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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, power imbalance, possessive behavior, controlling dynamics, coerced labor arrangements, property disputes, trespassing, isolation, obsessive behavior, surveillance, explicit language, and morally grey characters. This is a DARK romance. The MMC is not a safe hero. If that's not your cup of poison, this book is not for you. Reader discretion is advised.
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"Summertime Sadness" — Lana Del Rey
"Do I Wanna Know?" — Arctic Monkeys
"Sunlight" — Hozier
"Islands" — The xx
"Apocalypse" — Cigarettes After Sex
"The Less I Know the Better" — Tame Impala
"Fade Into You" — Mazzy Star
"Bad Guy" — Billie Eilish
"Undertow" — Warpaint

"You can own the deed or you can own the memory. The land knows the difference."

— Harlan Morrow, Salt and Sovereignty

For everyone who's ever gone back to the place that hurt them — because it was the only place that felt like home.
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THE BINOCULARS FOG before I get a clean image. Humidity does that on this coast, coats every surface with a film of warm water, and I wipe the lenses against my shirt for the fourth time in ten minutes. Useless. The air is thicker than the glass.

I don't need the binoculars. I know what I'm looking at.

South dune, forty yards past the sea oat line, tucked into the depression between the primary and secondary ridges where the wind drops to nothing and the sand holds a body's shape overnight. Same spot. Third June. She's already driven the first stake.

The tent is the same one. Army surplus, sun-bleached from green to a color that has no name, rigged with paracord to a piece of driftwood she must have hauled from the wrack line. I watched her set it up two summers ago through these same lenses, standing on this same porch, drinking coffee that went cold in my hand because I forgot it was there. She works with a specific efficiency that makes my teeth ache. No wasted movement. Stakes driven with a rock, not a mallet, because she doesn't carry one. Guy lines tensioned by feel, fingers testing the cord the way a sailor checks rigging. She learned from someone who knew. Her grandmother, probably. The woman whose dune grass still holds the south ridge together while my money couldn't hold a marriage.

I set the binoculars on the porch rail. The wood is already warm. By noon it will burn skin on contact, and by three o'clock the metal roof of this house will tick and groan like something alive, expanding in heat that turns the marsh into a shimmering hallucination. July starts tomorrow. The thermometer on the dock post read ninety-one at six this morning. The forecast says triple digits by Friday and no rain until God changes his mind.

She picked a hell of a summer to come back.

I go inside. The kitchen counter holds my phone, the trail-cam SD card I pulled at dawn, and a mug with yesterday's coffee filmed over in the heat. I slot the SD card into my laptop. The timestamps load in sequence: 3:47 AM, 3:52, 4:01, 4:06. She crossed the tidal creek in the dark. Waded through chest-deep water before the tide dropped, which means she knows the schedule better than I do. The infrared images are grainy but specific. A woman with a pack on her back, water at her ribs, moving through the creek with the unhesitating stride of someone who's done it before and isn't afraid of what lives in a Georgia tidal creek at four in the morning.

I'm afraid of what lives in a Georgia tidal creek at four in the morning. I own the creek, and I'm afraid of it.

She isn't afraid of anything I own. That's the problem. That's been the problem since the first summer, when I found her campsite three days after she'd already left and spent an hour standing in the flattened grass wondering why it bothered me that she hadn't stayed.

I pick up the phone. Sheriff Bowen's number is in my contacts. I've pulled it up eleven times across three summers. The charge is criminal trespass on posted private property, repeated offense, documented by motion-activated cameras on a parcel that has been posted with NO TRESPASSING signage since my father bought it in 2017. The case is clean. She has no legal defense. She's not a surveyor, not a utility worker, not an invited guest. She's a woman who pitches a tent on land that belongs to me and walks my dunes like they remember her name.

I put the phone down. Same as last June. Same as the June before.

Instead, I go to the hall closet. The fishing cabin key is on a hook behind the rain gear, labeled in my handwriting: SOUTH CABIN. I took the key off the main ring two years ago so Doss wouldn't wander down there and find what I've done. The cabin sits at the southern tip of the property, three hundred yards through live oaks and wax myrtle from the main house, fifty yards from her campsite. It was a shrimper's outpost before my father bought the land, a one-room structure with a screened porch and a tin roof that sounds like a drum corps in a rainstorm. It should be derelict by now. It isn't.

I stocked it in May. Clean sheets on the cot. Four gallons of water in sealed jugs. Canned goods, a manual can opener, a first aid kit, insect repellent, sunscreen, the soap that works on sunburn. A ceiling fan I wired to a solar panel last October, spending two days on the roof in autumn heat because I was thinking about July. About whether she'd come back. About what I'd do if she did, which turns out to be exactly what I did the last two times, which is nothing. Except this year I fixed the screen on the east window and swept the sand out and left clean towels folded on the chair like a man preparing a guest room for someone he hasn't invited.

The trail cam caught her at 4:06. It's 6:40 now. She'll have the tent up, the site arranged, her equipment unpacked. She'll walk the dune line at first light the way she always does, stopping to crouch in the sand and examine something I can't identify through binoculars. She'll stay for six days, maybe seven, and then she'll pack out at low tide and the coast will feel like a house with one room locked.

Not this year.

I slide the cabin key into my pocket. I put on boots. I take the ATV key from the hook by the door and step outside, and the heat hits me like walking into an open mouth. Wet, heavy, close. The live oaks drip. The Spanish moss doesn't move. The fiddler crabs in the pluff mud below the porch are frozen in the sun, claws up, a thousand tiny sentinels guarding nothing.

I have trail cam footage spanning three years. I have the posted signs, the property line survey, the deed in my name. I have the sheriff's number and a clean case.

I have a stocked cabin and clean sheets and the right soap.

I've rehearsed what I'll say. I've been rehearsing since March, in the shower, on the dock, in the half-sleep before dawn when honesty creeps through the cracks my daytime brain keeps sealed. I know the terms. I know the structure. I've drafted it in my head like a contract because that's the only language I trust myself to speak to her without saying something I can't retract.

The ATV starts on the first try. The oyster-shell track south is powder-dry, dust rising behind me in a plume that will be visible from her campsite. She'll hear the engine. She'll know someone's coming. On this coast, in this heat, on this land, there's only one someone.

I find her tent before she finds me. That's the only advantage I need.

ACT I

TRESPASS
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Chapter 1

Sand and Trespass

PETRA
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THE WATER IS NINETY degrees and it still makes me gasp.

Tidal creek at low tide, 5:17 AM, and I'm chest-deep in water the color of sweet tea, my pack held above my head with both arms, boots hanging from the straps by their laces and knocking against my shoulder blades with every step. The pluff mud sucks at my feet. Something brushes my calf and I don't look down because looking down is how you stop moving, and stopping is how the creek keeps you.

I know this crossing. I've made it six times across three Junes, always in the dark, always at the lowest water I can calculate from the tide charts I screenshot on the mainland before I lose signal. The creek bottom has a ridge of oyster shell about fifteen yards from the far bank that will cut through a boot sole if you step wrong. I step right. I always step right. My grandmother taught me this crossing when I was nine, back when the land on the other side had a name that wasn't Blackthorne.

The far bank is slick red clay under a crust of dried spartina. I haul myself up on my elbows, pack first, then body, and lie face-down on the grass for ten seconds while the water runs off me and the mosquitoes find the back of my neck. The sky is turning the color of a bruise healing. Purple-grey to yellow at the eastern edge, and the air already sits on my skin with weight, a physical thing, warm and wet and tasting like salt and decomposing marsh grass. I haven't been here in eleven months and my lungs fill with it like a language I forgot I spoke.

Get up, Petra. You're trespassing.

I get up.

The south dunes are a twenty-minute walk through sea oats and wax myrtle, following a path that isn't a path. No trail markers, no beaten ground. I navigate by the angle of the live oak canopy and the sound of the ocean getting louder on my right side. The property is thirteen hundred acres of barrier island coast south of Sapelo, accessible by boat or by a sand track that floods twice a day and belongs to the man whose name is on the deed. No public road. No cell tower closer than six miles. No neighbors within visual range.

I've been coming here every June for three years. I pitch my tent in the depression between the primary and secondary dune ridges where the wind drops and the sand holds a body's impression overnight. I stay six or seven days. I run my instruments, take my samples, log my data. I leave before anyone knows I was here.

That's the story I tell myself. The story I tell my department chair at the university is slightly different, involving a federally funded coastal erosion study on a permitted site forty miles north. The site I listed on my grant application. The site where I do not go.

I go here. To land my family worked for three generations. To dunes my grandmother stabilized with her own hands, planting sea oats in rows so straight they looked surveyed. To a coast that was ours until it wasn't, until a man named Judge Harlan Blackthorne wrote a check and my father's signature appeared on a line that separated us from the only ground that ever felt like standing.

My father doesn't talk about it. My mother left the coast entirely, moved to Macon, started selling real estate. My sister Maren was eight when we lost the land. She doesn't remember the cabin, the dune camp, the way the light hits the water at six AM in July when the ocean looks like hammered copper. She doesn't understand why I come back.

I don't understand why I come back. That's a lie. I understand exactly why I come back, and the reason is in my chest right now, pressing outward, a physical expansion that happens every time my feet touch this sand. I come back because the land remembers me. I come back because the spartina still smells like my grandmother's hands after a day of planting. I come back because this is the only coordinate on the planet where my body stops calculating the distance to somewhere else.

The campsite is exactly as I left it last June, minus my tent stakes. Someone pulled them. Clean extraction, deliberate. I drop my pack and study the holes where the stakes were. No rust staining, which means they were pulled within weeks of my last visit, before the fall rains. Someone came to this exact spot and removed four aluminum stakes from the sand.

Someone knows I've been here.

I kneel and start driving fresh stakes with the flat side of a creek rock, the same technique my grandmother used because she said a mallet was for people who didn't trust their hands. The sand takes the stakes easily. I rig the tent, lash the fly, tension the guy lines by feel. The sun clears the tree line and hits the back of my neck like a warm palm. I pull my hair up and keep working.

My field equipment goes in the tent's vestibule: soil cores, GPS unit, anemometer, the waterproof case that holds my laptop and the university correspondence I cannot let anyone read. I slide the case under the cot and arrange my sleeping bag over it. Not hidden. Just covered. The difference matters to the part of my brain that still pretends this is a legitimate research expedition.

By the time the tent is squared, the heat has settled into its daytime architecture. Heavy, liquid, total. My shirt is soaked through from the creek crossing and drying stiff with salt. I strip it off and hang it on the guy line and stand in my sports bra and field shorts and feel the air wrap around my bare shoulders like something with intent. Georgia coastal heat in July isn't weather. It's a relationship. It touches you everywhere. It doesn't ask permission.

I walk the dune line at first light because the sand is cool enough to read. By noon, the surface temperature will hit a hundred and thirty degrees and the top layer becomes a shifting mirror, all data corrupted by thermal distortion. Now, at six-fifteen, the dunes are clean pages. I crouch in the depression behind the primary ridge and brush sand from the base of a sea oat cluster. The roots are visible, pale fingers gripping the substrate, and I measure their exposure with a pocket ruler. Three centimeters of root above the sand surface. Last June it was one and a half. The dune is losing sand. The roots are emerging, which means the stabilization is failing, which means the wind is winning, which means this ridge will retreat landward by a meter or more before October.

I write the number in my field notebook. My handwriting is steady. The data is not.

I'm so focused on the root measurement that I don't hear the engine until it's close. An ATV, coming from the north, crunching oyster shell. The sound is wrong for this coast. There are no ATVs on public land within five miles. There is one on private land, and that land is the ground under my knees.

I stand up. Sand falls from my shins. The sea oats brush my bare arms. I can see the dust plume before I see the vehicle. It's coming down the track that connects the main house to the southern parcel, a track I've crossed in the dark a dozen times without thinking about where it led.

I know where it leads now. The ATV rounds the last stand of live oaks and stops thirty yards from my tent, and the man on it cuts the engine and sits there, one boot on the ground, one on the running board, looking at my campsite with the unhurried attention of someone confirming something they already knew.

My pack is open. My tent is staked. My equipment is unpacked. My shirt is hanging on the guy line like a flag of occupation.

I have no vehicle. No boat. No phone signal. The tidal creek behind me won't be crossable on foot for another seven hours, and by then the water will be at my neck.

He swings his other leg off the ATV. He's taller than I expected from a distance, heavier through the shoulders, and his skin is the deep brown of someone who works outside twelve months a year, not someone who summers on a coast he bought. His shirt is already dark at the collar and under the arms. He rolls his sleeves as he walks toward me, and the motion exposes forearms that are roped and scarred and don't belong to the man I imagined when I imagined being caught. I imagined a lawyer. A property manager. Someone in clean shoes who'd hand me a citation and leave.

This man's boots are caked with dock mud. His hands are rough. He looks at my tent, my equipment, my shirt on the line, my bare shoulders, my face. His expression isn't angry. It's patient. It's the expression of a man who's been waiting for this particular morning and is in no rush now that it's arrived.

The engine ticks as it cools. The marsh birds have gone silent. The only sound is the surf beyond the dune ridge, and it sounds like breathing.

I have nowhere to go that isn't his.
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EWAN



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


SHE'S SMALLER THAN the trail-cam images suggested.

Not short. Lean. The body of someone who carries her own weight across difficult ground and doesn't eat unless she remembers to. Angular shoulders, visible collarbones, arms that are more tendon than softness. She stands in the sea oats in a sports bra and field shorts with sand on her knees and a rock in her right hand, the one she was using to drive tent stakes, and she holds it like she hasn't decided whether it's a tool or a weapon.

I've been watching her through infrared for three years and I never once thought about what her face would look like this close. I thought about the logistics. The legal exposure. The property line and the trespass and the twelve conversations I've drafted in my head between March and June, all of which opened with a reasonable statement of fact and none of which accounted for the scatter of freckles across her nose or the way she's standing on my sand like the deed is a rumor she doesn't believe.

"Petra Vance." I say her name before she offers it. I need her to know I've done the work. That this isn't a random encounter with an unnamed trespasser. I know who she is. I've known since the first summer, when I pulled the abandoned tent stakes and ran the GPS coordinates against the old property survey and found the Vance parcel boundary sixteen feet south of her campsite. She's not even trespassing accurately. She's camping on the exact ground her family used to own, plus sixteen feet of mine.

Her jaw tightens. The rock stays in her hand. "You know my name."

"I know your name, your campsite coordinates for three consecutive Junes, and your crossing time." I pull my phone from my back pocket and turn the screen toward her. The trail-cam image from this morning: 4:06 AM, infrared, a woman in chest-deep water with a pack over her head. "You cross at the south bend where the bottom is sand. Smart. The north bend has oyster beds that'll open your feet."

She looks at the phone. At me. At the phone again. The rock lowers half an inch. "You have cameras."

"I have posted signs, a surveyed property line, and timestamped footage spanning thirty-seven months." I put the phone away. "I also have the sheriff's number. Criminal trespass on posted private property, repeated offense, documented. The judge in Darien owes my family a favor, which I'll use or not use depending on how the next three minutes go."

The freckles darken when her skin flushes. Sunburn or anger, and I suspect both. She drops the rock. It lands in the sand without sound. "What do you want?"

The question I've been waiting for. The question I rehearsed answering in my kitchen, on my dock, in the shower at 2 AM when the heat makes sleep a negotiation. I have the terms memorized. I worked them out the way I work out load calculations for the dock rebuild: precisely, structurally, with every variable accounted for except the one I can't quantify, which is the expression on her face right now. Something between contempt and calculation. She's evaluating me. Running numbers. Measuring the distance to the creek and the hours until the tide drops and the probability of outrunning an ATV on sand.

She can't. I've done the math too.

"You've been trespassing on my land for three years," I say. "Every June. Same site, same week, same crossing. You're here for six or seven days, you run equipment I assume is scientific, and you leave. You've never damaged anything, started a fire, or left trash. Noted."

"Is that supposed to be a character reference?"

"It's a statement of fact. Here's another one: the fishing cabin at the south end of the property is livable. Screened porch, running water from a rain barrel, cot, supplies. You can stay there instead of the tent."

Her eyes narrow. It's the first time I've surprised her, and the expression is more satisfying than it should be. She expected punishment. She didn't expect a room.

"In exchange," I continue, "you work. Property maintenance. Dock repair, grounds keeping, whatever I need done between now and Labor Day. Twelve weeks. You work, you stay in the cabin, you eat, you have access to the coast for whatever you're studying. At the end of the summer, you leave. You don't come back. That's the deal."

"And if I say no?"

"Then I call the sheriff, you spend the night in the McIntosh County holding cell, and the trespass charge goes on your record. Your choice."

She stares at me. The sun is fully up now and the heat is doing what it does at seven in the morning on this coast, which is press down on every surface with the slow, total pressure of a hand on a chest. Her skin shines with it. A bead of sweat tracks from her temple to her jaw and she doesn't wipe it, and I watch its path with an attention that has nothing to do with property law.

I need to stop looking at her neck.

"Twelve weeks," she says.

"Twelve weeks."

"And then I'm done. No more debt. No charges."

"No more debt. No charges. And no more Junes."

Something crosses her face that I don't have vocabulary for. Loss, maybe. The specific loss of a ritual she built her year around. She looks past me toward the dune ridge, and I know she's looking at the sea oats, at the sand, at the ground that was hers forty years before it was mine. When she looks back, the calculation in her eyes has been replaced by something harder. Resolve, maybe. The kind that precedes a mistake.

"I want it in writing."

"I'll type it up tonight."

"I want to see the cabin first."

"I'll walk you there now."

She grabs her shirt from the tent line and pulls it on without turning around. The fabric is stiff with salt and it clings to her back, to the ridge of her spine, to the place between her shoulder blades where the sun has already left a pink ghost of exposure. She shoulders her pack like she's done it ten thousand times, because she has, and she stands in front of me with her chin lifted and her eyes flat and her hands at her sides.

"Lead," she says.

I lead. She follows five paces behind, far enough to feel like a choice and close enough to hear her breathing. The path through the live oaks is shaded and the temperature drops seven or eight degrees under the canopy, which means it's only eighty-eight. The Spanish moss hangs motionless. Nothing moves in this heat except us and the fiddler crabs that scatter from our footsteps, a hundred tiny bodies disappearing into the pluff mud like a held breath being released.

I don't look back. I don't need to. I can hear her boots in the sand, the rhythm of her stride, the slight hitch when a branch brushes her arm. I can feel her attention on my back like a change in temperature.

The cabin comes into view through a stand of wax myrtle. I unlocked it yesterday. I stocked it in May. I swept the sand from the floorboards last week and tested the ceiling fan and replaced the screen on the east window that tore in a March windstorm. I did all of this alone, telling Doss I was doing routine maintenance, telling myself I was being practical, telling no one that I was preparing a room for a woman who hadn't arrived yet and might not come.

She came. She always comes.

I stop at the porch steps and step aside. She walks past me. Her shoulder clears mine by less than an inch. I smell salt, creek water, sunscreen, and something underneath that's just skin warmed by exertion and July air. She climbs the three steps, opens the screen door, and goes inside.

I stand in the sun and wait. The heat presses against my shirt. A bead of sweat slides down my temple and I let it fall. Inside the cabin, she's quiet. Assessing. Running her hands along surfaces, checking the fan, testing the water jug. I can hear the cot creak as she sits on it.

When she comes back to the door, her expression has changed. The flatness is gone. In its place is something more dangerous: suspicion. She leans against the doorframe, arms crossed, and looks at me with the focus of someone who studies systems for a living.

"This cabin isn't neglected," she says. "The supplies are fresh. The sheets are clean. The screen is new." She pauses. "You were expecting me."

I hold her gaze. The answer is simple and devastating and I am not ready to give it. So I give her a different truth, one that's smaller and easier to survive.

"You come every June. I own the land. It's not a difficult prediction."

She looks at me for three more seconds. I count them by heartbeat. Then she goes back inside and closes the screen door. Through the mesh, I watch her sit on the cot and put her head in her hands.

She looks like someone who's walked into a trap she built herself.

I go home. The ATV eats the distance in four minutes. I park, climb the porch steps, and sit in the chair facing south. From here, on a clear day, I can see the cabin's tin roof through the live oaks. A glint of metal in a sea of green. I'll be able to see if she turns on the light.

I pull out my phone. I don't call the sheriff. I call the voicemail of a number I'll never dial while she's on this coast. The consortium's development liaison. The message is the same one I've left four times: "The answer is no. Don't call back."

I hang up. I look at the trees. Somewhere beyond them, she's sitting in a cabin I prepared for her, eating food I bought for her, sleeping on sheets I chose for her, and hating me for the reasonable, legal, documented fact that the ground under her feet is mine.

She looks at me like I'm the worst thing that's ever happened to her. She's not wrong. She says yes anyway.
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