bullshit you're about to throw my way."

"I only wanted to say that you were right."

I turn around.

He's standing maybe two feet away, the firelight catching one side of his face and leaving the other in dark. The blood at his hip has gone tacky and black in the cold. His hair is wet with snow that won't melt anymore, and his eyes are open. Open as in open open, both physically and emotionally. None of that fuck off concrete poured over the top.

"I—what?"

"You're right." He says it again, slower. "About all of it. Every word. I've been making decisions for you for a while now. I chose everything for you without once asking what you wanted. I think I was afraid that asking would mean you might answer, and that I wouldn't be ready for what you might say."

The snow keeps coming down between us. I don't trust this. I've trusted half-inches before and watched them slam shut. Fool me twice, et cetera.

"Why?" I say.

He doesn't pretend not to understand. He's done pretending; I can see it in the set of his shoulders. They've come down from around his ears for the first time since the diner.

"Because the day I let you decide for yourself is the day I have to admit you might decide to leave."

I stand very still, because I have the strange sense that if I move too fast, I'll scare it back into him, this true thing, this real thing, the one I've been clawing for since the bunkhouse.

"And that scares you," I infer. "More than Reznik, or dying."

"More than anything."

"Why?"

"Because…" His hand goes to the ring. I watch it go, watch his thumb find the band like it always does, the worry-stone of him, the rosary. But this time he catches himself. He looks down at his own hand like it belongs to a stranger.

And then, deliberately, he lets go of the ring. He lets his hand fall open at his side.

"Because you've come to mean more to me than you ever should have," he explains. "It's not safe. I keep trying to put you down and walk away from you, and I can't fucking do it. I look at you laughing at some idiot in a canvas coat and I want to beat him senseless for fucking daring to come near you. I haven't wanted anything that bad in twenty years." His breath fogs, ragged. "But now, suddenly, I want everything. All this shit that I have no business having. And the only way I knew how to keep us both safe was to keep deciding things for you. So you wouldn't have to choose me. So I wouldn't have to find out you didn't."

I've been waiting all this time for the truth, for secrets to come to light. Here it is now, suddenly, out of nowhere. There's nothing between us hiding it anymore, no more cans of beans or walls of emotional concrete. It's just here, so much worse and so much better than I ever imagined.

The terrible secret at the center of Afon Satyrin isn't that he hates me.

It's that he doesn't.

It's that he's been falling, all this time.

"You're such a dumbass," I whisper in disbelief.

His mouth twitches, just barely. "That's all?"

"No, you don't understand." I take a step toward him, ankle screaming, snow up to my shins, and I don't care. "You want to know what I couldn't survive? This. Wondering. Lying next to you every night with my hand on your chest and your arm around me and thinking, He hates me, he wishes I'd never come, I'm an inconvenience he can't wait to get rid of." I feel hot tears on my cheek "You stood in that diner and said we're not together like it was a fact, and I went home in my head and cried about it on the inside of my own face. Do you have any idea—you could have just told me. You could have told me on day one!"

"You wouldn't have been able to handle that," he says.

"No, don't you fucking dare." I close the last of the distance. I have to tip my head back to look at him; that's how it's always been, this man, this mountain. "I didn't change my mind. Not once. Not concussed. Not kidnapped. Not freezing. Not when you put me on a bus, not when you said we weren't together, not even thirty seconds ago when I called you a coward and meant it." I reach up to put my cold hand flat against the stone of his jaw. "I'm still here. I keep being here. When are you going to believe that I picked this on purpose? That I picked you?"

For a long moment, he doesn't move. The fire throws orange light across half his face, while the other half stays in shadow. The snow comes down on both of us, and Wolf, lounging behind me, lets out a long sigh as if to say, Finally.

Then Afon's hand comes up and covers mine where it lies against his cheek. His fingers are freezing. They tremble, that fine, familiar tremor I've felt a hundred times, the one I'd look past if I weren't pressed right up against him.

"If I let you in," he says, very low, "I don't think I'll ever be able to put you down again. You understand that? I'm not built for halfway. If I do this, you're mine, and I am the most dangerous, most ruined, least sensible thing you will ever choose, but I will never once let go."

"Good," I say. "I'm tired of the Berlin Wall blanket anyway."

And that's what breaks him.

He makes a sound—a grunt, a grunt, a laugh, I'm not sure—and then his mouth is on mine.

I grab the front of his jacket for balance. He walks me backward, careful even now, even like this, his hand cradling the back of my head so I don't catch it on a branch, until my back hits the rough bark of a spruce and his whole body presses into mine.

He's so warm. How is he always so warm, when everything else up here is ice?

"Your hip," I gasp against his mouth.

"Don't care."

"You'll reopen it⁠—"

"So what?" He pulls back just enough to look at me. His dark eyes are blazing with heat. "I've bled more for less worthy causes. Let me have this one."

There is no arguing with that. There is no arguing with any of it, really. Especially not when his hands stop being so damn careful with me and start being certain and authoritative instead. They slide under the flannel—formerly known as His Flannel, though we both know it stopped being his days ago—to find the bare skin of my waist and drag a moan out of me that gets lost in the wind.

I blink and he's transported me onto the blanket with the fire snapping beside us and Wolf relocated to the far edge of the camp with the wounded dignity of a chaperone betrayed. Afon strips the flannel off me and his eyes go dark looking at me in the firelight, and then he covers me with his body, the bulk and the heat and the gray-threaded chest hair looming over my palms.

"Tell me this is a real yes," he growls as he kisses my throat. "Eyes open. Everything on the table. Tell me you know what you're choosing."

I get my hands in his hair, both of them, and I tip his face up to mine.

"I know I don't have the whole story," I say. "And I remember that it's going to break my heart once I hear the end; you told me so yourself. All those things in your past that haunt you, I see them, even if you won't give me the details." His jaw flexes under my hands, but I don't let him look away. "But I'm choosing you anyway. With my eyes wide open. There isn't a single version of this story where I don't."

He goes still one more time. Just one. I can feel his heart slamming against mine. I understand that I've said the thing he's been waiting half his life to hear and never once let himself believe.

"You were made for me and me alone," he breathes.

And then there's no more talking, no more deciding, no more half-inches.

He kisses me again, slower this time. His hands move down my sides. He finds the waistband of my pants and pulls them down over my hips. I lift up so he can get them off. My socks go, too. Now I'm naked on the blanket with the fire next to me and the snow coming down past the edge of the tarp.

He pulls back to look at me. His eyes go over every exposed part of me.

"Cold?" he asks.

"Not as long as you're here with me."

He puts his mouth on my collarbone. Then lower. He kisses down between my breasts. He takes one in his hand and brings his mouth to the other. His tongue moves over my nipple. I arch up. He does it again, slower. His other hand kneads the breast he isn't using his mouth on. His thumb rolls my nipple, tweaking it into a stiff and almost painful point.

I reach for his sweater. He lets me pull it up and off. The thermal disappears next. Now, his chest is bare against me, the hair rough on my skin, the scar low on his side, the old swallow tattoo. I run my hands over all of it.

He moves down to feather light kisses across my stomach. He kisses one hip, then the next, like putting an offering on an altar. Then he pushes my knees apart with his hands and settles between them.

I want to moan his name, but he doesn't even give me the chance before his mouth is on my clit. He goes slow at first, one long lick up the length of my lips, then another, with only the teasing tip of his tongue. He pins my hips down with his forearm across my belly. I'm writhing against him as his tongue works tight circles.

Then he closes his lips around my clit and stays there, vacuum-sucking as little skitters of sensation go pouring and dancing throughout my body. I get a fist in his hair, because the forearm isn't enough to ground me. I need more of him, his strength, his solidity.

But no matter how hard I buck, he doesn't stop. He's too experienced for that. Without stopping his hungry licking, he pushes one finger into me, then a second. He curls them up against the front wall, right on my G-spot, while his mouth keeps working. My hips grind against his arm and he holds me flat so he can continue to devour me.

It's no surprise that I cum fast. I bite down on my own hand to keep quiet; after all, we don't know who's out in the woods or how close they may be. My whole body shakes through it. He keeps his mouth on me until it's too much and I push at his head, desperate for a moment to breathe.

He rises up. His beard is wet. I did that, I think to myself with satisfaction. Or did he do that to me? He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. Then he kisses me again, salty and starving.

I reach for his jeans. Unlike last time, he lets me. I get the button undone and the zipper down, then he helps me push them off along with everything under them.

When his cock springs out, it's hard and hot in my palm. I stroke him slow, savoring the velvety feel of him. Every twitching spasm makes me greedier for more. Will he fall apart for me? I want so badly to find out.

His breath catches. So I do it again, with two hands this time, watching his face. His eyes close. His hips push into my fingers.

"Caroline, I'm warning you…"

"Yeah?"

"If you keep doing that⁠—"

"Then don't make me wait anymore."

He moves over me. He settles his weight on me, careful of his hip even now, one elbow braced beside my head. He reaches down between us and lines himself up. I feel him there, blunt and ready, and I tense up for only a moment before the fear passes.

"Yes," I moan. "Yes."

He pushes in. Slow. He stops halfway and lets me adjust. Then he goes the rest of the way. I wrap my legs around him. I feel all of him.

He stays still for a second. His forehead drops to mine. His arms shake against the blanket.

"Look at me," he says.

He starts to grind. Slow at first, drawing almost all the way out, then pushing back in. He keeps the pace even. His hand slides under my lower back and tilts my hips up. The angle changes and I gasp.

He moves faster. I dig my fingers into his shoulders. His skin is slick now even in the cold. The blanket bunches under us. I nip at his throat, right under the star. He makes a surprised sound deep in his chest and his rhythm breaks for a second, then comes back harder, pistoning into me, splitting me open deliciously.

His hand floats up to my jaw and he tips my face so I'm looking at him again. He won't let me look away. He just keeps fucking and fucking, hardening in me as I tighten around him, both of us spiraling towards mountain peaks of our own.

I feel another orgasm building in me. "You're going to make me cum again," I moan to him. He growls with savage pleasure, then shifts his weight so he can slide a hand between us and finds my aching clit with his thumb. He works it in time with his hips.

"Then do it," he says. "I want to see your face when you crumble for me."

Well, that's about as good as filthy talk gets, I think. I thought cumming with his mouth on my center was the best experience of my life, but I was wrong.

This is.

I cum around his rock-solid length, clenching and spasming, my whole body pulling tight and then letting go again and again. He keeps moving through it, never stopping.

At least, not until I start begging for him to. "Cum in me," I plead. "Please, please, Afon…"

A few more strokes and he goes rigid above me. He buries his face in my neck. I feel him finish, his breath hot against my skin, his arms locked around me.

Eventually, we both flop to the ground, sweating despite the chill in the air. I lie there listening to Afon's heart slow under my ear. His hand strokes up and down my spine, slow, like he can't quite believe I'm real and needs to check as often as possible. I find his other hand in the dark, the left one, and slide my fingers between his.

The ring is still there. I feel it against my skin, cold metal between our palms.

"You didn't take it off," I say. I don't mean it as an accusation. I'm too wrung out for accusations. It's just a true thing, said quietly into his chest.

He's silent a moment. Then: "No."

"Are you ever going to?"

His thumb finds the band, turns it once, that old reflex. But then he stops. He brings our joined hands up and presses his mouth to my knuckles, and when he speaks his voice is rough with emotion but absolutely sure of what it's saying.

"Someday," he says. "Once I tell you the rest. When you know everything and you're still here. Not because I'm leaving her in the past, but because I'm letting you into it."

His arms tighten around me. The night is cold, but the fire is warm, and the man holding me close burns hot enough to keep away the shadows.
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AFON


She falls asleep before I do.

That's how it always goes. She talks and talks, and then somewhere in the middle of a sentence, the words slow down, her breathing changes, and she's gone. Out like a light. Like she trusts the dark now.

The snow has eased off some, the wind dropped to a soft whisper in the spruce. Caroline's breath is warm against my skin. I lie there with her cheek on my chest and her hand in mine. It's self-indulgent, but fuck it, I'm indulging tonight.

Just this once. Just for a while.

I don't sleep. I don't want to. Sleep would waste it.

For one hour, I let myself be a man who has this. It's the longest I've gone without thinking about Reznik in three weeks.

Then the hour ends. Good things always do.

The dread comes back the way the cold comes back when the fire dies: slow at first, then all at once. There's no use fighting it. Besides, I have things that must be done. Not far from here, in a rundown logging camp, a dead man in a long coat is commanding a growing army of killers with our scent in their nose. I haven't heard the whine of snowmobiles since we bedded down, but I'm ready for them to pierce the night at any moment.

Which isn't to say that they're necessarily coming. They have time and the luxury of patience. I have neither.

But the clock of Reznik's approach isn't the only thing hanging over my head. There are also two more parts to the story that I owe Caroline. I can't stop thinking about what will happen when the ugly truth finally comes out of my mouth.

She swore—up and down, left and right—that no matter what I say, it won't change her mind about me. She really does believe that. I almost believe it, too, as long as I'm lying here.

But she doesn't know yet just how deep the rabbit hole goes.
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I wait until the sky lightens from black to gray.

I ease out from under Caroline. She makes a disappointed sound and reaches for the warm spot I left, but then settles back down into REM. I tuck the blanket up over her shoulder, then rise and pull on my clothes. My hip pulls and burns where the graze opened up last night, but it's closed again now, mostly. Tacky. It'll hold.

Wolf lifts his head and looks to me for guidance.

"Stay," I instruct him. "Watch her."

He drops his head back down between his paws, but his eyes stay open, fixed on the lump of blanket where Caroline sleeps. Good dog.

I take the Remington and the binoculars and I go climbing.

While we descended yesterday, I made note of an outlook maybe forty minutes up the ridge from the camp. I climb to it now in the gray dawn, breaking new snow, my breath fogging out ahead of me. The whole world is clean, white, and quiet. The sun isn't up yet but the sky's gone pale enough to see by.

When I get to the outlook, I crouch behind a boulder and raise the binoculars. The valley spreads out below me. I find the logging road first, a gray seam through the trees, then I track south along it until I find the camp.

It takes me a second to understand what I'm looking at.

The bunkhouse is there, just as I remember. The shed, the rusting yarder, the cinder block, all of it. But the trucks are gone. The van is gone. The two snowmobiles that were ready to run yesterday, the lookout, the eight men, the man in the long coat… gone. The whole camp sits empty in the snow, the generator silent, no smoke, no movement. A single tarp flaps loose where the snowmobile used to be.

I lower the glasses and blink, sure I misunderstood.

Then I raise them again and look harder.

But no.

Empty.

They're gone.

I crouch there a long time and let the cold work into my knees as I think about what this means.

An empty camp is worse than a full one. If it were a full camp, I'd know where they are. A full camp means I can watch it, count it, plan around it. A full camp is a problem I can hold in my hands.

An empty camp, though… that means they moved. It means the man in the long coat decided it was time for a new approach. They're hunting.

And I don't know how close they might be.

They could be anywhere on this mountain. Hell, they could be down in Pike Hollow right now, sitting in Barb's diner, asking the trapper in the wool cap if he saw a man and a woman come down off the ridge. They could be sitting on the road we'd have to cross to make it to the highway and get the fuck out of here.

I should have seen it coming. The storm gave them cover. Everything that might've outed them—tracks, sound, smoke—gets swallowed up in the snow. The same storm I planned to use to slip out, they used to disappear.

I rub a hand down my face and feel the cold sweat on it despite the chill.

The smart play would have been to walk out in the dark, in the storm, the second we left the diner. No fire. No camp. No stopping. I knew that. And yet I made a fire anyway, because she was shivering and I'm a fool.

And because, for one night, I wanted to be a man instead of a weapon.

I let myself have her.

And while I had her, I stopped watching the mountain.

This is the thing I always knew, and no matter how many times I tried to explain it to Caroline, she wouldn't listen: You can't have both. You can't have a thing and keep it safe at the same time. The wanting makes you blind. I've known it for twenty years. I learned it on a county road outside Saratoga Springs.

But I went and did it anyway.

I glass the valley one more time, slow, every fold and gap of it, and find nothing. Reznik, that undying ghost, has vanished again. Fuck knows where he'll turn up next.

Then I get up and start back down.
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She's awake when I get back to camp.

Caroline sitting up with the blanket around her shoulders and the flannel on underneath. Her hair is a disaster, but with Wolf's head in her lap, she doesn't seem like she cares at all. She's smiling and cooing baby-ish nonsense at the dog, which I despise and I know he loves, that spoiled furry bastard.

But I can't fully blame him for leaning into it, because when she turns and directs that same sunny smile at me, I go belly-up almost as fast as he did.

It does something to me, that smile. Every fucking time. A kryptonite I never knew I had.

"You're back," she says. "I woke up and you were gone. Wolf wouldn't tell me where. He's very tight-lipped for a guy whose favorite hobby is licking his own crotch."

I want so badly to banter and laugh with her. But this morning is not a time for jokes. "I hiked up to check the ridge."

Her smile dims a notch. She knows me well enough now to read between the lines. "That doesn't sound like the beginning of good news."

I crouch by the cold fire and start building it back up, because my hands need something to do.

"The camp's empty," I say. "They moved out in the night. Trucks, men, all of it."

"That's good, right?" she says. But she says it the way you say a thing you already know isn't true. "They left? Maybe they gave up?"

"They didn't leave. They moved." I get the kindling going, cup the flame. "An empty camp means I don't know where they are. That's worse."

Her eyebrows come together as she broods. "Worse than eight guys with guns four miles away?"

"I'd rather have a problem I can see versus one I can't."

She pulls the blanket tighter. Wolf nudges her hand and she scratches him without looking, her eyes on me. "So they could be anywhere," she says. "Like, in town. Or guarding the ways out."

"Exactly."

She's no fool. She may be new to this world, but she learns fast. Besides, it's in her blood. Bill always had a knack for this sort of thing.

She lets out a long breath. And then, because she's her, she says, "Well. Cool. Love that for us."

I almost laugh. I'm not sure how she does it—how she takes a thing that should flatten her and turns it sideways and makes it small enough to manage. I've been doing this work my whole life and I've never learned that trick. I always felt like every mission would be my last.

"What do we do?" she asks.

And there it is again. We. The enormity of that silly little word.

"I don't know yet," I tell her honestly. "I need to think."

But "thinking" is the last thing on my mind right now, funnily enough. Instead of sketching out a map of the mountain and evaluating escape routes, or trying to read the storm patterns to see what might be coming for us, I'm looking at Caroline and feeling a familiar hunger build in my stomach.

The flannel hanging off one shoulder.

The mark I left on her throat, just visible above the collar.

The heat in her eyes that matches mine.

"You've got that face on," she says dubiously. "The thinking-yourself-to-death face."

"Yeah, well, there's a lot to think about."

"There always is." She lifts the corner of the blanket. An invitation. "It'll still be there in a few minutes."

I know better. This is the thing that gets people killed. This is the wanting, blinding me, the same as last night.

But fuck it.

I go to her anyway.

I tell myself it's the cold. We need the warmth, to stay close, conserve heat. I know I'm lying and I do it anyway, because she's holding the blanket open and her face is soft. I am so tired of standing on the cold side of everything.

I get under the blanket and she folds against me, all warm and loose-limbed from sleep, and I find her mouth with mine.

Last night was a wall coming down—all that pressure, all that frustration, finally let go. This is something else. There's no fight left in either of us. There's just her, and the gray morning, and the snowflakes falling softly all around us like manna from heaven.

I take my time. I get the flannel off her and lay her back on the blanket, then spend minutes gazing, licking, touching, kissing every inch of skin I can find. Last night had a desperate element to it that made me rush more than I would've liked. Today, in the light, I can worship her like I ought to.

Her breath hitches when I touch her there.

A kiss to the underside of her chin draws out a moan.

A nip at the crook of her elbow makes her gasp.

Grazing fingers across her ribs or the crease of her thigh makes her squirm so fucking deliciously, so small and breakable, so feminine, so pure.

"You're beautiful," I tell her, both because it's true and because I watch what it does to her when I say it.

Her reaction is everything I wanted. Her whole body goes warm under my hands. Her hips lift toward me.

So I say it again. I purr it against her skin.

"Look at you. Look how good you are."

She comes apart at the praise, easy as anything, like nobody's ever told her these things. It's as if she's been starving for it the same way she accused me of starving her. Her hands find my hair and hold on. Her breath goes ragged.

I like seeing how she responds to me. I taught myself my whole life to be stone, unyielding, never-changing. But Caroline? She is a breath of fresh air in every sense. She's warm and fragrant and she moves so perfectly. Praise fills her up, I'm learning. She likes to be told how impossibly right she is. She likes to be wanted out loud.

I'm not surprised. She's spent her whole life with men who couldn't say a single true thing. I've been one of those men to her too. The silent kind. The kind who shows and never says.

Not now. Never again, if I can help it. For now, I tell her everything, soft and filthy, my mouth at her ear, and I watch each word ripple through her like flower petals scattered on the wind.

When I finally move over her, she's begging for it. I give it to her slow, slower than last night, feeding one inch of my cock at a time into her wet warmth and gazing intently at her face as she gasps, moans, splutters, keens, writhes, does all the most beautiful things I've ever seen, one after the next. There's not enough money or firepower in the world to make me look away from her right now.

And there's not a chain that's ever been forged that could keep my mouth tethered shut. Not when there's so much I want to say to her. I praise every sound she makes and every curve she possesses. I tell her how fucking good she feels, how she was made for this, made for me, and how she's going to milk my soul out of me through my dick, and that if I die in the process, well, fuck it, that's exactly how I've always wanted to go.

A few strokes later, I follow her down into the warm dark of bliss.
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"Afon." Her voice is small. Careful. Not like her.

"Mm."

"What happens to us after this?" She doesn't lift her head. I feel her ask it against my sternum more than I hear it. "When this is over. When we—if we—get down off this mountain, when you're not standing between me and a bunch of guys with guns anymore…" She hesitates. "When you've told me everything…"

She's been circling this for days. We both have. It's been there the whole time, under every joke and every fight and every night in the narrow bed. The question the whole mountain's been built around.

What happens to us.

I keep my hand moving up and down her back. There's a version of this story where I tell her the truth, which is that I don't know what happens because she doesn't know yet what I did, and once she knows, it might not be us anymore. It might be her, on a train back to Manhattan, looking out the window, never wanting to hear my name again.

And she'd be right to. That's a real possibility, maybe the most likely one, and I owe it to her not to pretend otherwise.

There's another version where I tell her what I want, which is the truth and more. It's the truth plus the reveal that I want a happy ending, too. I want her, and a roof that isn't burning, and a fire I build for warmth instead of survival, and mornings, and years. I told myself twenty years ago that nobody gets that shit twice, but I decided at some point along the way that I would beg to have it a second time anyway.

But how can I tell her either thing? The truth would ruin what I want. The truth and more might ruin what she wants.

So I say nothing in the end.

I press my mouth to the top of her head and I keep my hand moving. I let the question sit there in the quiet between us, unanswered. I don't have it in me to lie to her and I don't have it in me to tell her the truth.

She doesn't push. That's how I know she already understands. She just sighs against me, and after a moment, her hand finds my left one in the dark and her fingers slide between mine and she holds on.

That's when the engines roar.
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CAROLINE


Afon is up off the blanket and into his boots before I can even sit up, the Remington at the ready is in his hands. He's at the edge of the camp, head cocked, listening to the sound.

"Stay here," he tells me without looking back. "Stay low. Wolf, with me."

Then he's gone into the trees, Wolf bounding along at his heel, both of them swallowed by the white.

I pull the flannel back on with shaking hands and get my pants hiked up. My ankle throbs but I barely feel it. I crouch behind the duffel and try to make myself as small as humanly possible. The engine sound rises and falls. One snowmobile, maybe two. They're not close yet. But they're not far, either.

And then a tinny little beep pierces the air.

It's a sound I've never heard before. A flat, electronic warble, muffled, coming from inside Afon's jacket where he dropped it by the blanket.

I freeze. It rings again.

I know instantly what it is.

I shouldn't touch it. It's his. Whatever's on that phone, it's the thing he's been hiding from me this whole time, and he'd rather bleed for it than fill me in.

But when it rings a third time…

… well, at that point, I have no choice.

I lunge for the jacket, dig through the pocket, and pull it out. I don't think before I press Accept. "Hello?"

There's a pause on the other end. A long one. When the man speaks, his voice is deep, even, and very, very calm. "This is not Afon."

"No. No, it's—" My heart is going so fast I can barely speak. "Who is this?"

"I think the better question," the man replies, "is who are you, and why are you answering Afon Satyrin's phone?"

"My name is Caroline. Caroline Oglethorpe. I'm—" I look toward the trees where Afon disappeared. "I'm with him. We're in trouble. We need help."

The pause this time is shorter. "Oglethorpe," he repeats. "Bill and Susan's girl."

"Yes." My breath catches. "You knew my parents?"

"I knew of them," he says cryptically. "My name is Lukas Lazarev. Afon used to work for me. He has my number for one reason and one reason only, which is that he is in the kind of trouble he can't get out of alone. Tell me what's happening."

I almost laugh. Lukas Lazarev. The man Afon wouldn't call. The cavalry Afon would rather die than summon.

"There are men hunting us," I explain as fast as I can. "Viktor Reznik. He rebuilt something called the Lastochka and now, he wants Afon dead. They abducted me, they burned Afon's cabin, they've been chasing us for days. We're in the mountains above Pike Hollow and I think they found us. I can hear the snowmobiles. Afon went to look. Please⁠—"

"Stop." His voice doesn't rise but it cuts through my panic anyway. "Listen to me carefully. Where exactly are you?"

"I don't know exactly. North of Pike Hollow. In the woods off the road by the church."

"Reznik," he murmurs. "Blyat'. I'm sending men now. They'll be in Pike Hollow by nightfall."

"Nightfall?" I squeak out. The engines are louder now. "We don't have until nightfall."

"Then you need to get out of those woods and into town. Find people and stay near them. Reznik won't move on a crowd⁠—"

A rifle shot cracks through the trees, startling me so bad that I drop the phone. It lands in the snow. I scramble for it, get it back to my ear. "They're shooting. I have to go. I have to find him⁠—"

"Do not go toward the gunfire, Caroline. Stay where⁠—"

I end the call. I shove the phone in my pocket and I run.

I know it's stupid. Afon told me to stay down. But there's a man out there who jumped in front of bullets for me, who said I was made for him and only him, and I am not going to crouch behind a duffel bag while somebody shoots at him.

I crash through the snow toward the sound, branches whipping at my face. The trees thin. I come out at the top of a small rise and there he is, thirty yards off, down behind a fallen log, the Remington against his shoulder.

He turns his head. He sees me.

Our eyes lock.

His mouth opens. He's about to scream at me to get down, get back, get away⁠—

And then the world explodes.

They come out of the trees on three sides. I don't even understand how. From nowhere, there are suddenly men everywhere, four of them, five, ten dark shapes against the snow with guns up. They were waiting. The snowmobiles were never the real threat. The snowmobiles were the noise that pulled us out of hiding so the rest of them could close the net.

The first shot misses me by a foot. I feel it more than hear it, a hard punch of air past my cheek.

"DOWN!" Afon roars.

I drop. I hit the snow hard and the cold shock of it spears through me, snatching my breath away.

Afon pivots. He's fast in a way I've never seen, not even in the bunkhouse. The Remington barks once and a man on the left goes down. He racks it and fires again and a second man spins and folds. He's moving the whole time, never still, putting the fallen log between himself and the others, drawing their fire away from me.

It works. They're all looking at him now.

A man comes around the far side of the log. Afon doesn't see him. He's blind on that side, the wounded side, his attention riveted on the two shooters to his front. The man raises a pistol, lines it up on the back of Afon's head, and I open my mouth to scream a warning that won't come fast enough⁠—

Wolf hits the man at a dead run.

He comes out of nowhere, a hundred and twenty pounds of black and tan, and he takes the man down by the arm, jaws clamped, his whole body twisting to drag the shooter off his feet. The pistol fires wild into the trees. The man screams and beats at Wolf's head, but Wolf doesn't let go. He hauls and shakes and pulls the man down into the snow, away from Afon's blind side.

The second shooter turns.

I see it happen slow, like the world dropped into syrup. The man swings his rifle off Afon. He points it at Wolf. The Rottweiler has the first man down in the snow, jaws locked, shaking him senseless. He doesn't see it coming.

"NO!" I scream.

The shot cracks.

Wolf yelps. It's a sound I've never heard him make. He lets go of the man's arm and stumbles sideways in the snow. Red blooms across his shoulder, dark against the black fur.

Then he tumbles down.

"Wolf!"

Hearing me scream, Afon spins around at the sound and puts the second shooter down with one round through the chest.

Afon doesn't stop there. He moves through the rest of them fast. One shot, then another. A man tries to run and Afon drops him before he makes the trees. Then it's quiet, except for the wind and Wolf's labored breathing.

I'm on my hands and knees, crawling toward the dog. "Wolf. Wolf, hey, buddy, look at me."

Afon arrives there a second later. He drops to his knees in the red snow on the other side of Wolf and puts his hand on the dog's heaving side.

"He's breathing," Afon says. "Shoulder. Through the meat, maybe."

"Maybe?" I'm crying. "What do you mean, maybe?"

"Let me look."

The dog is down in the snow now, panting on his side. There's red shining bright against the white near his hindquarters. He lifts his head and looks at Afon and his tail moves once, weakly, thumping the snow.

I have never seen Afon's face do what it does now. Every wall he's ever built, every inch of concrete, is gone. He crumbles in the snow beside the dog and rests both hands on him, as he lets loose a single, broken sob.

"No," he says. "No, no, you stupid, brave idiot."

A snowmobile whine. Closer.

Afon's head snaps up. The fixed, hunted look comes back, but it's cracked now, broken down the middle.

"They're regrouping," he says. "More will be coming. We can't stay."

"We can't move him⁠—"

"We're not fucking leaving my dog." His voice doesn't allow for argument. He gets one arm under Wolf, gathers him up against his chest, and the dog whimpers but goes limp and trusting in his embrace. "Get our stuff. As much as you can carry. Now."

I run back to the camp to grab the duffel, the blanket, the binoculars. The phone's still in my pocket. When I get back, Afon is on his feet with Wolf cradled to his chest and blood soaking into his sweater, his and the dog's both, and he's looking down the slope toward the road.

"There." He nods east. "One of them must have come in by truck. Had to. They didn't haul this many men here on snowmobiles." He starts moving, fast, down the rise. "Stay behind me. If we find the truck, we'll take it."

We slip through the trees. I can hear the snowmobiles behind us, two of them now, circling, looking. Afon doesn't run a straight line. He weaves, uses the forest as cover, keeps us off the open ground. Wolf is silent in his arms except for a thin, terrible panting.

Then I see what we're looking for. Down at the tree line where the woods meet the road is a pickup, dark blue, dusted with snow, the driver's door hanging open like somebody left it in a hurry.

"There!" I gasp.

"I see it."

We break from the trees. Afon goes around to the passenger side and lays Wolf across the bench seat, gentle as anything, then says, "Hold him. Keep pressure on the wound, hard as you can, both hands."

I climb in. I arrange Wolf's head in my lap and my hands on the wound. When I press, the heat of his blood comes up through my fingers. He looks up at me and I make myself smile at him.

"You're okay," I tell him. "You big goof. You're okay."

Afon slams the door and goes around. The keys are in the ignition, thank God, so he cranks it and the engine catches. He throws it into reverse, backs it hard onto the road, then drops it into drive and we go.

As soon as we start to accelerate, a snowmobile bursts from the trees behind us. A man on the back of it raises a gun. Afon doesn't slow down. He keeps the gas pedal flat-out down the snow-packed road, taking the curves at a suicidal speed. Little by little the snowmobile falls back. It can't match us on the open road. A shot pings off the tailgate. Then another, wide.

Then nothing.

We come around a bend and the trees close behind us. They're gone.

None of us says anything for a long time. There's just the engine, and the heater clicking on. Thank God, there's also still Wolf's breathing under my hands.

"He took that bullet for you," I say finally. "Wolf…"

"I know." Afon's hands are tight on the wheel. He won't look away from the road. "I know what he did."

"He's going to be okay, right?"

"The wound's high. Missed anything vital, I think. He's losing blood but it's not pumping, it's seeping. That's good. That's something." He swallows. "He needs a vet, though. A real one. Soon."

"Where?" I keep pressing on the injury as Wolf groans and shifts. "Where do we go? You said town isn't safe."

The truck eats up the road, snow flying up on both sides. I watch his face in profile, the beard, the broken nose, the star at his throat, all of it set hard. "There's a man," he says slowly. "One man with the kind of reach that can shut all of this down in a single night. Reznik, the whole Lastochka, handled. A man who could have a vet and a doctor and twenty guns waiting wherever I tell him to put them."

I gulp. "Lukas Lazarev."

His head turns my direction just a fraction. "How do you know that name?"

"The phone rang, while you were gone, back at the camp. I answered it," I explain in a halting rush. "It was him. Lukas. He knew my parents' names. He said that he's already moving men, that they'll be in Pike Hollow by nightfall⁠—"

"You talked to him?"

I feel the guilt come up hot in my throat like vomit. "I didn't know who he was, Afon, I just answered—I'm sorry⁠—"

He shakes his head. "Don't apologize. You did right." His knuckles are white on the wheel. "I've spent two weeks doing everything in my power not to make that call. I should've known it would happen sooner rather than later."

"Why?"

The road climbs, then drops. Wolf shudders under my hands and I press harder.

"Because the price of help from Lukas Lazarev is the rest of your life," Afon explains in a grim rasp. "I paid fifteen years of mine to that man already. I swore I'd die in those mountains before I'd owe him another minute." He exhales, long and slow. His thumb finds the bronze ring and strokes the metal.

The dog whimpers. Afon glances down at the blood on my hands, the blood on the seat, the gray creeping into the dog's gums, and I watch the decision finish itself in his eyes.

"But Wolf took a bullet for me," he continues. "And I can't keep you safe out here anymore. Not from this. So." He sets his jaw and nods. "We go to Lukas. I'll owe him whatever he wants, and that's fine, so long as you keep breathing—and this idiot dog does, too."

I don't know what to say. So I reach across Wolf with one bloody hand and I find Afon's where it rests on the gearshift, and I cover it, ring and all.

"Then call him," I say. "He's waiting."

Afon takes the phone from my pocket with his free hand, never letting go of mine, never taking his eyes off the road. He stares at the screen for a long moment, that single saved number, the thing he's been running from this whole time. His thumb hovers.

Then he presses it.

It rings once. Twice. Wolf's breathing flutters in my lap and I press down and whisper to him to hold on, hold on, we're going somewhere safe.

Beep. The line connects.

"It's me," Afon growls. "I need to ask a favor."
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"Well?" I ask once Afon has hung up.

"There's a place." He keeps both eyes on the road. "Emergency animal hospital. About two hours south, off the highway. Halfway to the city. Lukas knows the man who owns it. He's calling ahead."

"Two hours." I look down at Wolf. His gums are pale. My hands are sticky with his blood, both of them, pressed to the hole in his shoulder. "Afon, two hours…"

"It's the closest one that won't ask questions." His jaw is set. "He'll make it. He's stubborn. Not unlike somebody else I know."

I don't laugh. I can't possibly bear it. I just press down harder and lean over the dog and put my mouth near his ear.

"Hold on," I whisper. "You hear me, buddy? You hold on. We're going somewhere they're gonna fix you up, good as new."

Wolf's tail moves once against the seat. Weak. But it moves.

In the meantime, we drive.

The snow thins out as we drop down off the mountain. The road goes from white to slush to wet black. Afon takes the highway ramp and the truck shudders up to speed. The trees blur by as I keep my hands on the wound and watch the dog breathe.

In and out. In and out.

"Talk to me," I plead.

"About what?"

"Anything. I need noise. If it's quiet, I'm gonna lose it."

He's quiet for a second anyway. Then he says, "I found him in the spring. He was a stray, half-starved, hanging around the edge of the clearing. Wouldn't come near me for weeks."

"What changed?"

"I left food out. Then I left it a little closer. Then a little closer." A muscle twitches in his jaw. "One morning, he was just on the porch. Like he'd always been there. Like he'd decided."

I look down at Wolf. "He's good at that. Deciding things."

"He is." Afon's hand tightens on the wheel. "He decided this morning, too."

Wolf shudders once, hard. I press down and talk to him. Soon, he settles. The blood doesn't pump anymore. It just seeps, slow and warm, and I tell myself what Afon told me, that seeping is better than pumping, that seeping means he's got time.

I check the clock on the dash a hundred times. It barely moves.
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We get there a little after one.

It's a squat, brick building off a county road, a gravel lot, a sign that says ANIMAL EMERGENCY in red letters. There's a man waiting at the door before Afon even kills the engine—an older guy in scrubs, with two younger people behind him and a rolling table.

Afon's out of the truck and around to my side before I can get the door open. He scoops Wolf up out of my lap, off the seat, against his chest, and the dog cries out. Afon rumbles a low sound back at him, almost like a word.

"Easy," I think he says. "Easy, boy. I've got you."

The man in scrubs takes one look and says, "Bring him this way." No hello. No paperwork.

Lukas called ahead, alright.

I climb out on legs that don't want to hold me. My hands are red to the wrist. Afon carries Wolf inside and lays him on the table. The people in scrubs close in around him, fast and quiet, hands and gauze and a needle starting in on their bloody work.

"Gunshot?" the older man asks.

"Shoulder," Afon confirms. "About three hours ago."

The man nods and starts feeling Wolf's chest, his belly, peeling back his lip to look at the gums. "Heart rate's up but he's perfusing. Good sign." He glances at the two younger ones. "Let's get a line in and get him back."

They move him onto a gurney. Wolf's head lolls as his eyes begin to cloud over with exhaustion. His eye finds me, then Afon, then me again.

"Go," I tell him. "Go get fixed, you big goof."

Then they wheel him through a set of swinging doors. The doors swing shut, and he's gone.

It's just us now, standing in a little waiting room with plastic chairs and a coffee machine. Behind us looms a bulletin board full of flyers for lost cats. Blood pools on the floor where it dripped off Afon's sweater. There's blood on me, too, his and mine and the dog's all mixed together. I glance at Afon to see a dark patch where the bullet graze has opened up again. I don't think he's even noticed.

"Sit," the older man instructs, coming back through the doors for a second. "It'll be a while. Surgery, then recovery. He's young and he's strong. That's what we want." He looks at the two of us, the state of us, and his face softens a little. "There's a bathroom down the hall. Get cleaned up. I'll come find you when I know something."
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I don't last long in the waiting room.

I sit in one of the plastic chairs and Afon sits next to me and we don't talk and the clock on the wall ticks and every tick is a year. I keep seeing it:

The rifle swinging off Afon.

The shot.

The red on the black fur.

Wolf's yelp, that sharp, terrible sound.

"He's going to be okay," I say, mostly to myself.

"We don't know that."

I turn to look at him. "But I'm choosing to believe it. You taught me that. Take the thing that should flatten you and turn it sideways."

He grunts and says nothing else.

We sit. The coffee machine gurgles to itself in a language only it can understand. Down the hall, behind the doors, there are sounds—a beep, a voice, the squeak of a wheel—and every one of them makes my heart climb into my throat. What does this one mean? What's two beeps? What's one? Was that another yelp?

After a while, I can't take it.

"I can't sit here," I announce. I'm up before I've decided to be. "I can't just sit and be scared. Looking at that door… I'm gonna come apart."

Afon stands with me. "Where are you going?"

"I don't know. Outside. The truck. Anywhere that isn't this chair."

He follows me out. The lot's empty except for the blue pickup, dark with melt now, the passenger seat a sticky, crimson disaster. The sky's gone gray-white, huddling close to the earth, and the air is so cold that every breath hurts.

I climb into the truck on the driver's side, away from the blood on the bench. Afon comes around and gets in beside me and pulls the door shut.

The world goes quiet. Only our breath remains.

"He shouldn't have done that. It was a stupid thing to do." The tears come up hot and stinging. I scrub at my face with the back of my wrist, but there's blood still on it, so now, there's blood on my cheek, mingling with the tears I can't get to stop.

"Hey." Afon's hand comes up to my face. His thumb wipes under my eye. "Hey. Look at me."

His eyes aren't flat anymore. There's no concrete poured over them. There's just him, looking at me like I'm the only thing in the truck, in the lot, in the world.

"I don't know how to do nothing," I croak. "I've never known how."

He nods.

"How do you do it?" I demand. "How do you just sit in the not-knowing?"

"You do it because there is no other choice," he replies. "There's no trick. You sit in it, and it's awful, and you keep breathing anyway. That's the whole of it."

"That's probably the least comforting bit of advice I've ever heard."

"Baby, it's the only advice I've got." His thumb is on my cheek, dragging through blood and salt water.

A wet laugh tears out of me, ugly and hiccupping. "You're supposed to be comforting me."

"I'm not good at comfort, Caroline. I'm good at three things, and two of them are illegal."

"What's the third?"

His eyes drop to my mouth. "This," he says.

Then he leans across the seat and kisses me.

His hand slides into my hair. Mine go to their familiar spot on the front of his ruined sweater so I can pull him toward me hard.

It's an easy thing to lean into. So long as I'm kissing Afon, the rest of the world ceases to exist. There is no hospital and no Lastochka, no Reznik and no blood in the snow. There are just two pairs of lips, his and mine, and all the other noise no longer seems to matter as much.

So if I'm climbing across the seat into his lap because the steering wheel's in the way and I need to be closer than this, then that's okay.

And if I need to feel something that isn't the inside of that cursed waiting room, then that's okay.

And if his hands on my hips and my heartbeat in my throat and the hardness of him grinding up between my legs all combine to soothe me in a way I've spent three decades on this earth waiting to be soothed, then that's okay, that's okay, that's okay.

"You scared me," I whisper into the hollow of his neck. "I came running out to bring you the phone, and the look in your eyes…"

"You scared me." His arms wrap all the way around me, crushing me to him. "When you came over that rise and I saw you standing in the open, I have never been more afraid of anything in my life, Caroline."

"I'm no coward," I snap. "I wasn't going to crouch behind a duffel bag while they shot at you."

"I know." He says it into my hair. "That's the problem. You won't stay where it's safe. You never have."

"No." I pull back enough to look at him. "Because the safe spot's empty and you're never in it."

He kisses me again, softer and more tenderly than ever before. The world keeps reducing itself down to the bare essentials. His mouth on my throat. My fingers in his hair. The fog on the windows. Electric need pulsing just beneath the surface of my skin.

After that, there's no more talking.

I'll be honest: It's not the best sex of my life. The truck is too small, and both Afon and I are too hurt and weary and cold to be particularly limber. It smells like blood, gasoline, and hospital antiseptic. I literally still have tears drying on my face, for God's sake, and nothing is truly solved.

But we make do.

Because if you have this thing—this unnamed thing between us that I cannot and will not call "love," not yet, maybe not ever—then all the rest of it is merely unnecessary detail.

I free him from his jeans, perform a Cirque du Soleil shimmy out of my own pants, and then I sink down onto his lap while he cradles me in his embrace. We move together, herky-jerky and awkward, slow and then not slow. The windows fog all the way to opaque, like we're in our own little snow globe, filled with pants and whispered murmurs and praise flowing from Afon's beautiful, filthy mouth without a single pause.

You ride me so fucking good, baby.

No one can take me like you.

No one can own me like you.

You're so pretty. So pretty. So pretty…

In here, neither death nor the cold can touch us. He tells me I'm beautiful, that I'm his, that I was made for this, made for him, and I believe every word, all of it, even the things he hasn't said yet, even the things that are going to break my heart one day, maybe even one day soon.

It's not an eruption of an orgasm. It's water reaching a boil. Nothing happens for a long time until suddenly, it's happening, bubbling through me, hurting so good. Afon's is quiet, too. A few grunts, he spills everywhere, and I want to burrow inside of him and never come out ever again.

"That was probably very irresponsible," I whisper finally, once it's all over. "Someone could be watching."

I feel him laugh. "Ask me if I give a fuck."

I press my face into his shoulder and breathe him in and feel, for the first time in what feels like a thousand years, almost okay. Not safe—we're not safe, we won't be safe for a while yet. But not alone.

Whatever happens next, I won't be doing it alone.

We get cleaned up as best we can. He helps me sort myself out, and I check the wound at his hip—it's oozing again, the gauze gone, but it'll hold a little longer. I press my palm flat to it anyway, like I can keep him together by hand.

"We should go back in," I say. "In case there's news."

He nods. But he doesn't move right away. He just looks at me, in the white light filtering through the fogged glass, and smiles.

"What?" I ask.

"Nothing." He brushes a strand of hair off my face. "You've got blood on your cheek."

He wipes it away with his thumb, gentle, and kisses the spot where it was.

Then he opens the door and the cold rushes back in.
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We're sitting in the plastic chairs again, his arm around me, my head on his shoulder, when the doors swing open.

The older man in scrubs comes through, pulling a mask down off his face. But I can't read his expression, not at all.

"He's a fighter," the man says.

I emit a tiny, scared whimper.

"The bullet missed the joint and all the big vessels. It tore up some muscle and cracked the edge of the scapula, but nothing he won't heal from." The vet wipes his hands on a towel. "He lost a fair amount of blood, but he was stable through the whole thing. We've got him on fluids and pain meds. He's going to be groggy for a day or two and he's going to need to take it easy for a few weeks, which—" He glances at Wolf's bloody pawprints all over the both of us. "—I get the sense will be the hard part."

"But he's okay," Afon concludes. I'm stunned to hear a wobble in his voice. "My boy is going to be okay?"

"He's going to be okay." The man smiles. "You can see him in a little while, once he's up from the anesthesia. He'll be happy you're here. The good ones always are."

And then he goes back through the doors, and it's just us again. I only get turned around halfway before Afon engulfs me in a hug so huge and relieved that he lifts my feet clean off the floor.

He's shaking. The big, stone, terrifying man is shaking, holding me in the middle of a vet's waiting room, his face pressed into my hair, and I'm laughing and crying at the same time and so, I think, is he, though he'd never admit it and I'll never tell.

"Stupid, brave idiot," he says, muffled in my hair.

"Which one of you?" I ask.

He sets me down. He looks at me, wrecked, wet-eyed, and wide open, and for once, there's no wall at all, nothing held back, nothing hidden.

"All three of us," he says.

Goddammit, he's right.
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Two black SUVs show up an hour later.

I'm sitting with Afon in the veterinary hospital's waiting room, my hand in his, when the door opens and a pair of men walk in. They're big. Not big like Afon, who's all muscle and bad attitude, but big like a caveman's club is big. These two are wearing suits under their coats. One of them has an earpiece.

"Mr. Satyrin," the first one says in the hushed, reverent tone you'd use to greet the Queen of England. "We're here to bring you in."

Afon doesn't get up right away. "The dog comes with us."

"Of course," the man says. "We've got a crate. The vet's already cleared him to travel once he's stable, and Mr. Lazarev has a team waiting on site to receive Mr. Wolf and continue his care."

Afon looks at me. I shrug. "Guess we're going."

We wait another hour for Wolf to come up from the drugs. They let us see him before we leave. He's groggy, one shoulder shaved and bandaged, an IV in his leg. His tail thumps once when he sees Afon. Afon kneels by the cage and puts his face right up to the bars.

"I love you, you silly animal," he says, real quiet. "Don't ever do that again."

Wolf licks his nose.

They load Wolf into a padded crate in the back of one of the SUVs. I sit in the back seat with Afon. The doors thunk shut. After two weeks of beans and a snowmobile and a burning cabin, it feels insane to be in an Escalade, with buttery leather seats and an honest-to-goodness TV screen embedded in the headrest in front of me.

"This is weird," I tell Afon. "Like, very weird."

"Brace yourself," he warns. "It's about to get a whole lot weirder."

We drive for a long time. South, then off the highway, then up a private road with a wrought-iron gate. The gate opens before we even slow down, as cameras installed on top of the posts swivel ominously to track our progress.

The house—well, I want to call it a house, but that's like calling the ocean a puddle—rises up out of the trees. Stone and glass, modern and ancient at the same time. Lights gleam in every window. The fountain in the middle of the circle drive has been drained for winter, but the stone gargoyles carved into the spout still snarl and gnash their teeth.

"Whose place is this?" I ask.

"Lukas's. Well, one of Lukas's," Afon says. "He has a lot of them."

The SUV stops and a man hurries up from the front stairs to open my door. Another man is already at the back, easing Wolf's crate out like it's full of eggs.

I climb out into the cold and just stand there a second, looking up at all of it, wondering what in the Alice in Wonderland I have gotten myself into.

"This feels a bit like overkill, doesn't it?"

"That's how he does things." Afon comes around to stand next to me. He's still in his bloody sweater, hair a mess, beard wild, and he looks like a wild grizzly bear that somebody dragged into high society. "But make no mistake: It all comes with strings attached. Lukas is not a bad man, but he is consistent in one regard. He gives first. Then you find out the price."

A woman in a gray maid's uniform comes prancing down the steps to meet us. With a curtsy, she says, "Mr. Satyrin! Miss Oglethorpe! Welcome. Mr. Lazarev is expecting you, but he said to let you clean up and eat first. There's no rush."

"Where's the dog going?" Afon asks bluntly.

"We've converted one of the guest rooms into a medical bay, sir. A veterinary tech will be at his side throughout the night, with further checkups arranged for the morning. Rest assured, he is in good hands.

Afon nods, satisfied with that answer. He follows the man with the crate inside.

I follow Afon, because that's just what I do now.
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They put us in a room. One room, with one bed. Not so long ago, that would have been the cause of a very major freak-out on my part. Now, though, I can't imagine every sleeping by myself again.

Although sharing this particular bed with Afon is basically like sleeping alone. The thing is so huge that I might have to call him if we happen to find ourselves on opposite ends. There's kings, California kings, and then this contraption. I don't even think they have a name for it. Jupiter King? Galactic King?

Off to the side is a bathroom bigger than my parents' living room in Manhattan. Matching terry cloth robes hang on the door, a perfect, fluffy set of two.

There's rich, like my family was.

And then there's rich rich, like the Lazarevs.

I'm learning lots today.

I'm also learning something about our benevolent overlord's assessment of the current situation.

"They think we're together," I say.

Afon looks up from where he's checking the windows. He can't help it. "Barb thought we were married."

"Yeah, well, you sure set Barb straight, didn't you?"

He stops and sighs, rubbing his temples. "I was wrong about a lot of things in that diner," he says.

I let it go. I'm too tired to fight, and honestly, I don't want to. What do I want? A shower would sure be nice. I'm kinda sick of having a second skin of dried canine blood, thank you very much. If I never saw these filthy clothes again, that would be alright as well.

Mostly, I just want to submerge myself in hot water like a frog for a minimum of an hour, then bundle up in that insanely soft robe and feast until I look like a frog.

Luckily, Lukas and his staff have prepared for me to do exactly that. The shower is heavenly, borderline orgasmic, so good it should probably be illegal. How come no one ever told me that you could have six simultaneous showerheads blasting you from every direction at once? The guys at NASA are really coming up with some amazing technology these days, I swear.

And the guys in Lukas's kitchen are, too. Because when I reemerge, I'm greeted by a room service cart bearing several silver cloches. Afon and I take off the lids to reveal dish after dish. Roast chicken seasoned with rosemary, loaves of freshly toasted French baguette, pats of butter, vegetables I've never even heard of. It's all amazing.

And best of all…

"No beans," I say.

"No beans," Afon agrees. "That's good. I was getting kinda tired of them."

I laugh like a hyena, and then we eat like hyenas. I don't even slow down long enough to be embarrassed. Afon goes through three entire chickens and half the bread, and while I don't quite match his output—input?—I still consume more calories than I've ever consumed in one sitting before.

After, he showers too. He comes out with a towel around his waist and the wound at his hip cleaned and freshly taped, courtesy of the first aid kit that was resting on the counter when we arrived. There's a stack of clothes on the dresser that fit him, which means somebody knew his size.

"He's been keeping tabs on you," I say.

"He keeps tabs on everybody." Afon pulls a black sweater over his head. Black jeans. Of course. "Get some sleep. He'll send for us when he's ready."

I crawl into the giant bed. The sheets are cold at first, deliciously so, and then quickly warm to the perfect temperature. Afon lies down next to me, on top of the covers, hands crossed over his chest, like he did in the hut that first cold night.

"You can get under the blanket," I tell him. "We're past the Berlin Wall."

He grins, almost shyly. It's so fucking endearing that I can't help but steal a quick kiss from him. Then he gets under the blanket. I squirm around until I can press my back to his front and his arm comes around me, bolting me to him like a seatbelt.

That's all it takes. With that, even here, in this strange, soft palace, with armed men patrolling the halls, I sleep.
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In the morning, we get a report after the veterinarian's visit. Wolf is doing fine. He's eating, which the vet says is the best sign there is. A dog's hunger is a reliable barometer for the state of his internal affairs.

Afon and I spend nearly an hour on the mudroom floor with the dog's head in his lap before the woman in gray comes and tells us Mr. Lazarev is ready for our audience.

She leads us through the house. My God, it goes on forever. Hallways a mile long, each lined with art that, though I know nothing about the subject, must surely be priceless. Fireplaces big enough to park a Mini Cooper in are studded in the walls here and there. And then we're at a set of double doors, and she opens them, and there he is.

Lukas Lazarev.

I knew he'd be big. Afon said as much. But the man is enormous, even sitting down. He's in a chair by the window with a view of the whole snow-covered grounds. Silver hair, silver beard, dark gray eyes. His hands are folded in his lap, and like Afon's, they're covered in scars and tattoos, most faded with age. He's wearing a tight black sweater that shows impressive muscle, especially for a man his age.

"Afon," he says, inclining his head with royal aura. "You look like hell."

"Says the oldest bastard I've ever laid eyes on," Afon retorts.

Lukas's mouth twitches. "We both got old, didn't we, my friend?" Then his eyes come to me, and I shiver under their chill. "Miss Oglethorpe."

"Mr. Lazarev. Pleasure to meet you." My lawyer voice. I didn't mean to use it, but it comes out of me. It just feels like a situation where I need to put my best foot forward.

"Sit, both of you. Please." He gestures at the couch across from him. We sit. A tray of coffee waits on the table, alongside a plate of those little cookies that come in tins. "I'd offer you something stronger, but it's a bit early for that, and my wife would kill me if I started drinking without her."

Afon doesn't even acknowledge the coffee. I pour myself a cup, mostly to have something to do with my hands, because I'm starting to feed off of Afon's feeling that we're walking out onto some very thin ice here.

Lukas studies me. It's not rude exactly, but it's thorough. "You have your mother's eyes," he remarks. "And your father's chin."

"People keep telling me that. The chin part especially. I'm not so sure any daughter wants to be told that she has a man's facial features, but I'll take the compliment in the spirit in which it was intended."

Lukas chuckles politely. "Bill had a stubborn chin. It served him well, for the most part." He smiles, just a little. "He was a good lawyer and a good man. A better man than this life usually allows."

I want to ask him a hundred questions. How did you know my father? What did my father do, like, actually? What's the price of this little conversation we're having and all the nice things you're doing for us? But Afon rests a hand on my knee, sensing my anxiety, and I understand somehow that this isn't my conversation yet, that there's an order to these things, that some customs must be respected.

"You sent the whole damn Bratva," Afon says. "Before I even said yes."

"You called me," Lukas says. "No, actually, that's not true. I had to hear from Alexei Ivanov, of all people, that you were alive and being hunted by a man I thought was twenty years dead. You don't call me for nothing, Afon. You never have." He spreads those scarred hands as if to ask, What else ought I have done? "So I started moving. I'd be a poor friend if I waited for the formalities."

"We're not friends, though."

"No." Lukas's smile doesn't budge. "We're something much older than that."

The room goes awkwardly quiet. I sip my coffee. It's shockingly good, though I figure now is probably not the right time to send my compliments to the chef. Er, barista, or whatever.

"Tell me about Reznik," Lukas suggests.

So Afon does. He lays it all out in a flat monotone. The logging camp. The mercenary. The Lastochka rebuilt, bigger, nastier. How they took me and burned the cabin. How they hunted us down a mountain.

Lukas listens to the whole story without moving. He doesn't interrupt once. When Afon's done, Lukas's frown is deep and thoughtful.

"He's organized," Lukas says finally.

"Very."

"Funded, too."

"Has to be."

"Which means he has buyers. A real business." Lukas turns his head to gaze out the window at the snow. "He took the thing you and Gervasii built and he made it into something I'd have had to deal with eventually, whether he came for you or not." He turns back. "He just made it personal first. That's the only mistake he's made."

Afon nods, but says nothing.

"Here's where we are," Lukas continues. "I have men aplenty. I can put eyes on his routes, money behind closing them, and guns wherever I need guns." He leans forward, just a fraction, though even that small movement makes the room feel much, much smaller. "But I've been out of the field a long time, Afon. I run things now. I don't do things. And the men who do things for me, good as they are, don't know Reznik. They don't know how he thinks, how he moves, where he'd run, what he'd protect."

"And I do," Afon finishes.

"And you do," Lukas agrees. He settles back. "You ran with him. You and Gervasii made him. You know his patterns better than anyone alive, probably better than he knows them himself." He folds his hands again. "I want to end the Lastochka. All of it. Not only do I want it gone, but I want it pulled up by the root so it doesn't grow back in another twenty years on some other mountain." His gray eyes fix on Afon. "I can't do that without you. That's the favor, Afon. That's the price. You help me finish Viktor Reznik. For good."

I watch Afon's face. He's not surprised. He knew this was coming. He's known since the truck, probably since long before that.

The price of help from Lukas Lazarev is the rest of your life.

"And in exchange," Lukas says, "you and Miss Oglethorpe are under my protection. Now and forever after. Reznik won't get within a hundred miles of either of you. When it's done, you walk away clean, both of you. That's my word."

Afon is quiet for a long time. I want to reach over and take his hand, but I don't. This is his.

"You'd let me walk away a second time?" Afon asks.

"I would."

"That's twice more than I ever would have expected."

Lukas winces. I'm kinda shocked to see that; he just doesn't seem like a wincing sort of man. "Things have changed. Rae has changed me. She asked about you, by the way. I told her you'd found yourself some new trouble to keep you busy, and she seemed to think that suited you." He glances at me, just a flick, then back. "But the past is the past. I'm not inclined to dwell in it anymore. Favors and prices, things owed and things given… It's a harsh way to view the world. I'm in the business of wiping slates clean now."

Afon's jaw clenches tight. His thumb finds the bronze ring and turns it once. I see Lukas's eyes track the movement and understand exactly what it means, though he says nothing.

"Alright," Afon says finally. "I'll help you finish him."

Lukas nods, like that was never in doubt. "Good." He picks up the little silver bell on the table and rings it, and the woman in gray appears in the doorway. "Tell Kir to start pulling the Catskills files. Everything we have on movement up there the last three years. I want it on the table by tonight." She nods and disappears. Lukas looks back at us, and the businessman in him softens, ever so slightly, into something almost human. "There is work to be done. But not for you two. Today, you eat, you sleep, your dog heals. The war starts tomorrow."

"He took a bullet for me," Afon blurts out of nowhere. I think it surprises even him, saying it out loud, in this room.

"Of course he did," Lukas says, like it's the most obvious thing in the world. "That's what they're for. The good ones."

We stand. Lukas does, too, finally, and he's even bigger on his feet. He comes around the low coffee table and he does something I don't expect: He puts a hand on Afon's shoulder.

"Yelena's death was not your fault, my old friend. Neither was Gervasii's. If I've learned anything lately, it's that the sins of the past aren't quite as permanent as you and I once thought they were."

Afon freezes. So do I. I didn't think anyone said her name out loud to him. I didn't think anyone could.

"I hope like hell you're right," he sighs.

"I know I am." Lukas squeezes once, then lets go. "You'll see, in time. Sometimes, you just need a good one to show you." He turns to me, and he takes my hand in both of his scarred ones, gently. "Your father did me a great service once, Miss Oglethorpe. Greater than you know. I never had the chance to repay him. Helping his daughter is the closest I'll come." He looks at me a moment longer. "He'd be proud of you, I think. Hiking up that mountain, then back down… Most people would have stayed home and grieved quietly."

"I'm not most people," I say.

"No," Lukas agrees. "You're not." He releases my hand. "Go. Rest. There's a library if you can't sleep. But Caroline…" He uses my first name, and it stops me at the door. "When this is over, there are things you'll want to know about your father. Afon's been carrying them a long time. He'll tell you in his own way. But know that, whatever you hear, your father loved you. Everything he did, he did with you in mind. Don't lose sight of that."

I don't know what to say. So I just nod.

We walk back through the enormous house, past the art and the fireplace and the men in the halls. Afon's quiet. I am, too. We get back to the room and I sit down on the edge of the bed and look at him.

"You're going to do it?" I ask. "Go after Reznik?"

"Yes."

"And then it's over."

He stands by the window, looking out at the snow, exactly the same way Lukas did. "One way or another, yes."

I let myself believe it. Just for a minute, I let myself picture how it could be. Reznik gone. The Lastochka pulled up by the root. Wolf healed up, chasing butterflies in some sunlit yard somewhere. Afon and me, on a porch perhaps, no snowmobiles in sight. The whole rest of the story finally told, and me still here, choosing him, eyes wide open.

"Hey," I say. "Come here."

He comes without argument, sitting next to me and cuddling me against his side.

"It's going to be okay," I say.

"Don't say that," he chides. "You'll jinx it."

"I believe it," I insist. "Stupid, brave idiots always find their way to a happy ending."
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The next two days pass in a strange kind of peace.

We eat, we sleep, we sit with Wolf, who gets a little less groggy each time we visit. By the second afternoon, he's lifting his head when he hears Afon's boots in the hall, and his tail goes thump-thump-thump against the padded floor of his medical room. The vet tech, a quiet young woman named Olga, says that's a very good sign. Tails are the windows to a dog's soul, or something like that.

Afon spends his mornings in a room I'm not allowed into, holed up with Lukas and his son, Kir. I met Kir briefly once with Cass and Matvei, but he intimidates me a little bit, especially when he's in business mode, like he is now. I get it: After all, they're planning a war.

I decide it's best if I don't ask about. Some things really aren't my business—which is a sentence I never thought I'd think, given my well-documented inability to leave a single stone unturned.

But there is one other stone left.

I feel it the whole time. It's there all the time, whether I'm whiling away the mornings in Lukas's vast library or doing yoga on the veranda, whether I'm lying in Afon's arms at night or sitting for hours on the floor with Wolf's head in my lap. It's there, under everything. The promise that was made to me.

When this is over, there are things you'll want to know about your father.

I'd thought, up on the mountain, that I'd grown patient. It wasn't an easy thing to become, but I found a way to let Afon parcel out the truth in his own time, in his own order.

But I'm realizing now that I was only patient because I had no choice. The snow made the choice for me. The cold and the men in the trees did, too.

Now, there's no snow, and there are several thick stone walls between me and the cold and the men with the guns. So that patience, that hard-won It'll come on its own time? That shit is looong gone.

So on the third night, after dinner, after the dishes are wheeled away and Afon comes out of the shower with his hair wet and his hip freshly taped, I'm sitting on the edge of the enormous bed with my hands folded in my lap, and I drop the hammer.

"It's time."

He stops. He knows exactly what I mean. To his credit, he doesn't pretend otherwise.

"We're still⁠—"

"You promised," I interrupt, before he can launch what I'm sure will be a very reasonable and logical chain of thought that will nonetheless make me want to eject him into orbit. "You said, once I knew everything, I could choose what to do next with my eyes wide open. Well, look around, Afon. I'm safe now. I'm warm. I'm fed. I'm clean. There's no blizzard, there's no Reznik, there's no bullet in your side. The conditions are perfect, and there are no more reasons on the Reason Tree. So tell me."

He stands there a long moment, dripping a little onto the carpet. Then he sits down beside me. He doesn't touch me, which is how I know it's bad.

"You're sure?"

"I came up that mountain for this," I reply. "Whatever it is, I'm ready."

He nods. His thumb finds the bronze ring and turns it, once, slow.

"You know about Yelena," he begins. "What I didn't tell you is what came after. What I did about it."

I wait for him to continue.

"I told you I looked. Quietly, for years. That's true. But there was a stretch, early on, the first year, where I wasn't quiet at all. I was out of my damn mind, Caroline. She'd been gone a few months and I couldn't sleep or eat, and I was certain—certain—someone had run her off that road. I started asking questions in places you don't ask questions. Pulling on threads that didn't want pulling." He exhales. "And I got in trouble. Men I'd never met started taking an interest in me. Lukas couldn't shield me from the consequences I was incurring, because what I was doing wasn't Bratva business."

I don't understand yet how this leads where I know it has to lead. But my stomach is already cold.

"I needed help," Afon says. "Lukas had made it clear that I'd brought this on myself, chasing ghosts against his orders, and he wasn't going to spend the family's resources cleaning up my grief. I was on my own. So I needed someone outside."

He looks at me, and I see it coming like a car with no brakes flying down the highway straight for me. That half-second of total clarity where everything slows down and there's nothing you can do.

"My father," I understand.

Afon nods. "Bill," he explains, "was the cleanest man I'd ever met. Brilliant lawyer. Upper East Side. Pro bono cases, charity boards, a brilliant wife and a precocious little girl. I knew him a little, through Lukas—Bill did legitimate work for some of Lukas's legitimate businesses. Strictly above board. He didn't know what the rest of it was. He didn't want to know. Can't say I blame him, really."

I can't breathe quite right, but I make myself keep listening anyway.

"I went to him," Afon continues, "because I was desperate and out of good options. I told him I was in trouble—but I didn't exactly explain how and why, or that some of it was well-deserved. It was better, I figured, if Bill thought he was helping an innocent man." He swallows hard, his throat clicking audibly. "And he did help me. Everything I needed and more, he gave me, and by the time he was done, I was free."

I feel sick for some reason I can't explain. But I can't stop from insisting, "That doesn't sound so bad. He helped a friend. He thought you were innocent. That's not a crime, right?"

"That's not the end of it, Caroline." His voice is so gentle it's unbearable. "Because somewhere in those months, he figured it out. He wasn't a stupid man. He started pulling threads of his own, and the threads led places. He found out who I really was, what I really did." He shakes his head slowly. "And by then, it was too late. He'd already gotten his hands too dirty. There's no coming back from that."

The sickness doubles and triples. It's like a stomachache in my head, a migraine in the pit of my belly. My dad was a good man, wasn't he? Wasn't he? Right?!

"I tried to stop it, but it was too late," Afon says. "And besides, that's not how it goes. The rabbit hole to the criminal underworld only runs in one direction. So once your dad took that first step… Well, he just kept sliding deeper and deeper."

"My mother," I whisper. "The screaming. The working late."

"Yes."

"You did that?"

"I started it," he agrees without flinching. "If it weren't for me, if I'd just left him alone, I think your dad would have been a good citizen with a clear conscience." Afon's head drops into his hands. "I pulled him in, Caroline. So everything that came after, everything that happened to your family, to you… It started with me, standing on his doorstep, asking for help I didn't deserve."

I'm shaking my head, over and over, like that could change the past. "But you didn't— you didn't kill them. My mom and dad… It was Reznik, right? Or the Vainakh—you said the Vainakh Syndicate and Dad's partner, Raymond Snyder⁠—"

"That's just the natural consequence of getting involved in the world I introduced him to," says Afon. "Does it matter in the end who pulled the trigger? I don't think so. I just know that I dragged him in. What happened is my fault. All of it."

I'm on my feet suddenly, though I don't remember standing. I know why this feeling is so familiar—because this is how I felt when I cracked my head on that rock in Afon's clearing, days ago, weeks ago, lifetimes ago.

Sick.

Dizzy.

Wrong, wrong, wrong.

"You ruined my family's life," I whisper. "For what? For revenge? Revenge that you didn't even get?"

He reaches out for me. "Caroline, you have to understand⁠—"

But I step out of reach. "I don't want you to touch me," I croak. "Not with… not with those hands."

It's funny to look back and remember how much I loved his hands when I first saw them. They're big and strong, scarred and tattooed, capable and beautiful.

And now, hideous. So fucking hideous.

Because those hands shoved my mom and dad into their graves.

Those hands heaped the cemetery dirt on top.

Those hands etched names into the tombstones. Afon took my parents from me. And he thought, if he just strung out the story long enough, that I'd forgive him for what he did.

I keep backing up, as far away as I can get.

He doesn't chase me like I thought he would. He just sits there on the edge of that ridiculous bed, big and still, taking it. Not flinching, not even once. Letting me hit him with it because he thinks he deserves it.

I think, for the first time, I agree.

He does deserve it.

"You should have told me a long time ago," I say. My eyes are burning. "Before I—before we⁠—"

I can't finish it.

Before I chose you.

Before I started to dream.

"I have to—" I press the heel of my hand to my mouth. Tonight's coq au vin dinner sits heavy and sick in my stomach. "I need air. I need to not be in this room with you anymore."

I turn and start to flee. I almost make it to the door before he speaks again.

"I'm not asking you to forgive me," he says. "There's nothing to forgive, because there's no making it right. I knew that we'd end up here from the moment you walked out of those trees. I've known it every single day since, and I let you in anyway, because I'm a selfish bastard." He draws in a shuddering breath. "But you asked for the truth. Eyes open. And I'd rather you walk out of here hating me with the truth than stay here loving a man who never existed."

I stand in the doorway with my hand on the frame, my back to him, but I can't make myself turn around, because if I turn around and see his face, I don't know what I'll do. Will I scream? Break the lamp?

Or worse: will I cross the room and bury myself in his chest the way I did the night the fear caught up with me?

I can't, I can't do any of those things, because every one of them feels like a betrayal of the two people who used to make me crepes the morning after the screaming.

I came up that mountain for the whole story. I told Afon I was a big girl. I told him I could take it.

I was wrong.

"I can't believe I picked you," I say hoarsely. "Eyes open. What a fucking joke."

"That's the thing about eyes open, Caroline. You can only ever see what's in front of you. But the past is always one step behind."

I slip out and pull the door closed behind me. I run down one hallway, then the next, and the next, taking turns at random, until I find a small alcove out of the way, with no signs of life in any direction.

Once I'm alone, I slide down the wall until I find a miserable, uncomfortable seat on the cold marble floor of this stranger's palace. With my knees to my chest, I let the ugly tears come. They feel like drops oozing from a rotten wound.

But that's okay. There's no one to see me. The halls are empty. Even Wolf is asleep two corridors away, dreaming whatever dogs dream.

It's just the truth I asked for and the future I hoped for, and the wide, wide chasm between them.
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I'm not quite sure exactly how long I sit there. The only sign of time passing is the growing feeling of staticky numbness in my butt cheeks. One goes first, then the other, until it feels like I'm sitting on a cloud. Eventually, the ugly tears slow down, then stop, leaving me feeling scraped out and empty.

Sometime after that come footsteps. Not Afon's. These are lighter, quicker. The woman in gray.

"Miss Oglethorpe?" She crouches down in front of me, but her face shows no signs of surprise. Something tells me it's not the first time she's found someone crying in Lukas Lazarev's hallway. "Mr. Lazarev would like to see you and Mr. Satyrin in the morning. Eight o'clock. He says it's important."

"Wonderful," I mutter with sarcasm. "I'm sure that's gonna go swimmingly."

"Can I get you anything? Tea? A blanket?"

"No," I sigh, well aware that I'm being a stone-cold bitch to someone who's been nothing but nice to me. "Thank you."

She nods, straightens up, and leaves me there.

I don't go back to the bedroom. I find a guest room two doors down that nobody seems to be using and lie on top of the covers in my clothes. But I don't sleep. What would be the point? There's nothing worth dreaming about anymore.
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In the morning, I find that somebody has left a fresh stack of clothes outside the door I chose. I still can't decide if Lukas's omniscience is terrifying or reassuring.

I take a shower because my own B.O. is grossing me out, then get dressed in the new outfit. It's five to eight by the time I emerge, so I make my way to Lukas's study. I walk in with my chin up, because that's the only part of me that still works.

Thanks, Dad.

Afon is already there. He's standing by the window with his back to the door. When I come in, he turns. His face is the worst version of the concrete face, the one from the morning he put me on the bus. It's closed off, chained, deadbolted. Real Ye shall not pass type shit.

I look away and shudder.

Lukas sits in the same chair as before, hands folded. There's no coffee tray this time, no little cookies in a tin. Just him and a single manila folder on the table. Unlike the silver cloches that have housed some of the greatest meals I've ever stuffed into my face over the last few days, I have zero desire to see what that manila thing is hiding. I get the feeling it isn't going to make me happy.

Lukas looks between the two of us. I know damn well that he suspects something has gone sour between us; he just strikes me as an observant kind of man in that regard. But whatever he may or may not see, he doesn't comment.

"There's been a complication," he says.

"Of course there is," I mumble. "Why wouldn't there be? Easy is overrated."

Lukas smiles, though it's tinged with sadness. "My sources indicate that Reznik knows your name, Miss Oglethorpe. He's done his homework. He knows who your father was, where you live, where you work." He taps the folder once. "You're not hard to find."

The cold comes surging back into my stomach. "So what does that mean?"

"It means that going home is not an option for you right now." He spreads his huge hands wide. "Therefore, for the duration of this war, until Reznik has been properly handled, you are at risk. Seeing as how you are incapable of protecting yourself—I mean no offense, by the way; that's a simple statement of fact—that means your safety has become our responsibility."

I glance at Afon, who is suddenly fascinated by the stretch of floor between his feet.

"You said we'd be under your protection," I say. "Now and forever after. That's what you said."

"And you will be." Lukas leans forward, and the room shrinks like it did before. I'm starting to think he might be a witch, the way he bends space and time to suit his liking. "But there are people I can put a wall around, and people I cannot, and the difference between them is simple."

He looks at Afon knowingly, and I frown. I don't like what's passing between the two of them telepathically.

"Care to explain?" I snap. "Some of us are new to all this cloak-and-dagger bullshit."

Lukas sighs and redirects his eyes back on mine. "Family," he intones. "I protect family. The Bratva protects its own. It always has. It's the one thing that's never changed in all the years I've been alive."

He says it as if that answers everything, but I don't get it. I look at Afon again for some kind of explanation. He's finally looking at me, but his jaw is so tight I think it might crack.

"Tell her," Lukas urges.

But he doesn't say anything.

"Will one of you two cryptic motherfu⁠—"

"We have to get married," Afon blurts.

A pause.

Another pause.

A third pause.

How many pauses can live in a row?

This many.

More.

And then…

"Excuse my French," I say in disbelief, "but what in the ever-loving fuck are you talking about?"

But Afon is once again riveted by the tile at his toes. He refuses to look up at me, even for a second.

So I divert my rage to Lukas. "Well? Are you gonna speak up for fucking Pinocchio over here?"

Lukas is calm and unruffled despite my brewing temper tantrum. "A wife makes you family. Family is under the umbrella. It's not symbolic, Miss Oglethorpe. Well, not only symbolic. It is also legal, it's practical, it changes what I can and can't do for you. As Afon's wife, you have his name, his protection, his resources. Reznik would have to come through the entire organization to get to you, and he is not strong enough to do that."

"This is insane," I state.

"It's merely a piece of paper," Lukas says. "It can be undone later, if you both choose to go that route. But for now, it's the strongest wall I can build around you, and I'd rather build it before the war starts than after I've lost you."

I look at Afon. He still hasn't said a single word by way of explanation. Zero attempt whatsoever to paper this over, to frame it in a way that makes a single iota of fucking sense. He's just standing there like a statue, taking it.

And that's what does it. That's what makes the anger come up out of the cold, hot and fast.

"You know what?" I snarl "I'm getting real fucking sick of your Stoic, Tortured Statue Act. Yeah, life is hard, and you've been dealt some bad breaks. But guess what? So has everybody else on the goddamn planet! The universe just throws shit at you, over and over, whether or not you like it or you're ready for it. And yes, taking it all on the chin is admirable, bearing those scars proudly is admirable, standing up as a shield between hard things and the people you love is admirable. But at a certain point, you also have to actually act. You have to make choices. You have to walk into things with your damn eyes open. You can't just be concrete all the time. Concrete is inert and dead. Life is flowing and liquid. You can't just wait. You have to live."

I'm huffing and puffing by the time I finish. My hair is frizzed like I'm actually steaming and my hands are clenched into tight, white-knuckled balls at my sides.

As for Afon?

He hasn't moved an inch.

Concrete, even now.

"You're not even going to say anything?" I snap at him. "You just dropped a bomb on my entire life last night, and now, I'm supposed to marry you? And you're standing there like a—like a fucking coatrack?"

"It's your choice," Afon intones, eyes still aimed down.

"How fucking dare you?!" I scream. "You've spent two weeks deciding everything for me, and now, it's my choice? Now, when it's the worst possible thing?"

Silent. Silent as rock.

"I need to think." I whip around, furious with no outlet. "I can't decide this in five minutes."

Lukas clears his throat. "You have today. The war starts tomorrow. After that, I can't change the shape of what I'm doing." He stands with me, slow and enormous, and crosses to the door to hold it open for me. "I suggest the two of you find some time to talk." He pauses with his hand on the doorframe. "Afon, there's a car waiting. I suggest you take her to the apartment. She should understand what she'd be marrying before she decides."
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We drive for hours in the back of a black SUV with a man up front who doesn't say a word. Afon doesn't say much, either. He sits on his side and I sit on mine. The space between us could swallow a planet.

"Whose apartment are we going to?" I finally ask, somewhere around the George Washington Bridge.

"Mine," Afon replies.

"You still have an apartment in the city? I thought it was wooden shack or bust for you."

"I still have a few things stashed away here and there." He looks out the window. "I told you the Bratva's work was ugly. I didn't tell you it paid."

The building is on Central Park West. Limestone and gargoyles, a green awning, a doorman who straightens up when he sees Afon and says, "Mr. Satyrin. Been a while," like Afon vanished into the mountains last week instead of six months ago.

"Carl," Afon greets. That's it. They must be great friends. Probably send each other Christmas cards.

We go up in an elevator that opens directly into the apartment. Not a hallway—directly into the apartment. As in, the whole floor.

I just stand there and gawk.

The ceilings are easily fourteen feet, maybe higher, with crown molding so intricate it looks like frosting piped by someone who just took a lot of Adderall. Unbroken, frameless panes of window glass run the entire western wall, and beyond them, Central Park unspools in a white tangle of snow-laden trees, the reservoir a silver coin in the distance. The floors are some dark herringbone wood that's been polished to a mirror sheen, scattered with handwoven Turkish rugs.

There's a marble fireplace big enough to roast an ox. And above it, no moose head, thank God, just a single oil painting of a stormy sea. The furniture is clean, mid-century modern, gleaming leather and smooth wooden curves. A bar cart glitters in the corner.

What strikes me most, though, is how empty it feels. No photographs. No clutter. No sign that a single human being has ever actually lived here.

Just like the cabin.

"You…" I turn in a slow, amazed circle. "You have this? And yet you voluntarily chose to live in an unheated shack?"

"I live where I want to live." He sets his keys on a marble foyer table by the door. "The cabin is who I am now. This is who I was."

I drift to the window because I don't know what else to do with myself. The park spreads out below me, all the way to the towers on the other side. In the near distance down there is my whole tiny ordinary life, which feels like it belongs to a different person now. I've never felt poor—white-shoe law firm partners like my dad aren't exactly "down on their luck"—but there are levels to wealth, I'm learning.

"Feel free to explore," Afon says. "I'm going to take a shower."

He turns and slips down the hall on silent feet. I hear a door close and water begin to run through the pipes.

So I go snooping.

But there isn't much to explore, honestly. The apartment is huge, but it's empty and personality-free, like a hotel suite. The kitchen is stunning, but the appliances look like they've never cooked a single egg. A dining room holds a long table and eight chairs, with no scratches, no water rings, no sign anyone ever sat there and laughed until they cried. In the master bedroom is a bed bigger than the one at Lukas's place, made up with crisp white sheets, military-cornered.

I open a closet and find a row of suits. Black, charcoal, navy. All of them expensive and severe. A row of shoes lined up beneath, polished to a shine.

There's no flannel in sight.

This isn't the closet of the Afon I knew. It's the closet of a man named Mr. Satyrin who walks into dark rooms and does bad things inside of them.

Shuddering, I close the closet door and wander back to the window with the view of the city.

We have to get married. I turn those words over and over, looking for a seam, a way to make them mean something other than what they mean. It's not symbolic, Lukas said. Well, not only symbolic.

But it is symbolic. That's the whole problem. Two days ago, I would have done it. Back then, if Afon had gotten down on one knee in the snow and asked me to marry him, I'd have said yes before he finished the sentence.

Eyes open. On purpose. I picked him.

Yet now, here I am, being asked to pick him again—-except this time I know exactly what those hands did. My mother screamed in her sleep because of the man in the shower down the hall. My father is in an early grave because of his sins.

I don't know how long I stand there. Long enough that the sun comes up over the clouds clustered on the horizon and begins to melt the snow on the glass, until little rivulets of water trickle down the panes.

Then I hear footsteps behind me, and I turn around.

And I stop.

I genuinely don't know who I'm looking at.

Afon's beard is gone. All of it. He shaved it down to nothing, and underneath is a jaw I've only ever seen in shadow. It's square and hard and clean. It belongs on a magazine, honestly, if not the freaking MOMA. He's in one of those suits from the closet. The one he chose is black as midnight. It fits him perfectly, and I remember that Lukas isn't the only one with unearthly proportions. Huge shoulders stretch the jacket to its limit, and above the V of the white, open-collar shirt, I spy the tip of that eight-pointed star tattoo. His hair is combed back, still damp, dark but shot through with gray.

It's like one of those teen movies, where the girl takes off her glasses and shakes out her hair and everyone gasps. Except backwards. And real. Mountain Man Afon, with the woodpile and the cans of beans and the moose head, is gone.

In his place is this.

Filthy Rich Afon.

Mr. Satyrin.

Then I look at his eyes.

And any heart flutters I might've been feeling die a quick and brutal death.

Because they're concrete again. There's nothing behind them. No fire. No lust. No half-inch crack. Certainly no trace of love.

It's the most honest thing about him, those eyes. The suit is a costume. The cabin was a costume, too, I'm realizing. But the eyes… the eyes are the man. Closed-off, chained, deadbolted. A man who killed and lied and pulled my father into the dark and let me fall for him anyway because he's a selfish bastard.

This is who he is.

The realization guts me. It scoops me out clean.

"Okay," I say, numb and resigned.

He frowns. "Okay what?"

"I'll marry you." I don't even recognize the deadened voice coming out of my own mouth. "That's what you wanted to know, isn't it? That's why we drove three hours. So I could see all this and understand what I'd be marrying." I gesture at the suit, the apartment, the man, and all he represents. "Well. I see it now."

His frown deepens. "Are you sure you⁠—"

I turn back to the window so I don't have to look at his face. "Eyes open. Isn't that what you keep saying? Well, they're fully open now. So let's get this shit over with."
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CAROLINE


The wedding is the day after tomorrow. That's what Lukas decided, anyway. I didn't get a vote, which feels about right for how the last two weeks have gone.

We drove back from the apartment in the same thorny silence we left in, Afon in his suit looking like a stranger, me in the corner of the SUV staring out at the dirty snow piled along the highway. By the time we got back to the big house, it was dark. I went straight to the guest room I'd claimed and shut the door.

I didn't sleep much.

In the morning, there's a knock.

I assume it's the woman in gray, or maybe Afon, so I almost don't answer. But the knock comes again, followed by a voice I recognize.

"Caroline? It's Cass. Open up before I have these very large men break the door down."

I scramble off the bed and open it.

Cassandra Snyder stands in the hallway in jeans and a cream sweater, her dark hair pulled back, looking exactly the same as she did at her cousin Dani's wedding six months ago, when I last saw her. Behind her are two other women I half-recognize. One has red hair and freckles and a build that fills out her clothes in a way that makes me self-conscious about my own week-on-a-mountain situation. The other has dirty-blonde hair, brown eyes, and a softness to her face that doesn't match this enormous cold house at all.

"Cass," I say in surprise. "What are you doing here?"

"What am I doing here?" She pushes past me into the room and the other two follow. "My friend disappeared on a 'wellness retreat' two weeks ago, then I find out she's actually been up a mountain getting shot at by Russians, and now, she's getting married in two days, and you think I'd miss that?"

"Lukas called us," explains the redhead. She sticks out a hand. "Jillian. I'm Lukas's son's—" she stops. "It's complicated. Everyone here is complicated. You'll get used to it."

"Rae," says the blonde, with a small wave. "I'm married to Lukas."

I look between the three of them. "He sent for you."

"He did," confirms Rae. "He said you'd be marrying into the family and you didn't have anyone here. And that you might need…" She trails off, glancing at the others.

"He said you might need women who understand," Cass finishes gently.

I don't say anything. My throat is tight and hot.

"Anyway," Cass continues, clapping her hands together, "there are dresses to be chosen. Lukas had them brought in and he… Well, he's never done anything halfway in his entire life, so there are a lot to choose from. There's also champagne, which I personally consider non-negotiable. So. Girls' day! Whether you like it or not."
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The dresses are in a room I've never been in, which doesn't narrow it down much in a house this size. At least three dozen of them hang on a rolling rack, white and ivory and champagne and every color in between, sheaths and ballgowns and contraptions that don't yet have a name. Someone has set out a tray of pastries and a bottle of Dom Pérignon, sweating in a silver ice bucket.

"This is absurd," I say.

Jillian laughs as she pops the cork with a practiced thumb. "You should see his birthday parties."

She pours four glasses. Cass hands me one.

Then, at their urging, I try on a dress. Then another. Then another. Cass zips and unzips, Rae adjusts straps, Jillian gives blunt verdicts—"no," "absolutely not," "your boobs are doing something weird in that one." It's strange, warm, and against all odds, almost normal. For a little while, I forget why I'm here.

Then I catch myself in the mirror in the fourth dress—a simple ivory silk thing that skims down my hips—and I see my own face.

Just like that, the forgetting stops.

"That's the one," Rae says softly.

"What if I don't want it to be the one?" I whisper.

I sit down on the little velvet bench in front of the mirror, still in the dress, and I put my face in my hands.

"Okay," Cass declares. "Out. Both of you. Go drink the rest of the champagne somewhere else."

"Cass—" Rae starts.

"Go."

They go. Cass sits down next to me on the bench. She doesn't say anything for a while. She just sits there, and somehow, that's exactly right, because Cass has always been a woman who knows when to talk and when not to.

"He pulled my father into it," I finally say. "Did Lukas tell you?"

"Lukas doesn't tell anyone anything," Cass laughs. "But I figured something happened, and I kinda figured it was pretty bad. You've got a face like a kicked dog. No offense."

"None taken." I wipe my eyes with the back of my hand. "Afon told me the whole story, the thing I went up that mountain to find out." I take a shaky inhale. "The short version is that my dad was a good man—and then Afon dragged him into the Bratva's world. The way he put it, once you're in, you don't get out. So my dad slid in deeper and deeper. And that's why my parents are dead. Because of him."

Cass breathes softly at my side. She's looking at me in the mirror, her dark eyes steady.

"Can you believe I fell for him?" I whisper. "Or at least, I thought I did. But what am I supposed to do with all that now?" I look down at the gauzy white fabric draped over my lap and laugh miserably. "Marry him, I guess. That's so funny. The thing I wanted so badly for a minute there is now the absolute worst thing that could happen to either of us."

Cass doesn't gasp. She doesn't tell me it's terrible, or that it's fine, or any of the things people usually say. She just nods slowly.

"Can I tell you something?" she says after a while.

"Fire away," I say with another sickened laugh. "It's not like I have anywhere else to be."

"I married the man who killed my sister."

I turn to look at her in horror. I know bits and pieces of her story, but truth be told, I've been kind of absorbed with my parents' deaths over the last year. "What?"

"Raymond. You remember him, I'm sure. He and your father were the lead partners at the law firm." Her jaw is set tight, eyes shining with ferocity. "I'll spare you the gory details for now, because this isn't about me, but in short, he killed Giana, my older sister. And I married him. On purpose. Eyes open, as you'd say." She picks at the hem of her sleeve. "So you don't have to explain the feeling to me. The thing where you want something and it disgusts you at the same time and you can't tell which one is real."

"Cass, I didn't—I didn't know."

"Nobody does. That's sort of the point." She gives me a small, crooked smile. "But I'm not telling you so you'll feel sorry for me. I'm telling you because I've thought about this exact thing more than anyone alive, probably." She leans back against the mirror and smiles sadly in my direction. "And here's what I figured out: There's a very, very essential difference between a man who chose to hurt you and a man who's hurting for you."

I don't say anything. It's hard to reply when someone's busy scrambling your brain so effectively.

"Did Afon want to hurt your family?" she questions. "Was that the plan? Get in, ruin the Oglethorpes, watch you cry over their graves and cackle like a supervillain?"

"No," I say, shaking my head. "No, I think it was all just… You know how one desperate choice leads to another? I think it was something like that. Grief just makes us all stupid, I guess."

Cass nods, as if that's exactly what she figured I'd say. "So he made one decision," she says. "Twenty years ago. Out of his mind with grief, chasing the people who murdered his wife, desperate, alone, and he went to your dad. And it spiraled. And then it kept spiraling, bigger and bigger, until, boom, it rocks your world." She fixes me with a glance. "Just curious: Did he tell you he was sorry?"

It takes me a moment to remember the details of our conversation. I think my brain wants to blot it all out and erase it from the record. "He told me there was nothing to forgive because there was no making it right." I let out a tear-stained laugh. "And that he'd rather I walk out hating him with the truth than stay loving a man who never existed."

To my surprise, that makes her smile from ear to ear.

"Caroline, you crazy girl," she says finally, "do you understand how rare that is?"

"What?"

"A man who tells you the worst possible truth about himself when lying would have been so, so easy…" She shakes her head slowly. "He could have told you anything. There's a billion people he could plausibly blame. But he took the burden on himself, let you know that he was the villain. Even though he also knew damn well that it would make you run for the hills. Or, well, maybe run for the beach. I get the feeling you're sick of heights." She laughs pleasantly and smiles at me again, full of wisdom I never knew she had. "Men lie about everything. Trust me, I know better than most. But the one man with the most reason in the world to lie to you—he told you the truth. The one that costs him you."

I stare at the floor. I can't even cry, because I'm not even sure that what's happening right now qualifies as "sad." It's just… a lot, I guess. It's so much. Too much. My heart can't take this many simultaneous feelings.

Because Cass is right.

Afon told me. Over and over, in a hundred ways, from the very first day, he told me exactly who he was and exactly what was coming. He never once pretended to be a good man.

"He told me at the beginning," I say slowly. "He said it would break my heart, and that he was going to make me leave before that could happen."

"Yet you didn't leave," Cass infers. "Why not?"

The answer is obvious. "Because I'd already started to love him."

Another wise woman grin. Cass reaches over and takes my hand. "The way I see it, we're not concerned anymore with what Afon did or did do. The question is, what are you gonna do about it? Can you love an imperfect man?"

"I'm just so mad at him, though," I protest.

She laughs like I just told the world's best joke. "Damn right you are! But guess who's even madder at him than you are?" She waits a second before she delivers the only possible punchline. "He is, of course. Honey, he's tortured himself for a long time now because of what he did. He quite literally turned himself into a hermit. But then you come stumbling along—literally, from what I hear—and suddenly, the man who swore he'd never want something ever again finds himself wanting you. It's no wonder he kept trying to give you back. He doesn't think he's allowed to have you. You get to decide whether or not that's true."

I'm crying again. But it's different this time. It's not the scooped-out, rotten-wound crying from the hallway last night. These tears come from somewhere deeper, somewhere that's been clenched tight for days.

"He's so stupid," I sob. "He's such a stupid, brave idiot."

Cass laughs and pulls me into a hug, careful of the silk dress. "They all are. Every single one of them. It's a whole epidemic in this family. You'll fit right in."
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The others come back in eventually. Rae with red eyes of her own, like she'd been doing some crying in the hall, and Jillian with a fresh bottle of champagne.

"Ladies, are we okay?" Rae asks gently.

I look at myself in the mirror. The dress is beyond gorgeous, but my face above it is puffy from crying, blotchy, red, just a straight up mess.

And yet…

I've got my mom's bright eyes. My dad's strong chin. And the eyes are shining and the chin is high and proud, just like they taught me.

They're here with me, in their own way. I think I can live with that.

"Yeah," I say. I'm surprised to find I mean it. "I think we're okay."

"Is that the dress?" Jillian asks.

I pat the silk down over my hip and grin shyly. "I think it's the one."

We drink the rest of the champagne and yap our little hearts out. Rae tells me about how she met Lukas—she was his executive assistant, of all things, and there's clearly a whole novel in that story she's only giving me the first chapter of. Jillian goes next, and her meet-cute is so insanely dark that I gasp and knock my glass over and have to pour a new one. Cass tells a story about Matvei that has all of us crying with laughter, and for a while, it really does feel like a girls' day, like I'm a normal bride with normal nerves and normal friends, and not a woman marrying the man who set in motion the deaths of her parents because the alternative is being hunted through the snow by the ghosts of his past.

How insane.

How certifiably crazy.

How freaking poetic.

I'm marrying the man who ruined my family.

Who is also the man who held me on the floor of his cabin until the fear let go, and tended my many wounds, and carried me down a mountain.

Same man. Same hands.

I thought, last night, that those hands were hideous. That they shoved my parents into their graves and heaped the dirt on top.

But Cass is right: A man who lies to keep you isn't worth keeping.

A man who tells you the truth that loses you—well, that's the sort of man you marry.

When the champagne is gone and the dresses are hung back up except for mine, and Rae and Jillian have wandered off to find their own husbands, Cass lingers at the door.

"You're going to be okay," she says. "I can tell. You've got the look."

"What look?"

"The look of a woman who just figured out what she's doing." She grins. "Welcome to the family, Caroline. We're a disaster, but we're loyal to the death."

She leaves, but I stand alone in the room a while longer, looking at the ivory dress on its hanger and smiling like Wolf lying in a patch of sunlight.

Then I go to find Afon.

I know exactly what I'm going to say.

Eyes open. On purpose.

I.

Choose.

You.
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AFON


The night before the wedding, I find Lukas in his study.

I don't knock. I never have. He's sitting in the same chair as always, a glass of whiskey at his elbow, the fire low. He doesn't look up when I come in. He just nods at the chair across from him, and I sit.

For a long time, neither of us says anything. That's how it's always been with Lukas and me. We can sit in a silence that would make other men squirm. We've sat in worse silences than this one, in worse rooms, with worse things on the floor between us.

"She'll do it," I say finally. "She'll marry me."

"I know," Lukas says. He sips his drink. "I never doubted it."

"I did."

He turns his head and looks at me with those dark gray eyes that have seen everything and forgiven almost none of it. "You doubt everything good that comes near you, Afon. You always have. It's why you're still alive, and it's also why you've never been happy."

I don't have anything to say to that. He's right, and we both know it. There's no point arguing with a man who's been reading me like a cheap paperback since before this girl was born.

"You shaved," he notes.

"For the wedding."

"Mm." He looks back at the fire. "You look like the man I knew twenty years ago."

I shake my head. "That man's dead."

"No," Lukas says. "He's just been hiding on a mountain."

I look at the fire. The coals flare and settle. I wonder if my cabin is still there at all, or if all the ash has blown away or been covered by snow. To think I was planning to live there for the rest of my days, and yet, now that it's gone, I don't feel one bit of sorrow for the loss. The woman I'm going to marry came waltzing out of the woods and ruined my final peace, and all I want to do is beg for her forgiveness and let me spend the rest of my days with her instead.

Lukas doesn't say anything else. He doesn't have to. We just sit. Two old men and a fire and twenty years of silence we both know how to hold.

It's the most peace I've had in a long time.

"You told her about Bill," Lukas says.

"I told her everything."

"And she's still here."

"Against all odds," I agree. "For now. But only because she's got nowhere else to go."

Lukas turns the glass in his big, scarred hand. "You always did this. Tell yourself the worst version. It's a way of bracing for the blow." He sets the glass down. "But I watched her face when she talked about you, before all this. And I watched yours just now. So spare me the bullshit."

I wince, mostly because he isn't wrong.

"Yelena," says Lukas, inducing another wince from me, "is gone. That's harsh but true, brother. You don't have to carry that burden with you anymore. Your vow to her ended. And your vow to me ended, too. What happens next is up to you."

My thumb seeks the band without my permission. I make myself stop.

"I'll take it off when it's done," I growl. "When the war's over and Caroline knows everything and she's still standing in front of me. If she still is."

Lukas studies me a long moment. Then he stands, slow and enormous, his knees cracking the same way mine do now. We're both old men. We were young men together, and we did terrible things, and now, we're old men, but the terrible things are still there, clinging to us with the last of their strength.

"Get some sleep, my friend," he says. "The war starts tomorrow. But first, you get married." He puts his hand on my shoulder on his way past, heavy and warm. "Try to let yourself have one good day. Before the bad ones come back."

He leaves. I hear his footsteps fade down the hall, and then a door, and then nothing.

I stay in the chair. The fire burns down. I don't sleep. I never do, not the night before something.

The satellite phone is in my jacket pocket. I almost left it in the truck, almost handed it back to Lukas, almost did a hundred things with it. But a man like me keeps the phone. It's habit. It's reflex. It's the same reason I leave the key in the ignition and the same reason I built a cairn full of cash in the snow.

And then…

… it buzzes against my ribs.

I go very still.

Only one number ever called this phone, and that was Lukas. Lukas just walked out of this room. So who could this be?

No one else has the contact.

No one is supposed to have it.

I pull it out. The screen glows. UNKNOWN.

I answer it without speaking. I press it to my ear and I listen, because that's how you learn the most, by giving the other man nothing and letting him fill the silence.

At first, there's only static, the hiss of distance, of mountains and snow and miles.

Then a voice.

"Afon Satyrin," it purrs, familiar and horrible. "Playing the quiet game, eh? You always were good at that. The patient one."

Twenty years drop away. In the blink of an eye, I'm in a back room in Kingston, and there's a hungry, scrawny kid scarfing cold dumplings out of a takeout box, watching everything and saying nothing. Gervasii's hand on the kid's shoulder.

He's sharp, Afon. Sharper than both of us. We could use sharp.

"Reznik," I say.

"Bingo." He laughs. "Took you long enough to say it. You and Gervasii, you two never could just say the damn thing. Always dancing around it. Always the slow approach."

"How did you get this number?"

"Does it matter?" The static crackles. "There's no number that can't be bought if you know whose pocket it's sitting in." He pauses, then adds, "Though I'll admit, this one cost me. You had it tucked away somewhere expensive."

I growl, "What do you want?"

"I have something of yours," Reznik says.

"I don't have anything you could've stolen. You burned the only thing I owned. Congratulations."

"I'm not talking about the cabin, friend." He sounds entirely too pleased with himself, and that's how I know that whatever's coming next is very, very bad. "I have your nephew."

I keep the phone steady against my ear and my breathing level. Outwardly, I do not make a sound, but inside, something old and terrible cracks open, the same thing that cracked when I knelt in the snow at Saratoga Springs and looked at the place where her car went off the road.

"Matvei," I whisper.

"Bingo again," Reznik agrees. "You're good at this! Gervasii's boy is all grown up now. A lawyer, can you believe it? Soft hands. Fancy suit. He fought, though, when my men took him. I'll give him that. The blood runs true."

"He's not involved," I snarl. "He got out. He's got nothing to do with any of this."

"And yet…" Reznik lets that hang. "Funny how that works. You think you can pull a thread out of the cloth and it'll just be free. But the cloth remembers where the thread used to be." Another soft laugh. "You and Gervasii pulled me out of the gutter and stitched me into something. You think I forgot? You think I don't remember every single one of you?"

My hand is white-knuckled around the phone. "You leave Matvei out of this. This is between you and me."

"Yes," Reznik says. "It is. Which is exactly why I called."

I close my eyes.

"Here's how it goes," he says, and now his voice is brisk, businesslike, the voice of a man who's run a thousand deals and knows that the moment after you have someone by the throat is the best time to set the terms. "You come to me. Alone. No Lazarevs. No Bratva. No dog, though I hear the rabid little pup is out of commission anyway—shame, that. I liked the look of him. You come alone, on foot, unarmed."

"When?"

"Tomorrow. At noon." I can hear the smile on his end of the line. "I understand you have somewhere to be at noon. A wedding, I'm told? How nice. The Oglethorpe girl, eh? Bill's daughter, all grown up and getting married to the man who put her father in the ground. There's a poem in that somewhere. Pity that I never had the head for poems. Gervasii did. Though look where it got him."

The cold spreads from my chest down into my arms, my hands, my legs. He knows. He knows about the wedding, knows the hour, knows everything, which means he has eyes inside or near or close enough.

Which means none of us were ever as hidden as we thought.

"You come at noon," Reznik says, "and you walk into my camp with your hands open, and the boy walks out. He goes home to his pretty wife and his soft life and he never hears my name again. You have my word."

"The fuck is 'your word' worth, Reznik?" I grit out.

"It's all I've got, and it's better than yours ever was." The smile is gone now. "I'll say this last part even though it's unnecessary: If you don't come, or you bring company, or you're so much as a minute late, I will take Gervasii's son apart one piece at a time and mail him to you. Do you understand me?"

I understand him. God help me, I understand him completely, because I taught him, along with Gervasii. We made him in our own image and then we left him for dead. Since then, he's spent twenty years becoming the worst of everything we ever were.

"I'll come," I vow.

"I know you will." The warmth returns to his voice. "You always were the loyal one, Afon. Gervasii ran his mouth and got himself killed, but you—you crawled back and paid and paid and paid. You never could stand to lose anyone." He sighs, full of misplaced melancholy. "Noon. At the camp where you found your girl. We'll be waiting."

The line goes dead.

I sit in the dark for a long time with the phone in my hand. The fire is almost out. The amber glass on the table still has a finger of liquor in it, Lukas's, untouched, and I slug it back without tasting it.

I meant what I said: I'm going, and I'm going alone.

There is no version of this where I bring Lukas's men. Reznik will have a watcher on the road. He'll know if I try to cheat, and then he'll kill Matvei and come for Caroline anyway, because the only thing that ever satisfies a man like Reznik is death heaped on top of death.

So I'll go alone. Maybe Reznik keeps his word and lets the boy walk. If it means that Matvei lives, that Caroline lives…

… then whatever happens to me is not so important anymore.

If there's anything I've learned, it's that you can't have a thing and keep it safe at the same time.

But you can die for it.

That is something a man can always do.

I stand. My knees crack and my back aches. I'm going to die an old man, in the snow, where I was always meant to die. There's a rightness to it that I can't argue with. A nice, clean full circle.

I go down the long halls on silent feet. The house sleeps around me. I find the room they gave Caroline. The door is unlocked, and it makes no noise when I ease it open.

She's asleep. The ivory wedding dress she chose today hangs on the closet door, pale in the dark. She's curled on her side under the blanket with one hand tucked beneath her cheek, looking like all the beauty in the world put together.

I stand over her for a moment. I don't touch her. If I touch her, I won't be able to do this.

I take the ring off.

It takes a few hard twists and jerks. Twenty years of wearing it has worn a groove, and the skin beneath is pale and soft, untouched by sun or weather. I hold it in my palm and gaze down at it.

I hope she knows what this means.

I take the folded granola bar wrapper out of my breast pocket—the one I picked out of a drainage ditch in Pike Hollow, the one I smoothed flat and carried fourteen miles down a mountain, the one I never told her about because there are no words for what it is, for why a man like me would keep a thing like that.

It's the first piece of her I ever held. A piece of garbage. The most valuable thing I own.

I set them both on the pillow beside her head. The ring and the wrapper. The past I thought defined me and the thing that showed me I could still have a future.

I look at her one more time.

"Eyes open," I whisper, so quiet it isn't even a sound. "On purpose. I chose you, too."

Then I go.

I walk out of the room, down the long halls, and out the great doors into the cold, which has always been waiting for me. The snow has stopped and the sky is clear and hard and full of stars.

I don't tell anyone, not Lukas, not the men, not anyone, because the only way to keep them safe is to keep them out of it, and the only way to keep her safe is to walk into the dark alone and not come back out.

I get in the car and find, as I expected, that the keys are waiting in the ignition. The engine turns over quickly and quietly.

Noon, Reznik said. I've got hours. Enough to drive north and walk into that camp at the appointed hour with my hands open and my heart already given away.

I'm sorry, I think to her. I love you, and I'm so sorry.

I put the car in gear and I drive north, toward the mountains and Reznik, toward the place where it started and the place where it ends.

I don't look back.
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I wake up happy.

That's the part I'll remember later, when I'm trying to make sense of this day. I wake up happy, for the first time in I don't know how long, because last night, after talking to Cass, I went to find Afon with my whole speech ready.

But I couldn't find him. The woman in gray said he was with Lukas and they should probably not be disturbed. So I went back to bed and figured I'd say it in the morning.

Today. The day of the wedding.

But as it turns out, I'm not going to get that chance.

Because when I roll over to stretch, my hand brushes something on the pillow.

Two somethings, actually.

I sit up. The room is gray with early light, the curtains glowing at the edges. The ivory dress hangs on the closet door like a ghost.

On the pillow next to where my head was, there's a ring. And a folded piece of plastic.

I pick up the ring first.

I recognize it instantly. It's the bronze band. Afon's ring. The one he's worn for twenty years. It's still warm.

My stomach drops. Slow at first, then all at once, like an elevator with a cut cable.

I unfold the paper with shaking fingers.

It's a granola bar wrapper.

Just a granola bar wrapper, the foil smoothed flat and folded into careful quarters, the kind of thing you'd find in the bottom of a backpack. And I know, the second I look at it, where it came from.

It's mine. The wrapper from the granola bar I ate the morning that Afon dumped me at the bus station in Pike Hollow.

He kept it.

He kept a piece of garbage I threw away, smoothed it flat, folded it, and carried it like a soldier wearing a locket in the war trenches.

For a long, dumb minute, I just sit there, holding the ring in one hand and the wrapper in the other, and I think, He left them for me. He took the ring off. He's ready.

And the happiness lasts about another half a second.

Because then the rest of it lands.

He took the ring off. He left it on my pillow with the most precious thing he owns. He didn't wake me and say anything to me—he did it in the dark, while I was asleep, without a word.

You don't take off a ring you've worn for twenty years and leave it on a woman's pillow because you're excited to marry her at noon.

You do it because you don't think you'll be there at noon.

You do it because you're saying goodbye.

"No," I say out loud. "No. No, no, no."

I throw the blanket off and leap to my feet. My ankle screams—the dumb thing's still half-busted from the mountain—but I no longer give a damn. I shove my feet into the first shoes I find, which turn out to be a pair of stupid little flats someone left out with yesterday's clothes, and I yank open the door so hard it bounces off the wall.

The hallway is empty. The whole house is quiet, that deep predawn quiet where it feels like you're the only person alive.

But I'm not the only person alive. I know where the men are.

I've watched Afon disappear into the war room every morning for two days. Down the main hall, left at the painting of the dead king or whoever it is, double doors, the room with the long table where Lukas spreads out maps and folders and talks in his low voice about a coming battle that isn't my business.

Well, guess what?

It's my business now.

I run. The flats slap against the marble and my ankle protests every step. But I don't slow down, because there's a clock ticking and I don't know how much time is on it. I clutch the ring in one fist and the wrapper in the other so hard the foil edges bite into my palm.

I hit the double doors and shove them open without knocking.

The war room is already full. There are maybe eight men inside, including Lukas and his son, Kir, standing at the head of the table over a map. Coffee cups everywhere, wreathed with cigarette smoke. They all look up at once, and I watch every single hand in that room twitch toward a weapon before they register that it's just me.

Just the bride. Just the woman in the wrinkled t-shirt and the borrowed flats, hair everywhere, eyes wild.

"Caroline," Lukas says with mild surprise. "You should not be in here."

"Where is he?"

His face doesn't change, but his eyes seem to darken. "Where is who?"

I hold up the ring and the wrapper. My hands are shaking so hard I'm afraid I'll drop both items. "Don't treat me like I'm stupid, please. I don't have time and neither does he. Where is Afon?"

Kir looks at his father. One of the other men glances toward the window, toward the long drive, and that's all I need to see. That little flick of the eyes toward the place where a car would have left from.

"He's gone, isn't he?" I interrupt.

Lukas sets down the folder in his hand. Everything that man does is slow, like he's got all the time in the world, like the world will simply have to wait for him. Doesn't he see that, right now, I want to scream?

"We don't know that he's⁠—"

I wave the ring in his face. "Do you see this shit? I know you don't know what the wrapper means, but I'm pretty damn sure you know enough about Afon to guess why he left behind this ring. He wouldn't give that back unless he didn't think he'd be coming home."

For the first time since I've met him, Lukas Lazarev looks his age. Just for a second. Just a flicker. Then it's gone and he's ice again, but I saw it.

"Sit down, Caroline," he says.

"No."

"I wasn't asking."

"I said no."

And then, because my legs are carrying me and my head hasn't caught up yet, I walk the length of the table. Past the men, who part for me like they don't know what else to do with a barefoot-but-for-flats woman vibrating with rage. Past the maps and the coffee and the gun someone's left lying casually next to a notepad. I walk all the way to the head of the table, to the empty chair at the far end, opposite Lukas, and I pull it out and I drop down in it like his throne is mine for the taking.

I put the ring on the table in front of me. I lay the wrapper down flat beside it, smoothing it out the way Afon must have smoothed it a hundred times.

And I look down the long table at Lukas Lazarev, who has more money, more guns, and more dead men behind him than I can imagine, and I say, "One of you is going to tell me what's happening. Right now."

Nobody moves.

Fine then. We'll do this the hard way.

"He got a call last night, didn't he?" It's coming together as I say it, the pieces snapping into place. "Something happened. Someone called him." I look around the table at all their carefully blank faces. "It was Reznik, wasn't it?"

A man with the scarred eyebrow opens his mouth and Lukas silences him with one lifted finger.

"Yes," Lukas confirms after a moment. "We believe so. Afon's gone, his vehicle is gone, and the satellite phone is gone with him. He told no one. Which is exactly what I would have expected from him. To walk into the dark alone and let no one follow."

"Why?" I demand. "Why would he do that? Reznik wants him, I get it, but Afon's not stupid. He wouldn't just hand himself over for nothing."

"Not for nothing." Lukas exhales through his nose. He glances at Kir, then back at me, then sighs. "Reznik has Matvei."

Matvei.

Cass's husband. Afon's nephew.

The man who handed me my father's letter at a wedding six months ago, who's the whole reason I started down this insane road in the first place.

Lukas actually looks sympathetic, to my surprise. "Reznik will have made it simple. Afon comes alone, unarmed, and Mat goes free. If Afon chose not to come, or tried to strong-arm him somehow, Reznik would kill them both and come for you." He spreads his big, scarred hands flat on the table.

I stare at the ring where I dropped it on the table. This chipped, scratched little circle of worn bronze that he carried for twenty years for a woman who died in the snow, that he took off and left for me because he thought it was the closest he'd get to saying goodbye.

I can almost picture how he did it.

Standing over my bed in the dark. Whispering my own words back at me.

Eyes open. On purpose. I chose you, too.

And then walking out to go die.

A strange sort of alchemy takes place inside of me. The fear and the grief curdle into something else, something hot, clear, and almost calm. All the noise drops away and there's just the thing that has to be said and me to say it.

"No," I declare.

Lukas tilts his head. "No?"

"We had a deal." I'm not talking to Lukas, not really. I'm talking to a man who's already an hour north of here driving toward a man who wants to kill him. "Afon and me, we made a deal. He tells me everything, his way, his order, when he says so—and then I'd get to choose what happened next. That was the whole point." I press my palm flat over the ring to cover it. "He doesn't get to decide for me that he's not coming back. That's not the deal."

"Caroline," Lukas says, "I understand you're upset, but⁠—"

"I'm getting married today." I look up and down the table at all of them, these dangerous men who've gone perfectly still. "Do you hear me? At noon today, I'm getting married. Just because the groom has decided to spend the morning getting himself killed instead doesn't mean that I'm cancelling this shit. Look at me. Look at me! I am telling you, every single one of you, that is not going to happen, because I am not going to let it."

A stunned silence follows.

Then Lukas says, "There are real lives at risk here, Caroline. These things cannot be rushed."

"Bullshit. I know exactly what I'm asking." I stand up. My ankle holds. "You said the price of your help is the rest of someone's life. Fine. I'll pay it. Whatever it is, put it on my tab. But you said something else, too, in your study. You said you protect family." I lift my chin—my dad's chin, the one Lukas himself pointed out. "I'm about to be his wife. That makes me family. So protect us. Both of us. Go get my husband."

Lukas Lazarev looks at me across the length of that table, this enormous old man with his scarred hands and his gray eyes. If I didn't know any better, I'd say he almost respects me now.

And when he speaks, it isn't to me. It's to the room.

"I want eyes on that logging road within the hour, far enough back that Reznik's sentries don't see us coming. Nobody moves on the camp until I say. We do this clean, or we do not do it at all—but we are going to do it." He turns to Kir. "Work on getting satellites or drones over the camp so we aren't going in blind."

The room comes alive all at once—chairs scraping, men moving, the map sliding across the table, a dozen different phones lighting up. The stillness is gone, replaced by military purpose and violent poise. I stand there in my wrinkled t-shirt and my borrowed flats in the middle of it, holding a worn-out ring and a folded granola bar wrapper, watching the machine roar to life.

Lukas looks back down the table at me. Just once.

"You'll stay here," he says.

"Like hell I will."

The corner of his mouth twitches—almost, almost a smile, the same ghost of one I've seen on Afon a hundred times now. "I said that for the record. So that when you ignore me, no one can say I didn't try." He straightens. His gray eyes hold mine. "But if I do bring you along, you are to stay in the vehicle and you do exactly what you're told, or I will have you physically restrained. Are we clear?"

I give him a sarcastic salute. "Crystal."

"Good." He picks up the folder. "Then go get changed. We've got a war to start—and apparently, a wedding to make on time."

Grinning as adrenaline surges through my veins, I turn to run back to my bedroom so I can prepare for war. I tuck the wrapper in my pocket and keep the ring in my hand. I'm not letting this thing out of my sight until I've put it back on his finger… and he's put one on mine.
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Eight minutes later, I'm back in the war room.

This time, I'm wearing a wedding dress.

Not the whole thing, not the train and the veil and all that. But the ivory silk gown is on and girded for war. I put it on because I don't have time to do my hair and makeup and get all dolled up, and because if Lukas is going to make this wedding happen on time, then I am going to be ready the second we get Afon back. I'm not going to waste a single minute changing clothes.

Over the dress, I've got one of the men's spare coats. It's black and huge, it reeks of cigarettes and gun oil, and it hangs down past my knees. I look insane. I know that. A bride in a men's coat and a pair of borrowed flats, hair shoved back behind my ears, jaw clenched tight, chin held high and proud.

I don't give a fuck.

Lukas looks at me when I come back in. His eyes go down to the dress, then back up to my face.

"You're committed," he notes.

"I told you I'm getting married today," I say. "Did I stutter?"

Kir is at the table, three phones going at once. The map's still spread out, but now, there are pins in it, little colored ones, and somebody's drawn a circle in red marker around a spot up north.

"The camp where they took me," I say, walking over. "That's where he's going?"

"That's where Reznik said," Kir confirms without looking up. "Whether Reznik actually staged the meet there is another question."

I frown. "Why wouldn't he?"

"Because a man like Reznik doesn't tell you the real spot." Lukas comes to the table. He moves slow, like always, but I can sense anxiety, or whatever the equivalent emotion is for a man with ice in his veins like him. "He tells you a spot. Then he watches it. If anyone shows up who isn't Afon, he knows. Then the real meet is somewhere else."

I stare at the red circle. "So we don't know where Afon's actually going."

"Not yet."

"But we will?"

Lukas doesn't answer. He's looking at one of his men, the one with the scarred eyebrow, who's got a phone pressed to his ear and his hand cupped over the other.

"Boss," the man says. He lowers the phone. "Ivanov's on the line. Says he's got something."

Lukas holds out his hand. The man puts the phone in it. Lukas presses a button so it goes on speaker and sets it on the table.

"Alexei," Lukas says.

"Lukas." The voice is tinny through the speaker, but I can hear it clear enough. A man's voice, smooth, careful. "I heard our old friend went and got himself in trouble."

"How did you hear that?"

"Because that old friend called me three days ago and told me Reznik was alive. I've had my ear to the ground ever since. When Afon Satyrin tells you a dead man is breathing, you start listening for footsteps."

"What do you have?"

"Reznik moved his people out of the logging camp the night before last. The whole operation. Trucks, men, the snowmobiles. Gone."

"We know," Kir interjects.

"Right. So the question is where they went." Alexei's voice takes on a careful hush. "I have a man who runs fuel up in that county. Diesel, propane, gas for the generators. People like Reznik can't run a camp without fuel, and there aren't many places to buy it that won't ask questions. My man got a call two days ago. Big order, cash on delivery to an old hunting lodge off County Route 9, about six miles east of the logging camp."

I look at the map. Kir's already sliding his finger across it.

"There," he says. He taps a spot east of the red circle. Nothing's marked there. Just a thin gray line of road and a little black square that might be a building.

"Pemberton Lodge," Alexei says. "Used to be a private hunting club 'til it went bust years ago. Big main building, couple of outbuildings, a long drive in. One road. The fuel went there, not the camp."

"That's where he's holding Matvei," Lukas says.

"That's my guess. The camp was always going to be a decoy. He tells Afon to come to the place he knows, the place with the history. It's got poetry to it. Reznik likes poetry." He clears his throat. "But he's not stupid enough to actually sit in a spot he already knows we can find. The lodge is where the fuel is. The fuel is where the people are."

We're all holding our breath, everybody looking at that little black square.

"You're sure?" Lukas asks.

"Sure? Hell no. In this business, I never pretend to be sure," Alexei says. "But I'd bet on it. And I figure you don't have time to bet on anything else."

"He doesn't," I say.

There's a pause on the line. "Who's that?"

"Caroline Oglethorpe," I say. "I'm the one marrying Afon today."

A longer pause. Then: "Bill's girl?"

"Yeah. That's me."

"Huh." He sounds pleasantly surprised. "Your father did me a good turn once, a long time ago. I was sorry to hear what happened with him." He clears his throat again and all the emotion disappears from his voice. "Anyway, once you boys get Afon back, tell him he and I are even."

"You can tell me yourself when it's done," Lukas says. "Thank you, Alexei."

"Don't thank me. Just don't lose Satyrin. He's one of the last good bastards. I'd hate to drink alone."

The line clicks dead.

Lukas straightens up over the map. "Six miles east of the camp," he says, mostly to himself. "Reznik summons Afon, Afon walks in alone and finds a ride waiting, and then they'll move him to the lodge."

"Or kill him then and there," Kir suggests.

"No." Lukas shakes his head. "Reznik would never do it quick and simple like that. Not with Afon. They've got history. He'd want to drag this out, make it bloody and nasty." He glances at me and nods apologetically. "I'm sorry. That's just the truth of it."

I make myself nod back. It's not easy. I've got a picture in my head now and I can't get rid of it—Afon walking into that empty camp where they zip-tied me to a folding chair, hands open, no gun, no Wolf, no anybody. Walking in like a man going to his own funeral.

Because that's exactly what he thinks it is.

"So he goes to the camp, it's empty… And then what?" I ask. "They move him to the lodge?"

"Most likely," Lukas says. "Which gives us a window."

"A window for what?"

He looks at me a long moment, and I can see him deciding how much to tell the anxious bride in the wedding dress.

"For two things," he says finally. "First, we get a drone up. Kir's working it. We need eyes on that lodge before we move on it. How many men, where they are, where they're holding Matvei."

"And second?"

"Second," Lukas says, "we put people on the road between the camp and the lodge. When Reznik's men transport Afon, we hit them on the move. It's the only stretch where they're exposed."

I look down at the map.

And something clicks into place. The same kind of click I used to feel in a courtroom, when I'd been staring at a problem for hours and suddenly the shape of it would just appear, whole and obvious, like it had been there the whole time.

"That's too late," I say.

Lukas's eyebrow goes up. "Excuse me?"

"If you wait until they're moving him, that's too late. He's already unarmed and surrounded." I press my finger on the camp. "You hit them on the road, fine, you maybe get Afon, you maybe get Matvei. But Reznik's not on the road—he'll be waiting at the lodge. And the second the road thing goes wrong, he kills whoever's left with him and runs. You'll just scare him into a hole for another twenty years."

The room's looking at me now. The men. Kir has stopped moving his phones around.

Lukas folds his arms. "Go on."

I'm not sure where this is coming from. Three weeks ago, I was lost in the woods crying over a granola bar. But I've spent a thousand hours of my life sitting across a table from people who want something they shouldn't have, figuring out how to take it apart.

And this is just that. A bad deal somebody's trying to run on me, and a way to break it.

"You're thinking about this like a rescue," I say. "Get Afon, get Matvei, get out. You're playing defense, not offense."

"And you think you have a better idea." It's not quite a sneer. It's almost curious. Respectful. Attentive.

"I think you have to make him think he won," I suggest slowly, the idea taking shape as I go. "He set this up because he believes Afon's going to walk in alone, scared, beaten, ready to die for his nephew. So we let him believe that."

"Meaning we let them move Afon?"

I nod, scared but increasingly certain. "Afon walks into the camp. He gets moved to the lodge. The whole time, Reznik will be watching the front. That's the obvious way in, right? Cavalry can only ever come from one direction."

"But that's when we come from the back," Kir infers slowly.

"Exactly." I look at him. "Through the woods. Throw a distraction out front, the obvious way, and then send your real people in from behind."

Lukas is quiet. He's looking at me like he's never quite seen me before.

"You want to give him a front," he says. "Something that would grab his attention."

"Exactly," I say again. "And what's more attention-grabbing than a runaway bride?"

That gets the room. Every head turns.

"No," Lukas barks immediately.

"Hear me out⁠—"

"Not a chance, Caroline."

"He doesn't know what we know." I'm talking fast now, before he can shut it down. "He thinks the wedding's going to happen and we're all going to be standing around drinking champagne when Afon doesn't show up. He's counting on us being slow."

"Which is why we don't show him our hand," growls Lukas.

"We're not showing him our hand. We're showing him the back of it." I lean over the table. "If Reznik sees vehicles coming up that drive, he's going to do one of two things. He's going to think it's you coming to fight him, in which case he kills everybody and flees out the back, right into your people. Or he's going to think it's something else, and he's going to stop and look, and stopping and looking is exactly what we want, because every second he's watching the front is a second he's not watching the back, where the people who actually matter are coming through the trees."

"You're describing a decoy," Kir says. "But the problem with that is that decoys get shot."

"Not right away," I insist. "If he sees a Bratva soldier in black, yeah, he'll unload every bullet he has and then some. But me? Nah. He'll want to figure out what the hell this crazy bride is doing walking up his road in a wedding dress."

Lukas stares at me for a long, long moment.

"You'd put yourself in front of his guns," he says, "on purpose."

"He's not going to shoot me. I just told you why."

"You don't know that."

"No," I admit. "I don't. But I know that if I'm sitting safe in a car six miles back while Afon walks into that camp to die, I'm going to spend the rest of my life knowing I had a play and I didn't run it."

I meet his eyes, no longer afraid.

Nobody says anything.

Then a new voice rings out from the doorway.

"She's right."

I turn. Cass is standing there, and behind her, Rae and Jillian. All three of them are in regular clothes, hair pulled back, faces hard. Cass's eyes find mine and she nods in approval.

"My husband's up that mountain," Cass declares, striding in uninvited. "So whatever you're doing, I'm in it, too. Don't even think about telling me to stay home."

"Cassandra…" Lukas starts.

She comes to stand beside me at the table. Up close, I can see her hands are shaking, same as mine. She rests one of them on my elbow. "Caroline has a real plan, and you know it's a good one. I can see it on your face."

Lukas looks at the three of them. Then at me. Then down at the map, at the camp and the lodge and the road and the woods behind it.

"It's reckless," he says.

"Everything about the last three weeks has been reckless," I say. "I got concussed, kidnapped, shot at, and proposed to by a man who then ran off to die rather than say the words to my face. Reckless is the water I'm swimming in now."

He sighs and scrubs at his beard. "You sound like Afon," he murmurs. "Never once in thirty years did he let me talk him out of a thing once he'd decided it was the right thing."

"So that's a yes?"

"That's a we'll see." He turns to Kir. "Get me that drone. I want to know how many men are at that lodge before anyone goes anywhere near it. Get teams staged on the back approach, through the tree line. Quiet. No engines past the ridge." He points at the scarred-eyebrow man. "Decoy vehicles for the front."

The room comes alive again, faster this time, harder, more frenetic than ever.

Jillian comes to me holding a bulletproof vest. "Arms up," she instructs. "Your boobs are gonna get smushed into pancakes in this thing, but at least you'll be alive to complain about it."

Laughing like a deranged woman, I lift my arms. She straps the vest over the ivory silk, cinching it tight, and Rae steps in to help with the side buckles.

"I can't breathe," I wheeze when they're done.

Rae pats my shoulder. "That's how you know it's on right."

When it's done, I shrug the big black coat back on over all of it. The vest, the dress, the whole insane costume. I shove my hands in the pockets and find the granola bar wrapper where I tucked it. Afon's ring is on my right thumb.

I look down the length of that table. Maps and phones and guns and grief, all of it turned now into one clean line pointing north.

"Okay," I say. To the room. To Lukas. To myself. "Let's go get my husband."

Lukas picks up his coat off the back of his chair. He steps into it slow, but his eyes are bright and hard, and for the first time, I understand what Afon must have seen in this man for thirty years.

"Convoy in five," Lukas says. "Kir, eyes up first. Nobody crosses that ridge until the drone's clean." He looks at the four of us women standing there in our half-armor. "A war and a wedding," he says in disbelief. "Afon would have loved this. Let's go bring the stubborn bastard home, shall we?"
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I walk into the logging camp at noon with my hands open and my coat unzipped so they can see I'm not carrying. The snow is deep and untouched except for two sets of snowmobile tracks coming in from the east.

It's abandoned once again. The clear, cold sky opens up over complete and total stillness. No men. No trucks.

I stand in the middle of the clearing and I wait.

It only takes about three minutes. Then a snowmobile comes whining up the eastern trail, two men on it. One drives. The other has a rifle pointed at my chest the whole way in. They stop a few dozen feet off.

"Hands behind your head," the gunman says.

Once I do it, the second man gets off and pats me down. He finds the folding knife in my pocket and takes it, but there's nothing else to find.

"Where's my nephew?" I ask.

"You'll see him soon enough." He zip-ties my wrists behind my back, tight, the plastic biting into the skin. Then he hauls me onto the back of the snowmobile between him and the driver, and we go.

We climb a ridge, drop into a drainage, follow a creek, and then come up on a long drive with a gate that somebody's chained open. At the end of it sits a big timber lodge, two stories, with a wraparound porch and a stone chimney pumping smoke. Outbuildings on either side. There are men everywhere—on the porch, by the trucks, walking the tree line.

So this was the real spot. The camp was theater. I figured it would be.

They drag me off the snowmobile and march me up the steps and through the front door. Inside, it's warm, a fire roaring in a fieldstone hearth big enough to stand in. Trophy heads hang on the walls, elk and bear, the glass eyes catching the firelight.

At the far end of the long room, in a chair that somebody dragged in front of the fire like a throne, sits Viktor Reznik.

The years have changed him. He's heavier through the shoulders, sturdier in a way. The hungry kid Gervasii pulled out of a Kingston gutter has grown into a thick, well-fed man in a good coat, gray salting his temples, a gold watch on his wrist.

But the eyes are the same. Flat and dead like a shark's.

"Afon Satyrin," he says with a broad, friendly smile that shows a flash of gold tooth. "It's been a very long time."

"Yes," I agree, "it has. You look like you've done well for yourself."

"I have indeed." He spreads his hands wide. "You should see what I built. You and Gervasii, you ran a few kilos over a few mountains and thought you were kings. I run the whole range now. Both sides of the border. You wouldn't recognize the Lastochka."

"It's not the Lastochka," I say. "The Lastochka died with my brother."

He laughs. "Still a sentimental bastard, I see. Well, that's good, because I've got some more sentiment for you." He waves at someone behind him. "Bring the boy."

Two men go through a side door and come back dragging Matvei.

He's alive but badly beaten—lip split, one eye swelling shut, a bruise spreading along his jaw, his expensive suit torn at the shoulder and stained with gore. But he's on his feet, more or less. His good eye finds me across the room and goes wide.

"Uncle Afon," he rasps. "No, goddammit. You shouldn't have⁠—"

"Shut up, Mat," I interrupt.

I hate seeing him like this. After all that we both went through to get free and clear of the Bratva life, seeing it put its hands on him again makes me sick to my stomach. He was out. Married, happy, free.

Then Reznik pulled him in, just to get to me.

"There," Reznik says. "You see? Alive and unharmed, more or less. I'm a man of my word, Afon. Just like you. You came alone, you came unarmed, and so the boy goes free." He nods at his men. "Walk him to the road and send him on his merry way."

The men start to move Matvei toward the door.

"Afon," Mat snarls again, struggling against them, "don't do this. Whatever he told you⁠—"

"It's done, Mat." I look at him, this boy who's Gervasii's spitting image. "Go home. Tell Cass—" I stop. My throat closes. "Just go home. Live your life. That's all I ever wanted for you."

They drag him out and the door bangs shut.

Good. That's done. That's the only thing I came here to do, and it's done.

Now, there's just me.

"Sit him down," Reznik says.

A man kicks a chair into the back of my knees and I drop into it. Another stands behind me with a hand on my shoulder, pinning me in place. My wrists are still bound behind the chair back. There are six men in the room with us now, that I can count. More outside, I'm sure.

Reznik gets up out of his throne and comes over. He crouches in front of me so we're eye to eye, the way you'd talk to a child.

"I have waited a long time for this," he informs me.

"So have I," I say. "I just didn't know it was you I was waiting for."

"No?" He leans his head to one side. "Come on, Afon. You always were the smart one. Gervasii had the ambition and you had the brains. You must have wondered."

"I wondered about a lot of things."

"You wondered," he fills in, "about your wife."

Every noise in the background fades away. It's just gold-toothed Viktor Reznik leering at me that I care about now.

"Yelena," he purrs, savoring her name. "Pretty, sassy Yelena."

I keep my face like stone, because that's the only thing I have left. But inside me, something old and terrible is unfurling itself, something I thought I left behind when I retreated into the mountains.

Violent, vicious rage.

"You want to know," he says. "After all this time, you still aren't quite sure. So I'm going to tell you. It's not like it matters anymore, because you're not leaving this lodge anyway."

He leans in close enough that I can smell the cigarettes on him.

"It was me," he croons. "I killed her. I was twenty-two years old and hungry in a way that even you could never understand. I wanted what you and Gervasii had. The route. The money. The respect. And you two were going to keep me a runner forever, a kid you sent up the mountain in the cold while you sat in warm restaurants and made deals. So I decided to make a move."

I grunt wordlessly. I won't give him the satisfaction of a real response, even though every word he says is another knife in my stomach.

"I followed her out of the city that night. On a snowmobile, paralleling the road in the trees. I came out of the woods at her, fast, lights off. I only meant to spook her." He shrugs. "But she swerved. The car rolled. And then it was quiet, and I sat there on my machine in the dark and I thought, Well. Now, they'll understand. Now, they'll know."

My hands have gone numb. I don't know if it's the zip tie or the storm raging in my chest.

"You killed her," I say, "to scare us."

He nods in agreement. "And it didn't even work! You and Gervasii didn't quit. You doubled down. So I had to think differently after that."

He stands up and starts pacing a small loop in front of the fire.

"Gervasii," he tuts. "Now, Gervasii, I didn't kill. Not with my own hands, at least." He turns. "But I sold him."

The man behind me tightens his grip on my shoulder. I think he feels me twitching.

"You always thought it was bad luck." He shakes his head, almost sad. "It wasn't, Afon. It was me. I went to the men you were dealing with, and I fed you to them. I knew Gervasii wouldn't come out of it. And once he was gone, and you crawled back to Lukas with your tail between your legs, the Lastochka had no owners. Just an empty route through the mountains, waiting for someone hungry enough to take it."

"Someone meaning you," I say.

"That's right." He smiles again, gold and chilling. "I built everything you see on the bones of the thing you and your brother made. It's served me well for these last twenty years. And the whole time, there was only one loose thread left in the world who knew where I came from." He points at me. "You. You're the last one, Afon. The last witness. Gervasii's dead. Yelena's dead. All the other men from back then are dead or scattered. It was just you, hiding up on a mountain with that fucking mutt. And then, would you believe it? You walk right back into my territory and build a cabin one valley over from my operation." He laughs, delighted. "The universe handed you to me. I couldn't believe my luck."

The rage is steady. But what I feel even more than anger is a terrible, hollow calm. Because there's nothing to do with my bloodlust anymore. There's no action it leads to. I'm tied to a chair in a room full of his men, and outside, there are more.

I came here knowing I wasn't walking out.

The only thing I got was Mat's freedom.

As for Caroline… I can't even let my thoughts turn to her. She's busy right now getting ready for a wedding that's not going to happen. Soon, she'll realize I'm not coming to that altar. Maybe she'll forgive me, maybe she won't. But at least she'll be alive.

"Here's the thing, Afon." Reznik crouches down again. "I don't actually want to kill you."

I look at him.

"I mean it. I've thought about it. Twenty years ago, I'd have killed you on sight. But seeing you here, like this?" He shrugs. "We're the last two who remember. There's a kind of brotherhood in that, isn't there?"

"You are not my fucking brother," I snarl.

"I could be." He says it like he means it. Like it's an old, generous offer he's making again out of fondness. "You're old, Afon, but you're not finished. I've watched you. You took out six of my men at that camp with a hunting rifle and your bare hands. You're still the smartest, hardest man I've ever known, and I learned everything I know from you and your brother." He leans in and licks his lips. "Run it with me. I'll forgive the trouble you've caused. Then we can finish what your brother started, the two of us, together. The way it was always supposed to be."

It's the same offer he must have wanted twenty years ago. The hungry kid has spent two decades eating, but it isn't enough.

Let me sit at the table. Let me be one of you.

He killed my wife and sold my brother because we wouldn't give him a seat. Now, he owns the whole table and he still wants me at it, because I'm the one thing his prosperity can't buy.

Somebody who knew him when he was nothing. Only I can look at him and say, You made it.

I look at this man. At the gold watch and the dishonest smile and the harsh, deadened eyes.

"Viktor," I say.

"Yes?"

"Go fuck yourself."

His smile fades.

"You killed my wife, and you sold out my brother, and you think I'll come be your little lapdog? You think I'll give you my blessing?" The man at my shoulder tightens his grip, but I'm long past caring. "I'd rather die in this chair. Even then, you won't have won. I came here to die. You're not even taking anything from me that I didn't already give away. So no. The answer is no. It's always going to be no."

The warmth drains out of his face.

What's left is the kid from the gutter, the hungry thing, ugly and cold.

"That's a shame," he says. He stands, steps back, and nods at the man behind me. "Wake him up a little first, yeah? Then we'll do it slow."

The man behind me drives a fist into my kidney, right where my still-healing wound is, and the pain is like fresh snow thrown across my eyes.

Another comes around the front and hits me in the face. My head snaps back and I taste blood.

More blows. Fists, elbows. They work me over methodically. The whole time, Reznik watches from his throne by the fire, sipping from a glass.

There's no one coming for me. I know that now. A few hours south of here, a wedding is about to begin, but they won't be able to finish it.

By the time the bridal march starts, I'll already be dead.
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The convoy stops a mile out from the lodge.

We're parked in a string of trucks along a forest road, snow piled high on either side. All the drivers turn their engines off so we don't give ourselves away.

I'm in the back seat of the lead vehicle, squeezed between Cass and the door. The bulletproof vest is crushing my ribs and the ivory silk is bunched up underneath the big, black coat.

But I feel like I've never looked better.

Up front, Lukas is on the radio. Kir is staring at a tablet with the drone feed on it, a gray-and-white aerial picture of the lodge and the woods around it, with infrared glows surrounding the heat from anything alive.

"Six men outside," Kir reports. "Maybe eight, nine inside. Hard to tell through the roof."

"Matvei?" Lukas asks.

"There." Kir points at the screen. A small heat shape moving away from the lodge, two bigger shapes flanking it. "They're walking him out. East side. Toward the road."

My heart jumps. "They let him go?"

"Reznik keeps his word," Lukas says. He keys the radio. "Team two, alert: Matvei is on foot moving east. Two escorts. Take them quiet and get him clear. Do not fire toward the lodge."

A crackle of acknowledgment.

As I watch the little shapes on the screen, two more emerge out of the trees and close on the escorts. There's no sound from here. Just the shapes meeting, tangling, going still. Then the blurry red haze that is Matvei gets folded into the group and pulled into the tree line, away from the lodge.

"Matvei's clear," a voice announces over the radio. "He's beat up but walking. We've got him."

Cass sighs next to me, a single broken exhale of relief, and presses her hand to her mouth. I grab her other hand and squeeze it.

"That's one," Lukas says, though his voice has lost none of its edge. "Afon's still inside."

I look at the screen. There's a cluster of heat shapes in the big main room. One of them is sitting down, lower than the others. Stationary. Surrounded.

I know it's him. I don't need anybody to tell me.

"They're not moving him," Kir says after a moment of silent watching. "He's staying in the lodge."

"Then so is Reznik," Lukas concludes. "He wants it done where he can watch." He turns around in his seat and looks at me. "It's time. You understand what you're doing?"

"I walk up the front drive. Slow. I keep his eyes on me," I recite, just like we practiced. "And while he's wondering what the hell I'm doing, your people come through the back."

"You stop the second anyone tells you to stop. Remember that part?"

"I know."

"Caroline." His gray eyes hold mine. "If this goes wrong, my men have orders to put themselves between you and the guns. That means men might die so you don't. Do you understand the weight of that?"

I understand it more than he would ever guess. You don't bury your parents as young as I did without learning something about the heaviness of death.

"Then don't let it go wrong," I say boldly.

He nods, then turns away from me.

"Convoy's quiet from here," he rumbles into the radio. "Teams on the back approach, hold at the tree line until I call it. Decoy on the drive in three minutes." He looks at me one more time. "Go."
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The walk up the drive is the longest walk of my life.

The lodge sits at the end of a quarter-mile of churned snow. The trees crowd close on either side, and somewhere in them, behind me and to the sides, are Lukas's people. I can't see them. Then again, I'm not supposed to. So job well done to those guys, I guess.

I keep my hands out of my pockets so they're visible. I left the coat open. Underneath it, the ivory dress catches the light, bright against all that black and gray. A bride walking up a snowy drive toward a house full of killers.

I get about halfway before a man steps out from behind a truck near the porch, rifle swinging up.

"Stop right there!"

I freeze.

He stares at me. I watch him try to make sense of the sheer absurdity of the situation. I get his confusion—it doesn't make a whole lot of sense to me, either. It certainly wasn't how I envisioned my wedding day going.

"The hell is this?" he shouts back toward his fellow soldiers on the porch. "There's a—there's a woman out here. In a wedding dress."

Another man comes out onto the porch. Then a third. Exactly like I said. A crazy bride is a thing you stop and look at, no matter who or where you are.

And that's precisely what we needed to happen. Every second they look at me is a second they don't look at the trees behind them.

"I'm here for Afon Satyrin," I call out. "He's supposed to be getting married today. To me."

The men look at each other.

"She's nuts," one of them declares.

"Go tell Reznik," another mutters.

The first one starts backing toward the lodge door, not lowering his rifle, keeping it on me. I keep walking, slow, one careful step at a time, watching his trigger finger, my heart going so hard I can feel it in my teeth.
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Inside, Afon hears it too.

I don't know that right now, of course. I won't find out until later how it went, this part I couldn't see. The fist driving into his kidney, his head snapping back, blood in his mouth. Reznik lounging on his throne by the fire, sipping from a glass, telling his men to do it slow.

And then a man bursting through the front door saying there's a woman outside in a wedding dress asking for him.

And Afon, who came up that mountain to die, who left his ring on my pillow, who said his goodbyes and meant them, lifting his swelling, bleeding head and feeling the bottom drop out of his stomach.

Because there's only one woman in the world that could be.

And she was supposed to be a few hours south, safe.
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The first shot doesn't come from the front.

It comes from the back, from the woods. A single crack that splits the cold air.

And then the world comes apart.

The men on the porch spin toward the sound. The young one with the rifle on me whirls, and for one second, his back is to me.

That's all the time the figure that comes out of the tree line on my right needs. I don't even see him until his damage is done. The young man goes down and doesn't get up.

"Caroline, down!" somebody roars. Lukas's voice, somewhere close.

I drop into the snow. The vest knocks the wind out of me.

Above me, the air fills with noise. Gunfire, men shouting, the heavy thud of bodies moving fast through deep snow. I press my cheek to the cold ground and I do exactly what I was told—I stay down, I make myself small, and I don't move.

It doesn't last long. A burst here, a shout there, a man crying out, then cut short. Boots pounding the porch. Glass breaking. The deep boom of a shotgun from inside.

Then less.

Less.

Less.

Until…

A hand closes around my arm. I flinch.

"It's me." Lukas. His face is right above mine, and there's blood splattered across one cheekbone that isn't his. "It's done out here. Stay behind me."

He pulls me up. The drive is a wreck. A graveyard in the making. Men down in the snow, red spreading, trucks pocked with holes. Lukas's people move through it with their guns up, checking bodies, clearing corners.

"Where's Afon?" I gasp. "Is he⁠—?"

"Inside. Stay behind me." He's leading us up toward the porch, gun at the ready. I stay glued to his back the way I promised.

We go through the front door. The big room is hazy with gun smoke, a fire roaring in an enormous stone hearth. There are men down on the floor. Lukas's people are spread across the room, weapons trained on the far end.

Down there, in a chair dragged in front of the fire like a throne, is a heavyset man with gray at his temples and a gold watch on his wrist.

Reznik.

He has a pistol in his hand, and the pistol is pressed against the head of a man tied to a chair.

Afon.

My whole body goes cold and still.

Afon's face is a ruin. One eye swollen, blood down his chin, his lip split, a fresh dark bruise spreading along his jaw. His wrists are bound behind the chair. But his eyes are open, and they're locked on me.

What I see in them isn't fear.

It's pure, animal horror. At me being here.

"Caroline," he breathes. "No. No, no, no. You're supposed to⁠—"

"Quiet," Reznik croons, almost gently. He doesn't take the pistol off Afon's head, but his flat, dead eyes have found me, and they crawl over the dress, the vest, the open coat, taking it all in. "Well. Aren't you a pretty sight?"

"Let him go," Lukas says from beside me. "It's over, Viktor. Your men are dead or running. You're alone."

"Lukas Lazarev." Reznik's mouth smears into a smile. "It really is a reunion. I'm honored." He cocks his head. "But it's not over. I've still got a gun against your old friend's skull, and I'll paint the floor with him before any of you can stop me."

I step out from behind Lukas.

"Caroline," Afon begs, ragged. "Get back. Get out of here."

I do the exact opposite.

I walk forward, into the open, into the space between all those guns, and I look at the man who killed Afon's wife and sold out his brother.

"You don't know who I am," I begin. "But you poisoned my whole life."

He laughs viciously. "Good business always comes with some collateral damage, sweetheart."

I shake my head. "It doesn't have to. It's you and men like you who make the world worse for others so you can make it better for yourself. My mother screamed in her sleep because of the world you live in. My father's in a grave because of it. I'm an orphan now because of men exactly like you."

Lukas, to my surprise, remains silent at my side, letting me talk.

"And I'm still here," I continue toward Reznik. "You burned a cabin and chased us down a mountain and you couldn't get rid of me. You can't get rid of any of us. We just keep coming. We keep living, you sad, hungry little man, no matter how many of us you put in the ground."

His jaw tightens. The pistol stays against Afon's head, but I see his eyes pass over the guns all pointed at him, then return to the woman in the wedding dress walking toward him with no fear at all.

There's no version where he walks out of here. He knows it.

"You're a brave girl," he says. "Stupid. But brave."

"Yeah, I get that a lot."

For one long second, nobody moves.

Then Afon does.

I don't see how he gets his hands free. But all at once, Afon is up out of the chair, and his shoulder drives into Reznik. The pistol goes off—the shot punching into the ceiling, plaster raining down—and the two of them fall to the floor in a tangle in front of the fire.

"AFON!"

It's over fast. Afon is bigger and meaner and he's got twenty years of grief in his hands. Reznik is heavy but soft, a man who's spent two decades giving orders instead of doing the work. The pistol skitters away across the floorboards. Lukas's boot comes down on it.

And then Afon is on top of him, knee in his chest, one scarred hand around Reznik's throat, the other drawn back in a fist.

Reznik laughs. Blood in his teeth, gold tooth gleaming, choking out a wheezing cackle.

"There he is," he breathes. "There's the beast I knew. Do it slow, Afon. Make it hurt. Be what you are."

Afon's fist trembles in the air.

The whole room holds its breath. Lukas doesn't move. Nobody moves.

This is Afon's moment. We all know it. Whatever happens next is his and only his.

I watch his face. The rage in it, twenty years deep, a black storm. The blood and the bruise and the swollen eye. His hand shaking with how badly he wants to do exactly what Reznik is begging for.

"Afon," I say. Quiet. Just his name.

His eyes don't leave Reznik. But I see him hear me.

"Don't be what he wants," I say. "Don't give him that."

His fist stays in the air, shaking. Reznik keeps laughing under him, blood on his teeth, daring him to do it.

Then Afon's hand drops.

But he doesn't hit him. He lets go of Reznik's throat and pushes himself up off the floor, slow, every part of him hurting. His knees crack. He stands there over the man for a second, breathing hard, then says, "No. I'm not what I once was. Not anymore."

He turns away from Reznik like he's already forgotten him. He crosses the room to me. His face is a wreck and his eyes are damp as he wraps his arms around me and pulls me into his chest. I grab two fistfuls of his shirt and hold on.

"You came," he says into my hair. "You stupid, brave idiot. You came."

"Yeah," I breathe. "I'm still not very good with respecting boundaries."

He holds me tighter.

Then, over my shoulder, without looking back, he tells Lukas, "He's all yours. Do whatever you want with him. I don't care anymore. Everything I need is right here."
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Lukas takes care of the rest.

I don't watch. Afon keeps me turned into his chest, my face against the bloody, beaten front of him, as he walks me out of that room and onto the porch before anything else happens.

I'm glad for it. I don't want to see what Lukas does to Viktor Reznik. I only want to know that it's done.

Outside, the snow is churned to mud and Lukas's men are roaming everywhere. The bodies are being dealt with. I don't ask how. There are some things you don't ask about.

"Are you hurt?" Afon asks me, holding me out at arm's length, his swollen eyes scanning me head to foot. "Did anyone touch you? Did you get hit?"

"I'm fine. I'm fine." I grab his face in both my hands, careful of the bruise. "Look at you. Look at what they did to you."

"It's nothing."

"It is not nothing, Afon!"

He almost laughs. Then he winces because laughing hurts. "It's nothing I haven't had before."

A truck pulls up the drive then, and Cass spills out of it before it's even stopped. She runs across the mud and snow, toward where Matvei is climbing down out of another vehicle behind her, beaten but walking, and the two of them crash together in the middle of all that wreckage.

She's crying. He's holding her like he'll never let go.

Afon watches them, his hard eyes glistening.

"He's okay," I remind him. "You did it. You got him out."

"I did," Afon agrees. "That was the whole point."

Matvei looks over Cass's shoulder and finds his uncle. Then Matvei untangles himself and limps over, and he and Afon stand there looking at each other, two stubborn men who don't know how to say the thing.

"You're a goddamn idiot," Matvei finally declares.

"Runs in the family."

Matvei grabs him then in a bear hug and Afon grabs him back. They hold on. I look away, because some things aren't mine to watch.
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We don't go back to Lukas's house that night. We go to a hospital, where Lukas has people who don't ask questions. Afon has two cracked ribs, a hairline fracture in his cheekbone, a kidney that's bruised but not bleeding, and the graze on his hip that's reopened for the third or maybe thirtieth time. They tape him, stitch him, and order him to rest, which is a command he's never once obeyed.

I don't leave his side. They try to make me sit in a waiting room, so I snap at them that I'm his wife. It isn't true yet, but it's about to be, and nobody argues with a crazy woman in a bloody wedding dress.

In the morning, the first thing Afon asks about is Wolf. "He's good," I tell him. "I called. He ate a whole bowl of food and tried to chew off his bandage. The vet says he's a menace. Takes after his dad, I guess."

Afon closes his eyes. A long breath leaves him. "Good," he says. "Good dog."

"The best dog," I agree.
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Three days later, we go back to Lukas's house.

Wolf is waiting for us in the front hall, shoulder shaved and bandaged, walking with a limp that matches Afon's, and when he sees Afon, he loses his entire mind. He can't run yet, but he tries anyway, his back end skidding on the marble, his whole body wagging. Afon gets down on the floor with him, ignoring all my protests that he's going to re-injure himself. Wolf climbs into his lap, licks his face, and makes a sound I've never heard a dog make, a high, broken whine of pure relief.

"I know," Afon murmurs into his fur. "I know, boy. I know. I'm here. I'm not going anywhere."

I have to leave the room. I'm crying again. I cry a lot these days.
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The Bratva Wives, as I've come to think of them, descend on me that afternoon.

Cass and Rae and Jillian, plus Matvei trailing behind Cass like a man who's decided he's never going to be more than four feet from his wife ever again. They look so much better than the last time I saw them, when we were all in half-armor in a war room.

Now, they're just people again. Tired people. People who got everyone home.

"Wolf's a hero," Jillian announces, settling onto the couch beside me. "I've decided. He's getting a medal."

"He's getting a steak," Rae says. "Lukas already ordered it. A real one. Japanese A1 Wagyu, bone-in."

"He took a bullet for Afon," I say. "He earned a hundred steaks."

"They're idiots, both of them," Cass says with all the fondness in the world. "The man and the dog. Stupid, brave idiots."

I laugh. "I keep saying that."

"Because it's true." She reaches over and touches my hand. "How's he doing?"

"He's stitched up like Frankenstein, but he'll heal." I look toward the window, where I can see Afon out on the snowy lawn, throwing nothing for Wolf to not chase because Wolf can't run yet and Afon can't throw yet, just the two of them standing in the cold being alive together. "Lukas has him in the study most mornings. Wrapping things up. Whatever there is to wrap up."

"There's always something to wrap up," Cass says. "But it's the good kind now. The kind that ends."
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I find Alexei Ivanov in the kitchen the day before the wedding.

I've never met him in person, only heard his name. The fixer who told Afon where Lukas was, who got us the lodge address, who somehow knows everything. He's a strong, lithe man with a sharp face and clever eyes, eating a sandwich at the counter.

"You're the bride," he says right away when I come in. "Bill Oglethorpe's girl, right?" He studies me. "You've got his chin. He never could hide what he was thinking. It was all right there on his face. Bad quality in a lawyer. Good quality in a man."

"You knew my father?"

"He did me a good turn once. A long time ago." Alexei takes a bite of his sandwich, chews, and swallows. "I won't bore you with it. But I never forgot it." He sets the sandwich down. "Satyrin's one of the last good bastards left. You know that?"

"I'm starting to."

"There aren't many of us," he continues. "We're a dying breed. Men who'll burn it all down for the right person and never once mention it after. Hold onto him. I'm sure you've noticed, but he's kind of an idiot sometimes." He slides off the stool, brushing crumbs from his coat. "Sorry for such a quick meet-and-greet, but I've got some business of my own to get back to."

"What kind of business?" I ask out of curiosity.

He smiles tiredly. "The kind you don't ask about." He pulls on his gloves. "Tell Satyrin I said congratulations. And tell him—" He pauses at the door. "Tell him to stay out of oil drums. He'll know what it means."

Then he's gone, melting back into wherever men like him come from, carrying his own ghosts off toward whatever's been waiting for him.
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We get married the next day. At noon. The same hour Reznik gave Afon to come die.

Afon picks it on purpose. Reclaiming the time. Taking the hour that was supposed to be his ending and making it a beginning instead. Mostly, it's a big ol' fuck you to the universe.

It's a small affair. We do it at Lukas's house, in the big room with the windows looking out over the snow. Cass and Rae and Jillian stand on my side, Matvei and Lukas and Kir on Afon's. Wolf sits at the front, bandaged and dignified, in the place where a ring bearer would go, because Afon insisted and nobody had the heart to argue. He's even got a bowtie on his collar.

I wear the ivory dress. The same one. The bulletproof vest is gone this time, and I can breathe.

Afon waits for me at the front in a dark suit, the beard grown back enough to be his again, not the clean-cut stranger from the apartment. When I come down the aisle, he watches me the whole way with an expression I've never seen on him.

Open. Completely open.

Like every wall he ever built has finally come down and there's nothing left but the man underneath.

"Hi," I whisper when I reach him.

"Hi," he says back, rough.

"You came."

"I'm here," he agrees. "I'm not going anywhere."

We don't have a real officiant. Lukas does it, which I'm told he can, somehow, in some legal-enough way, and I've decided not to ask too many questions about anything Lukas does anymore. The words are short. I don't remember most of them. I remember Afon's hands holding mine, scarred, warm, and steady.

And I remember the ring.

It's not the bronze band. That one is on my right thumb, where it's been since I found it on my pillow, smoothed warm by my fingertips tracing over and over for days.

The new ring is plain gold, simple. The kind of ring a man who wants no attention would choose.

But before he puts it on me, he takes my hand and he slides the bronze band off and holds it.

"This was Yelena's vow to me," he explains in a soft murmur for my ears alone. "I'm not leaving her behind. But I'm done living in the past." He folds the bronze ring into Lukas's hand for safekeeping. Then he takes the new gold ring and slides it onto my finger. "This is for now. For you. For everything that's left."

I'm crying. I mean, duh. Who wouldn't be?

Then it's my turn. His left hand. The hand that wore the same ring for twenty years, that's been bare since the morning of the day he tried to die. There's a pale band of skin where the bronze used to be. I press my thumb over it, then slide the new gold ring home.

"Eyes open," I say. "On purpose. I choose you."

"Eyes open" he echoes. "I love you, Caroline Satyrin."

Lukas says something that means we're married. Wolf barks. Cass is sobbing. Jillian whoops. And then Afon kisses me. I'm trying to be careful with his split lip and his cracked ribs and the bruise on his cheek, but it doesn't matter. None of it matters.

We made it. We're here. We're both here.
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That night, we have a room to ourselves. A real bed. A locked door. Wolf has been banished to the hall with a steak and his wounded dignity, but he'll have to get over it. My husband and I have a marriage to consummate.

But for a long time, we just lie there. He's still healing and so am I, in the ways you can't see. There's no rush. There's nowhere we have to be and nobody coming and nothing hunting us.

For the first time since I walked out of those trees, there is only this. Only us.

"I can't believe you came up that mountain," he says into the dark. His hand moves slow over my back. "I can't believe any of it."

"I told you I'm bad at boundaries."

He laughs and winces. "You're going to be the death of me."

"Not after all this. I went to too much trouble."

He turns onto his side and looks at me in the dim, flickering firelight. He's so beautiful to me. His bruised face. His damp eyes. "I'm sorry I left you that night, you know. It was the hardest thing I've ever done."

"You can be sorry," I graciously allow. "But you came back, so I'll forgive you. But you have to promise: No more leaving. No more deciding things for me in the dark. That's the deal."

"That's the deal," he agrees.

He kisses me then, more open than ever. There's no longer any story standing between us, no secret left to break my heart, no ghost in the corner of the room. He told me everything and I'm still here.

We both know it now, finally, in our bones: Some vows last forever.

He undresses me slow, taking his time with every article of clothing. He kisses every part of me he uncovers, my shoulder, the soft inside of my elbow, the new gold ring on my finger.

"I love you," he says. "I can't believe how easy it is to say. I should have said it the moment I saw you."

"Say it now," I whisper. "Say it as many times as you want. To make up for all the missed chances."

So he does. He says it into my throat, my collarbone, the swell of my breast. He says it with his hands and his ruined, gentle mouth. We're slow because we have to be, because we're both held together with tape and stitches, but it doesn't matter, because slow is what I want. Slow is what we never got to have.

Every other time it was stolen, snatched out of the path of bullets and blizzards, hurried because we didn't know how much time we had.

Now, we have all the time in the world.

"Look at me," he says, when he finally moves over me, when there's nothing between us at all. "I want to see your face when I make love to my wife."

I look at him. The bruise and the split lip and the silver in his beard and the eyes that aren't concrete anymore, that haven't been concrete in a long time, that are open and bright and full of everything he spent twenty years refusing to feel.

"I'm yours," I tell him. "Whatever you need."

"I need you," he says. "Just you. That's all. That's everything."

And then there are no more words. Just the two of us moving together, careful and certain, the gold rings catching the dim light, the both of us crying a little and not ashamed of it. When the magic finally takes me, I moan his name. He buries his face in my neck and holds me like he's holding on through a storm. I feel him let go of every last thing he was carrying.

When it's all over, we're intertwined in a way that teams of wild horses couldn't even begin to separate. I press my lips to his chest, over the scar, over the swallow with the key in its beak that brought me up the whole mountain.

"Stupid, brave idiots," I murmur. "Both of us."

"All three of us," he corrects. Down the hall, Wolf is snoring loud enough to hear through the door. "All three of us."

He laughs, and so do I, and that giggle in the dark is the most perfect thing I've ever been a part of. I get to love this wild mountain man, this protector, this lost soul who swore he'd used up his one good year and believed in his heart of hearts that no one gets happily ever after twice.

But he loves me now. And he finally, finally believes we'll make it.
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AFON
SIX MONTHS LATER


Café Volna sits on a corner in Brighton Beach, half a block from the boardwalk. It hasn't changed in thirty years. Same chipped tile floor. Same old men playing cards in the back. Same smell of black tea and fried dough and the ocean leaking in every time the door opens.

I used to come here with Gervasii. A lifetime ago. Now, I come here with his son.

Matvei sits across from me in the window booth, a cup of coffee going cold in front of him. He looks good. The bruises healed months ago. The limp is gone. He's back to being the slick lawyer who can talk his way out of anything, dark suit, dark hair, an easy way about him that he didn't get from me or his father.

He got that from his mother, maybe. I don't remember her well enough to say.

"You're not drinking your coffee," I tell him.

He turns up his nose. "That's because it takes like ass."

"You've gone soft," I say. "Living in the city, drinking your fancy foam drinks."

He grins. "And you've gone what? Domestic? I heard you have a vegetable garden now."

"Caroline has a vegetable garden," I correct with all the seriousness in the world. "I merely dig the holes she tells me to dig."

Matvei laughs. I don't take that sound for granted. For a long time after his father died, the kid didn't laugh at all. He just got quiet and hard and put as many miles between himself and this life as he could.

Now, he's back, and he laughs, and his wife is friends with my wife, and we can sit in a cafe by the ocean drinking bad coffee like two normal men.

I think about that more than I should. How strange it is. How good.

"So," he says. "Six months since you tied the knot. How's married life treating you, old man?"

I turn the cup in my hands and look at the ring on my finger. Plain gold, simple. It still feels new on my finger, though it's been there half a year. I keep waiting for it to feel like the old one did, worn into the skin, a part of me. It doesn't yet. Maybe it never will. Maybe that's the point.

"It's good," I say.

"That's it? Good?"

"What do you want me to say?"

"I don't know. Something with a little oomph in it. You're a married man now. You're supposed to have feelings."

I look out the window. It's bright and sunny out, high summer, seagulls wheeling in the thermal drafts. We're a world away from that snowy, ashy heap in the Catskills I thought I'd call home for the rest of my life. And we're even farther from that desolate stretch of county road outside Saratoga Springs.

In some ways, I'm glad that Reznik resurfaced. I got the closure I needed. It was me. I killed her. I waited twenty years to hear it. And when I finally did, it didn't fix anything, but it did end something.

The not-knowing. The wondering.

Reznik is dead now. Lukas took care of that. I didn't watch and I don't ask. Unusual for me, but then again, I'm doing lots of uncharacteristic things these days.

Like forgiving myself—that's unusual, too. Caroline said a long time ago that she forgave me for being her father's entry point into the underworld that eventually claimed his life. She's just been waiting on me to let it go.

"It's good," I say again. Then, because it's Gervasii's son sitting across from me and I know damn well that Matvei won't let me get away with another half-assed answer, I add, "I didn't think I'd ever get this. Any of it. I thought I had my year, a long time ago, and that was the whole allotment. I made my peace with that. Or I told myself I did."

Matvei nods and gestures for me to say more.

"And then she walked out of the trees," I say. "And ruined the whole plan."

He shrugs. "I think we've both learned that plans are overrated."

"I've given up on them," I agree. "I'm plan-sober now."

We both chuckle. "Cass insists Caroline's the only one of us who could've gotten you to take that ring off," Matvei says. "Says you'd have worn it into the ground otherwise."

She's not wrong about that. I wore that thing for twenty years, because I thought taking it off would mean I was leaving her behind, putting her in the dirt a second time.

But that's the thing I didn't understand for the longest time, because I'm slow about anything that lives in the chest. Caroline didn't ask me to bury Yelena. She only asked me to let her in—into the grief, into the part of me that screamed in the night. She didn't want me to wall it off and hand her some clean, empty, incomplete version of a man.

She wanted the real one. Ghosts and all.

So I took the ring off. Not because I was done with Yelena. Because I was done being a man who carried his dead alone.

"Caroline didn't get me to take it off," I explain to Matvei. "She got me to understand I didn't have to take it off to let her in. So I did both. Took it off, and let her in." I twist the gold band around my scarred finger. "The grief's still there. It always will be. But it's not a door I keep locked anymore."

Matvei nods again, thoughtful and observant. Then he says, "My dad would've liked her."

The gut punch of emotion that follows that surprises me. I have to look back out the window for a second.

"Yeah," I say. "He would've. She talks too much and she never does what she's told. She'd have driven him crazy." I clear my throat. "He'd have loved her."

"Definitely. Stupid, brave idiots flock together." He follows my gaze out the window and sighs. "You ever think about him?" Matvei asks. "Dad?"

"Every day," I say truthfully.

"Me, too." He sips his coffee and pulls a sour face. "Less, now. That's the part that gets me. It used to be all the time, every minute. Now, though, it's a little less claustrophobic. Like he moved off a little ways."

"He didn't move," I say. "You did. You went and built a life. That's what he wanted."

Matvei nods slowly. He doesn't trust his voice for a second; I can see it. We're the same that way. Two men who'd rather take a beating than say the sappy shit out loud.

We sit in the silence as the sounds of the cafe bubble around us. The card game in the back, the clack of dominoes, an old man saying something in Russian and another one wheezing a laugh. The door opens, lets in the cold and the smell of salt, closes again.

"Anyway," Matvei says, shaking it off. "Cass wants to do a dinner. All of us. You, Caroline, the dog⁠—"

"Wolf's not coming to a dinner."

"Cass says the dog's coming. She usually wins."

"Dammit," I growl, because he's right about that. He married a stubborn one. Then again, so did I.

The bell over the door rings again. I don't pay it any mind at first. People come and go. But then I feel that old prickle on the back of my neck, the one that kept me alive for thirty years and never quite shuts off. I look up.

Alexei Ivanov is standing inside the door.

He's the same as he always is. Sharp face, clever eyes, the lithe build of a man who's never been caught because he's never stopped moving. But there's something off. I've known Alexei a long time. I know what he looks like when he's working an angle and what he looks like when he's between jobs and what he looks like when he's tired.

This is none of those. This is something I've maybe seen on him once, twenty years ago, and never since.

He's spooked.

He spots me in the window booth and crosses quickly to us. Matvei half-rises out of habit, the lawyer's reflex to greet, but Alexei waves him down with a flat hand.

"Satyrins," he says to greet us.

"Alexei," I reply, pretending to pout. "What's this? You don't write, you don't call? I'm starting to think you're mad at me."

He doesn't smile or crack back. That disturbs me as much as his haunted expression does. Alexei always has a line ready, a quip, a barb. It's how he tells you he loves you. But there's no joke in sight right now.

"Can we talk?" he says instead.

Matvei reads the room faster than I do. He slides out of the booth. "I'll get coffee. For everyone. Though I'll warn you, Al, it tastes like shit." He claps a hand on my shoulder as he goes.

Alexei takes the seat across from me. He sits near the edge, angled toward the door, like he might bolt at any minute. That's not so strange for a man in his profession. But I don't like it any more than the rest of the bad vibes he's giving off.

"Bad day?" I ask to open the conversation.

"It's been a bad month," Alexei says.

I wait. You don't push Alexei. He'll get there.

"That favor," he says finally. "The thing I did for you. Calling around, finding Lukas, the lodge address, all of it." He raps his knuckles on the table.

"I know," I say. "I owe you for it."

He waves a hand. "Nah, forget it. I'd have done it for free. Bill Oglethorpe did me a good turn once. You're the closest thing I've got to a friend who isn't dead or in prison. I did it because I wanted to. That's not the problem."

"What's the problem?"

"Well," he says, still glancing toward the door repeatedly, "I had to call in some favors in order to do you that favor, you know what I mean? And one of those favors… it pulled a thread. You know how it goes. You reach for one thing and you wake up something else." He meets my eyes. "Newark."

I go still.

There are things you don't talk about. Every man like me has a few. Alexei and I have one between us, a thing from years back. That thing in Newark we don't talk about. We've kept it buried for a long time. It was safer that way for everyone involved. So if it's being dragged back into the light…

That's bad fucking news.

"What got dragged out of it?" I ask through gritted teeth.

"Enough that the wrong people are starting to ask the right questions," he says. "It's not coming for you. I made sure of that. Whatever's coming, it's coming for me." He pauses. "But it came loose because of what I did to help you. So…"

Alexei Ivanov fixes things. That's his whole deal. People in trouble call Alexei and he makes the trouble go away. He does it clean, and he never asks for anything but money and to be left alone after. He's the man other men go to when there's no one else. The man who stands between people and the deep, dark woods.

In all the years I've known him, I have never once seen him need help.

To be clear, he hasn't actually asked yet. I'm not sure he even knows the words. But if he's here and telling me this… I'm not gonna force him into it. I'm just gonna do what he did for me: anything the man requires.

So I don't make him ask.

"I owe you one," I say again, simple as that.

Alexei's eyes flick up.

He holds his breath for a second. A second more. One more…

And then he exhales, a relieved whistling sound. "You sure? You've got a lot more to risk now. A wife. A home. A flourishing patch of azaleas, from what I hear."

"All true," I agree.

"And you'd still climb into it?"

"Yeah," I say. "I would."

I look down at my gold ring. When she finds out what I've offered to Alexei, Caroline is gonna kill me. But she'll understand. She'll just read me the riot act and then say, So what do we do next?

Alexei grins. "They don't make men like you anymore, Afon Satyrin."

"No," I say. "I'm one of fuckin' one."

Matvei comes back then with three cups of coffee balanced in his hands, sets them down, and slides into the booth beside me. He looks between us, reading the air, but whatever he sees, he doesn't comment on. He just slides Alexei a cup.

"It's terrible," Matvei warns him.

"It always is," Alexei says, and wraps both hands around it like he's cold, like he's been cold for a while. "That's how you know it's the real thing."

Outside, the ocean rolls in gray and slow, and the old men play their cards on the cafe tables. I'm sitting between my brother's son and my oldest friend in a cafe that hasn't changed in thirty years, and I think: This is life. Friends who know they can count on you. Debts that aren't chains. A hand to put out when somebody needs it, freely, without a price stapled to it.

I spent my whole life being the man who stood between people and the woods, alone, asking nobody for anything.

Turns out you can do it standing next to someone instead.

"Alright," I say, and pick up my coffee. "Tell me what came out of Newark."
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CAROLINE


Afon won't tell me where we're going.

He says it's a surprise, which is richly ironic coming from a man who spent the first week I knew him refusing to tell me what day it was. But here we are, in the truck, driving north, with Wolf stretched out in the back seat like the furry king he is. Afon's hand rests heavy on my knee, his wedding band glinting gold, humming along to some old song on the radio.

And yet I'm being incredibly grumpy and annoying.

"Just tell me," I beg. "You know I hate surprises."

"I know you do."

"So that's why you're doing it. You're punishing me."

"What would I be punishing you for?" he asks.

"For being right about the azaleas."

He laughs. He laughs a lot now. It still gets me every time, that sound coming out of him, like a hinge that finally got oiled after twenty years of rust. "You weren't right about the azaleas. They almost died."

"They didn't, though! They're thriving!"

"They're thriving because I moved them out of the shade, which I told you to do in May."

"Semantics," I say, and he laughs again.

I turn my gaze out the window as thick pine trees whip past. I know we're in the Catskills. I still recognize this environment, even if half my memories of it involves being lost, concussed, kidnapped, shot at, or some combination of the above. It looks different in October. The leaves are turning, all reds and golds, the whole mountainside lit up. It's beautiful in a way it never was when everything was white and also trying to kill me.

"You're taking me back," I say slowly. "To the mountain."

"Trust me" is all he says.

I do, so I shut up.
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We turn off the main road onto a dirt one, and then off that onto a narrower one, and then there's no road at all, just two ruts through the trees. Wolf sits up in the back, ears perked, nose working. He knows this place. I can tell. His whole body has gone alert and happy.

"Wait," I say. "Is this…?"

"Almost there."

The trees thin. The truck bumps over a rise. And then we're in a clearing, and I know exactly where we are, because I've seen this clearing in my nightmares and my daydreams both.

This is where I face-planted into a rock.

This is where it all started.

But it's not the same. The old cabin is gone. I knew that. Reznik's men burned it. I figured the spot was just a black smear in the dirt now, a grave for a house.

It's not.

There's a cabin here.

A new one. Cedar shingles and a stone chimney and a tin roof, just like before, but newer, the wood still pale and raw in places where it hasn't weathered yet. There's a porch. There's a woodpile, of course, stacked neat and high against the side. There's a stovepipe with a thin curl of smoke coming out of it, which means someone's been here, which means⁠—

"You built this," I say.

Afon puts the truck in park and shuts off the engine. "I did."

"When?"

"Started in May. Been coming up on weekends. Whenever you thought I was off doing Lukas's business." He scratches the back of his neck, looking almost shy, which is a thing I never thought I'd see on this man. "I wanted it done before today."

I look at the cabin. I look at him. "Why today?"

"Get out of the truck and I'll show you."

So I get out. Wolf bolts past me the second I open the door, sniffing everything, marking the corner of the porch like he's reclaiming his territory. He bounds up the steps and turns around and barks at us, like, Well? are you coming?

Afon comes around the truck and takes my hand. He walks me across the clearing to a spot maybe twenty yards from the porch, half-hidden behind a tree.

"Here," he says, "is where you fell."

I look down. There's a rock there, half-sunk in the dirt, with moss growing over one side. The rock. The rock. The one that cracked my skull open and knocked me out and started this whole insane chain of events that ended with me married to a former hitman and the proud co-owner of a vegetable garden and a bullet-scarred dog.

"You kept the rock," I say incredulously. "I'm flattered."

"Couldn't move it if I tried. Thing's the size of a Volkswagen under the dirt." He looks down at it with me. "But yeah. I kept it. Built the place so I could see it from the kitchen window."

"Why would you want to see the rock that nearly gave me brain damage?"

"Because that's where you came from," he says simply. "I was standing at the sink and I looked up and there you were, falling on your face. I thought my whole life was over." He squeezes my hand. "Turns out it was just starting."

Well, what am I supposed to say to that?! I just lean into him. He puts his arm around me, and we stand there looking at the rock for a while, the leaves coming down around us, Wolf supervising from the porch.

"Do you know what today is?" he asks.

"Saturday? I think?"

"It's October thirty-first."

I think about it. And then I get it, all at once, the whole thing clicking into place. "Oh!"

"One year ago today," he says, "you walked out of those trees and ruined my life."

"Saved your life."

"Same thing." He turns me to face him. "I wanted to bring you back to the exact spot on the exact day. A full circle. Like the one I always wanted but never thought I'd get."

I'm crying. I cry at everything now. I've fully given up on being a person who doesn't cry. "You're an idiot," I manage to sniffle out.

He grins. He knows exactly what I mean. "What kind of idiot?" he asks, playing along.

I punch him in the chest. "The bravest, stupidest one I've ever met."
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Inside, it's everything the old one was and more. A new moose head has found its home over the fireplace, which makes me shudder in horror. The rest of it is just like I remember, too: a plaid couch, a cozy kitchen, and open shelves.

Thank God, though, there's not one can of beans in sight.

The bed in the bedroom is huge, covered in a massive quilt. On the nightstand, propped up, is the photograph of Afon, Gervasii, Yelena, standing in front of a restaurant a lifetime ago. The crease still runs down the middle. But it's in a frame now, behind glass, sitting out where anyone can see it.

I run my finger along the edge. "You framed it."

He joins me and wraps me up from behind. "I figured you wouldn't mind."

"I don't," I say. And I mean it. There's room in this house for Yelena. There's room in him for her. Loving someone who's gone doesn't take anything away from loving someone who's here.

Afon has a whole heart. There's enough of it for both of us.
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We light a fire that night.

Afon builds it, and within minutes, the whole front room is glowing orange and warm. The wind is picking up as the sun sets, rattling the windows, and a coyote is howling in the distance. Wolf lifts his head off the rug and growls deep in his chest, then decides it's not worth the effort and goes back to sleep.

"It's Halloween," I say, curled into Afon's side on the couch. "We should be doing something spooky."

"Like what?"

"I don't know. Tell a scary story."

He ponders. Then, in his gravelly voice, he says, "Once upon a time, a city girl with no survival skills hiked into the mountains by herself with a dead phone and one granola bar."

I smack his chest. "That's not scary, that's a documentary."

"It's the scariest story I know," he says. "I lived it. I have nightmares."

"Oh, shut up, you do not."

"I do," he swears. "I dream about you wandering into the woods with no coat and freezing to death before I find you." He says it lightly, but his arm tightens around me when he does. "That one's worse than the old ones. The old ones I'm used to."

I tilt my head up to look at him. The firelight does something to his face, softens it, fills in the hard lines. "You don't have to have that dream," I tell him. "I'm right here. I'm not going anywhere."

"I know that." He brushes my hair back from my face, and his thumb paints my cheekbone, slow. "Doesn't stop the dreams. But it makes them easier to wake up from."

I kiss him then, because I can't not, and it goes the way these things go now, slow at first and then less slow, and then he's pulling me into his lap and I'm tugging at the hem of his sweater, and we end up naked on the rug in front of the fire because the couch is too far away and the bed is even farther.

He kisses the scar on my chin where the rock got me, then my throat, my collarbone, the gold ring on my finger. He says I love you about forty times, like he's still making up for the twenty years he spent saying nothing to anyone.

And when he finally moves into me, the fire warm on one side of us and his body warm on the other, he says, "Look at me," and I do, and his eyes aren't concrete, they're open, they're his, they're full of everything.

"I love you, Caroline Satyrin," he says.

"I love you, too, my stupid, brave idiot," I tell him, and he laughs, even now, even like this, and then neither of us is laughing anymore.
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I wake up in the new bed wearing his flannel.

I don't even remember putting it on. I remember the fire dying down and Afon carrying me to bed because my legs didn't work, and then I remember nothing because I slept like the dead, which is what happens when you marry a man who keeps you safe and warm and the only thing killing you anymore is a vegetable garden that needs weeding.

It's early. Afon is still asleep beside me, on his back, one arm thrown over his eyes. Wolf is a heavy lump at the foot of the bed, taking up more than his share and snoring like a train.

I lie there for a minute, warm and happy, and then my stomach does a thing.

A familiar thing. It's been doing this for about a week now, mostly in the mornings. I've been telling myself it's my excessive coffee consumption or the stress of work or the rich food at Lukas's or anything, anything other than the thing it might actually be.

I get up. Careful, quiet, so I don't wake him. I pad out to the bathroom, the floorboards cold under my bare feet, and I dig through my bag to find the box I bought at the pharmacy in Kingston three days ago and have been too scared to open.

Now feels like a good time to open it.

I read the instructions even though pee on a stick and wait for the chorus of angels to proclaim your fate is pretty straightforward to anyone who's ever watched a teenage rom-com movie. I do my business, then set it on the edge of the counter. While I wait for said angels to appear, I peer out the window and look at that godforsaken rock that started all of this.

Stupid, stubborn boulder. I never imagined it would give me a family of my own. I should probably go tell it thank you.

When I glance back down, the little window on the test has changed.

Two lines.

I sit there for a long time in disbelief. Two lines. Two lines. It works out to a baby sometime in the early summer, when the azaleas will be blooming and the garden will be full and the mountain will be green instead of trying to kill us.

Afon is going to be so happy.

I get up and slink back to the bedroom. He's awake now, propped up on one elbow, his hair a mess, but he smiles when he sees me.

"Where'd you go?" he asks, voice thick with sleep.

I come and sit on the edge of the bed. Wolf lifts his head, decides I'm not a threat, and lays it back down. Instead of answering, I just hold the test out, the two lines facing him.

Afon looks at it. He doesn't move. He doesn't breathe. I watch him work it out, and the exact second it lands, when his face just opens. Completely.

"Is that⁠—"

"Yeah."

He sits up all the way. He takes the test from my hand, so gently, like it might break.

And then this big, scarred, dangerous, ruined, gentle man, this former killer who took a bullet across the hip and didn't tell me, who carried my empty granola bar wrapper down a mountain, who built me a cabin on the spot where I cracked my head open…

He starts to cry.

"I had my year," he rasps. "I told myself I had my year and that was all I'd get."

I crawl into his lap and put my arms around him. "You get more than one chance," I whisper into his hair. "We all do. That's the whole point."

He holds me tight. Wolf decides this is a group event and shoves his big head between us, and Afon laughs and cries at the same time. I bet the rock is laughing, too.

It's a full circle.

"Three of us," he says against my shoulder. "Then four."

"All four of us," I tell him. "Stupid, brave idiots, every one."
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Check out Book 1 of the Boardroom Billionaire series, Boardroom Sins, by clicking here!
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