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EPILOGUE

CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, forced proximity, organized criminal activity, family betrayal, captivity dynamics, explicit language, morally grey characters, survival situations, and dark romantic tension. 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.

PLAYLIST

Sweater Weather — The Neighbourhood
Cherry — Lana Del Rey
Do I Wanna Know? — Arctic Monkeys
K. — Cigarettes After Sex
Apocalypse — Cigarettes After Sex
Summertime Sadness — Lana Del Rey
Take Me to Church — Hozier
Beggin for Thread — BANKS
Wicked Game — Chris Isaak
Eventually — Tame Impala
Strange — Celeste
Fade Into You — Mazzy Star

"I kept the lights off so she wouldn't see me watching. She kept the door unlocked so I wouldn't have to ask. We called it war. We called it hate. We called it everything but the thing it was, because naming it would have meant admitting we were already ruined."

— Elias Vanthor, The Architecture of Silence

For the ones who left the porch light on.

You know what you were waiting for.
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PROLOGUE

Last Light

NEVE



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


THE NEON SIGN ABOVE my bar has been dying for six months, and I've done nothing about it because the only electrician within a hundred nautical miles is a man I'd rather gut with a bottle opener than ask for help.

The B flickers. Has flickered since February. THE LACKTHORN, it reads on bad nights, and the regulars think it's funny, and I let them think that. Because the alternative is explaining that the man who could fix it in twenty minutes is the same man who put my brother in a concrete box in Macon for the next three years. So the B flickers. So the sign bleeds pink light across the dock boards in a way that looks almost beautiful, if you don't know what it costs me to leave it broken.

But tonight the sign is the least of my concerns.

The sky south of Meridian Island has been wrong since four o'clock. Not dark. Not cloudy. A color I don't have a word for, something between copper and rot, and it sits low on the horizon like a bruise that hasn't decided whether to spread. The barometric pressure dropped nine points in two hours. Dell told me that at the fuel dock this afternoon, looking at me sideways the way he does when he wants to say something fatherly and decides against it. Nine points means the air itself is thinning. Means whatever's coming from the Gulf is coming with teeth.

I should have closed the shutters at five.

I should have moved the porch furniture inside and battened the rain flaps and dragged the sandwich boards off the dock walk. I should have done the hurricane-prep checklist I keep thumbtacked to the stockroom wall, laminated, numbered, written in my mother's handwriting from a time when she still came to this island.

Instead, I'm standing behind the bar at 6:47 PM, cutting limes, watching the sky through the screen door, and listening to the ceiling fan make the sound it makes when the voltage drops. A hum that isn't a hum. A vibration in the bones of the building, subtle enough that only someone who's lived inside these walls for four years would recognize it as wrong.

The fan slows. Catches. Resumes.

I set the knife down and wipe my hands on the towel tucked into my waistband. The bar is empty. Last call was an hour ago because I'm not stupid and neither are my regulars. Dell took his shrimp boat around to the lee side of the island. The Perkins family sealed their windows with plywood and drove their golf cart to the community center. Mrs. Thibodaux, who's eighty-three and refuses to evacuate anything, including her porch rocker, told me through her screen door that she's survived fourteen storms and every one of her husbands, and she'll survive this one too.

Forty people on an island two miles long and a quarter mile wide, and right now it feels like I'm the only one still breathing above ground.

The cooler hums behind me. Steady, reliable, cold. I press my palm against it and feel the vibration travel up my wrist. Two hundred pounds of fish, eighty cases of beer, forty pounds of shrimp, six cases of house white I got at cost from a distributor in Savannah who likes my smile. Four years of building something from the wreckage my family left behind, and it all runs on a circuit connected to a transformer on a pole at the island's center. That transformer connects to a mainland grid that crosses eight miles of salt marsh and open water on cables that are, according to Dell, original to the 1974 installation.

Fifty-two-year-old copper holding the only life I have left above water.

The first gust hits the screen door so hard the latch pops. I cross the floor in three steps, catch the door before it swings wide, and that's when I see it. The sky has gone green. Not the bruised copper from before. Green, the way a sky turns when the atmosphere is pulling apart from the inside, when the pressure differential between the ground and the cloudbase reaches the point where the air itself becomes conductive.

I know this because the man I hate taught me, once, in a different life, before he destroyed mine. He said, Green sky means the storm's not coming. It's here.

The rain doesn't build. It detonates. One second the air is thick and still and smells like ozone. The next, water hits the roof like gravel from a dump truck and I can't hear the jukebox, can't hear the cooler, can't hear anything except the percussion of a sky coming apart.

I pull the door shut. Lock it. The neon sign throws its sick pink light through the rain-washed window, and the B flickers twice, three times, and I think: That's fine. I'll fix it myself. I'll learn. I'll watch a video. I'll do anything to avoid asking him.

The lightning comes without warning.

Not a flash. Not a flicker. A detonation of white so absolute that for one full second the entire bar goes colorless, every surface stripped to bone. I see my own hands on the door latch, bleached and skeletal. Then the thunder hits and it's not sound, it's impact. The building shudders. The bottles behind the bar rattle against each other like teeth. Something outside makes a noise I've never heard before, a crack followed by a sustained electrical sizzle, and the neon sign goes dark.

The cooler goes silent.

The ceiling fan stops.

The jukebox cuts off mid-song, Mazzy Star severed at the throat, and the silence that follows is the loudest thing I've ever heard. Not the absence of noise. The presence of nothing. The island's electrical grid, all of it, fifty-two years of copper and prayer, dead in a single strike.

I stand in the dark.

The rain continues. The wind pushes at the shutters I didn't close. I hear water finding the seams of the building, working its way in. My fingers are still on the door latch. I count my breaths because counting is something I can control, and right now the list of things I can control is getting very short.

The cooler. The cooler is off. Which means the compressor is off. Which means the temperature inside my walk-in is about to start climbing, degree by degree, and every degree costs me money I don't have and food this island needs.

I move behind the bar. Find the flashlight I keep under the register. Click it on. The beam catches the bottles, the polished wood, the framed photo of my mother and Callum and me on this porch twelve years ago, all of us squinting into a July sun that felt like a blessing instead of a punishment. I turn away from the photo.

The backup generator is in the utility closet behind the kitchen. I know it has fuel. I know it works because I tested it three weeks ago. I know how to start it because I taught myself, because I teach myself everything on this island, because asking for help is a luxury I can't afford from the only person qualified to give it.

I make it four steps toward the kitchen when I hear the boots.

On the porch. Deliberate. Unhurried. A man's stride, heavy but controlled, the pace of someone who isn't running from the storm and isn't in any rush to get out of it. The kind of walk that says I'm not here because I need shelter. I'm here because I decided to come.

I know the sound. I've heard it every week for two years, every time he walks into The Blackthorn and sits at the corner stool and orders a bourbon I pour with steady hands and a face that gives him nothing. I know the weight of those boots on my boards.

The screen door opens. The flashlight beam catches him in the doorway: six-two, shoulders filling the frame, rain running off him in sheets, hair plastered flat, and those eyes. Pale grey, almost translucent in the flashlight's glare, fixed on me with the calm of a man who's been expecting this exact moment.

He's carrying a tool bag in his left hand. In his right, nothing. His right hand hangs loose at his side. I watch it the way I always watch his hands, because his hands are the part of him I can't stop cataloguing, and I've never been able to decide whether that's vigilance or something worse.

He steps inside. Water pools around his boots. He doesn't ask permission. He never does.

He walks behind the bar like he owns it, pulls a glass from the rack by touch alone in the dark, finds the Maker's Mark without looking, and pours two fingers with the steadiness of a surgeon.

He drinks.

He sets the glass down.

He looks at me.

"Miss me, Gallagher?"

The rain hits the roof. The dark presses in. The cooler is silent and warming, and the island is black, and the only man who can fix any of it is standing in my bar, drinking my bourbon, with a mouth that knows exactly what it's doing.

I grip the flashlight hard enough to feel the seam of the casing bite into my palm.

"Get out," I say.

He doesn't move. He picks up the bottle. Pours a second glass. Slides it across the bar to me. His fingers leave wet prints on the wood.

"You're going to want that," he says. "Because I have some bad news about your transformer, and I'm the only good news left."

I don't touch the glass.

I don't blink.

And I don't ask him to leave again, because we both know that when the lights went out, the only thing that changed was that I could no longer pretend I didn't need him.

ACT I

DEAD GRID
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Chapter 1

The Asking Price

NEVE
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HE POURED MY OWN BOURBON into my own glass with hands that had no business being in my bar.

I watched him do it with the flashlight angled at his chest, because pointing it at his face felt like giving him the satisfaction of knowing I wanted to study it. Maker's Mark. Two fingers. No ice, which was just as well because the ice machine ran on the same dead grid as everything else on this island. He drank it standing behind my counter, in the spot where I stand eight hours a day, six days a week, and he drank it slowly, like a man who'd cleared his schedule.

"That's a forty-dollar bottle," I said.

"You charging me?"

"I'm telling you the replacement cost of what you're stealing."

He set the glass down. The sound was precise. Not a slam, not a tap. A placement, like he'd measured the exact amount of force required to make it land without spilling. I hated that about him. The precision. Every movement calibrated, nothing wasted, nothing accidental. Electricians work with tolerances measured in fractions of an inch, and Priest Deveraux moved through the world like the whole thing was a circuit he'd already mapped.

"Your transformer's gone," he said. "Direct strike to the primary coil. The lightning punched straight through the housing and blew the winding. Copper's fused. Bushing's cracked. The insulating oil is probably pooling at the base of the pole right now, mixing with rainwater, which means you've also got a contamination issue that'll need to be cleaned before the EPA gets curious."

I kept the flashlight on his chest. The rain hammered the roof. Water was finding its way through the window seam I'd been meaning to caulk since April, pooling on the floor by the jukebox in a dark puddle that I'd trip over later if I forgot about it, and I wouldn't forget about it because I don't forget things. Not puddles. Not caulk. Not the names of men who testify against my family in open court.

"Call the power company," I said.

"Which one? Georgia Power doesn't service barrier islands. Your grid runs through the Sapelo Island Cooperative, which contracts maintenance to freelance licensed electricians, of which there are exactly four in the coastal Georgia region. Two are in Savannah. One's in Brunswick and doesn't own a boat. And one is standing in your bar, drinking your bourbon, which, by the way, is worth every dollar."

I didn't respond to that. I set the flashlight on the bar top, beam pointed at the ceiling, and it threw a cone of pale light that turned The Blackthorn into something from a painting. Shadows on the bottles. The wood grain going deep and strange. His face half-lit, half-dark, and the line between the two ran straight down the center of his nose like someone had divided him into the part you could see and the part you couldn't.

The rain kept coming. The building groaned in a gust.

"How long?" I said.

"To rebuild the transformer? Four days minimum, assuming I have parts. The primary coil needs to be rewound. The bushing needs to be replaced. I'll need silicone insulating oil, which isn't something you pick up at the hardware store in Darien, assuming the ferry was running, which it isn't."

"The ferry's down?"

"Engine trouble. Jenny Calloway at the dock authority told Dell this afternoon. Part's coming from Jacksonville. Five days, maybe six."

I processed this. No power. No ferry. No way off the island except private boat, and the only boat with the range to make the Darien crossing in post-storm swells was the twenty-eight-foot center-console currently tied to my dock. His boat. The Penance.

"So call someone from Savannah," I said. "Have them come by boat."

"In what? The channel's full of storm debris. Tree trunks, dock sections, a piece of someone's roof. You'd need a shallow-draft vessel with a operator who knows the channel markers, and most of those markers are probably underwater right now." He lifted the glass. Took another sip. "I'm here, Gallagher. I've got tools, parts inventory on the boat, and a decade of experience rebuilding coastal grid infrastructure in post-storm conditions. The question isn't who's going to fix your transformer. The question is what it's going to cost you."

"Name your price."

"I don't want your money."

The rain filled the silence between us. I felt it in the floor, the vibration of water hitting wood at volume. My hands were on the bar top, ten inches from the flashlight. His glass was six inches from my left hand. I could see the residue of rain on his forearms, the way it caught the light and turned his skin into something reflective. His sleeves were rolled to the elbow. They were always rolled to the elbow. His forearms made you think about what they could do before you thought about anything else. Roped, tanned to the color of teak, scarred across the knuckles with white lines that looked like they'd been earned one at a time over a lot of years.

I looked away from his forearms.

"Then what do you want?"

He turned the glass between his fingers. Slowly. The bourbon caught the flashlight beam and threw a tiny amber reflection on the ceiling. He watched it, not me.

"The back room," he said.

"No."

"It's the only space on this island with a workbench rated for electrical component rebuilding. I need a stable surface, ventilation, and proximity to the transformer pole. The community center's generator bay is flooded. Dell's shop doesn't have the outlets. Your back room has a steel-top table, a ventilation fan on its own circuit, and it's sixty feet from the pole."

"I know what my back room has. I'm the one who built it."

"Then you know it's the right workspace." He set the glass down again. Same precision. Same maddening control. "I need the room for the duration of the repair. Workshop and sleeping quarters. Four days, maybe six, depending on parts delivery. I eat what you feed me. I work on my schedule. And I'll fix your generator while I'm at it, because from the sound it was making before the grid went down, your fuel filter is about three hours from seizing."

"You were listening to my generator?"

"I listen to everything in this bar." He said it flat, factual, the way you'd say I take my coffee black. Not a confession. Not a threat. A statement of operational reality.

"Absolutely not." I pulled the flashlight off the bar and pointed it at the door. "Sleep on your boat. Work from your boat. Fix the transformer because it's your job, not because I owe you floor space in my building."

"It's not my job. I'm freelance. I choose my contracts. And right now, I'm choosing to stay on an island that pays me next to nothing, in a storm zone, to rebuild a transformer for a community of forty people, most of whom can barely cover my materials cost." He stood up from the stool. Full height, and in the low light the ceiling seemed closer when he was standing. "The back room, or I go back to the Penance, wait out the debris clearing, take the channel to Savannah, and you can explain to Dell and Mrs. Thibodaux why the lights aren't coming back on."

"That's extortion."

"That's negotiation. There's a difference, and you know it because you run a bar on an island with forty customers and you're still in business. You're the best negotiator on Meridian, Gallagher. I'm just the only one who doesn't let you win."

The rain changed pitch. Harder. The window seam gave up another trickle. I could hear the water finding the floor, joining the puddle by the jukebox. I could hear my cooler, silent, warming, every minute costing me money. I could feel the heat already starting to build now that the AC was dead and the fan was still and the storm was sealing the building like a lid on a pot.

I thought about my walk-in. The fish. The shrimp. The beer. The six cases of house white. The four years of work that lived inside a metal box running on a compressor that ran on a grid that ran on a transformer that was, right now, a smoking ruin at the top of a pole in the center of my island.

I thought about my generator. The fuel filter. Three hours.

I thought about forty people with no power, no ferry, no communication, no cold storage, in a heat dome that the Weather Channel had been calling "historic" before the cell tower went dark with everything else.

I looked at him. He stood in my bar, soaked, steady, immovable. The tool bag hung from his left hand like an extension of his arm. His eyes caught the flashlight beam and turned the color of a dead breaker panel: flat grey, no warmth, no invitation. But patient. Always patient, in a way that felt less like calm and more like siege.

"You touch my whiskey stock without asking," I said, "and I'll put you in the channel with the debris."

Something shifted in his face. Not a smile. Closer to recognition. The kind of expression a man makes when a lock he's been working on finally gives.

"Understood," he said.

"You eat what I make. You sleep when I say. You work on the transformer first, the generator second, and you don't use my bar as your personal living room."

"Fair."

"And Deveraux?"

He waited.

"This doesn't change anything between us."

He picked up his tool bag. Walked around the bar, past me, close enough that I could smell the rain on his skin mixed with something metallic, copper or solder or the particular scent of a man who works with his hands near things that can kill him. He stopped at the hallway that led to the back room. He didn't look at me.

"It doesn't have to," he said.

He walked down the hall. I heard the back room door open. I heard him set the tool bag on the steel table, the sound of metal on metal, professional and precise.

I stood in my dark bar, alone with a glass of bourbon I hadn't touched and a flashlight pointed at a ceiling I couldn't afford to fix.

I picked up the glass. I drank it in one pull. It burned in a way that had nothing to do with the alcohol and everything to do with the fact that I'd just invited the man who destroyed my family to sleep twenty feet from my bed.

I set the glass down exactly where his had been. The wood was still warm from his hand.

I told myself I felt nothing.

I counted the hours of fuel in my generator instead, because math is the only honest language, and the numbers said I had until morning before the cooler became a coffin for everything I'd built.

I looked at the hallway.

The back room light was off, because there was no light. But I could hear him in there, already working. The sound of a zipper. Tools being arranged. A pencil on paper.

I turned away and went to check the shutters I should have closed three hours ago.
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Chapter 2

Inventory

PRIEST
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THREE YEARS OF DATA, and her tells haven't changed: she bites the inside of her cheek two seconds before she says something that's going to cost her.

I watched her do it four times in seven minutes tonight. Once when I told her the transformer was gone. Once when I named my price. Once when she laid down her terms with the delivery of a woman who's been negotiating with hostile parties her entire life. And once more, right at the end, when she said this doesn't change anything between us and bit down hard enough that I could see the muscle flex at the hinge of her jaw.

She's wrong about that. But she's not ready to know it yet.

The back room of The Blackthorn smells like old varnish, salt, and the specific humidity of a coastal building that's never fully dry. The steel table is good. Six feet long, bolted to the wall, with a surface that's been scored by years of use but is level within a quarter inch. I checked it with the torpedo level from my bag. Old habit. A quarter inch matters when you're rebuilding transformer coils. A quarter inch matters in most things.

I lay my tools out in order: wire strippers, diagonal cutters, crimping tool, multimeter, soldering iron, flux, solder, heat shrink tubing, electrical tape in three colors, a headlamp with fresh batteries, and the logbook. The logbook goes at the end of the table, spine toward me, because I'll need it in the morning when I climb the pole and assess the damage in daylight.

Through the wall, I can hear her moving. The particular rhythm of Neve Gallagher in her bar: quick steps, a pause, the sound of something being lifted and set down, quick steps again. She's checking shutters. She should have closed them before the storm, but she didn't, because she was standing behind the bar cutting limes at 6:47 PM like a woman who thought she had more time. I know this because I was on the dock at 6:47, tying down the Penance, and I could see her through the screen door. The knife in her right hand. The lime in her left. Her hair up in a knot that was already losing strands to the humidity.

I watched her for nine seconds before I made myself stop. Nine seconds is the line I set for myself two years ago. Anything longer crosses from observation into something I don't have a name for and don't want to examine.

The rain hammers the roof above me. The back room has one window, shuttered now, and a ventilation grate near the ceiling that lets in a thin whistle of wind. The cot in the corner is narrow. Clean sheets, which surprises me. She keeps this room ready, though for what I don't know. Guests who never come. Family who stopped visiting.

I sit on the edge of the cot and unlace my boots. They're soaked through. I set them
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