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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of captivity, forced isolation, psychological manipulation, possessive behavior, resource control, power imbalance, explicit language, grief, parental death, economic coercion, morally grey characters, and intense emotional dynamics. 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.

PLAYLIST

"Work Song" — Hozier
"Apocalypse" — Cigarettes After Sex
"West Coast" — Lana Del Rey
"Sweater Weather" — The Neighbourhood
"Beggin for Thread" — BANKS
"Habibi" — Tamino
"Fade Into You" — Mazzy Star
"Kill Bill" — SZA
"Sunlight" — Hozier
"Skinny Love" — Bon Iver
"Let It Happen" — Tame Impala
"Everything In Its Right Place" — Radiohead

"He held me the way the sea holds a wreck — completely, possessively, with no intention of letting go and no promise of keeping me whole."

Margaux Lefevre, Salt and Surrender

For everyone who stayed when the road opened.
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THE DEAD DON'T KNOCK. They just stand in the water and wait for you to look.

I find my father at low tide every morning. Not his body. That's been in the ground at Hatteras Village Cemetery for twelve years, plot fourteen, row six, the headstone already greening with lichen because nobody polishes granite on the Outer Banks. Salt eats everything here. Brass, steel, bone, grief. Given enough time, it'll eat the name right off the stone.

But Cormac Byrne doesn't stay buried.

He's in the slap of current against the hull at four a.m. In the particular groan the mooring cables make when the barge settles at slack tide. In the smell of the shoals at first light, that mineral-sweet rot of living water, plankton and shell and the slow patient growth of things that don't need permission to exist. He's in my hands when I pull the first cage. In my back when I bend over the sorting table. In the burn along my shoulders when the line catches and the weight of a hundred pounds of oyster and steel fights the winch.

I pull the cage. Set it on the gunwale. Pop the latch.

The oysters are good. Clean shells, tight lips, the ridged pattern that tells me the salinity is holding and the larvae set properly last spring. I sort by hand. The ones too small go back. The ones ready go into the ice chest. My fingers know the difference without measuring. They've known since I was twelve and Cormac closed his hand over mine on the sorting table and said, Feel that? That's seven years of patience. That's the ocean keeping its promise.

I was twelve. I believed him.

I'm thirty-four. The ocean doesn't keep promises. It keeps bodies.

September light hits the Pamlico Sound like a slap. Six-fifteen a.m. and already eighty-six degrees, the air so thick with moisture that breathing feels like drinking through a wet cloth. My shirt is soaked before I finish the first row of cages. I strip it off, wring it over the railing, hang it on the crane arm where it'll be dry in an hour and stiff with salt by noon. The sun lays into my shoulders. I don't burn anymore. Haven't since I was twenty. My skin is the color of the dock pilings now, that deep weathered shade that never fully fades, not even in January when the Banks get cold enough to make you forget summers like this exist.

Seventeen cages left in this row. I work through them the way I work through everything. Methodically. Without conversation. The barge is forty feet long and sixteen wide, steel-hulled, flat-bottomed, built in 1987 by a man in Wanchese who welded commercial fishing vessels and owed my grandfather a favor. She's ugly. Her paint is gone. Her deck plates are scarred from decades of cage drag and dropped tools and the boots of three generations of Byrne men who stood on this steel and pulled a living from water most people see only from the highway.

The Carthage. Named for a city that was burned and salted and refused to die.

My father had a taste for history. And for irony.

I finish the row. Hose down the sorting table. Check the ice levels. The generator hums under the deck plates, burning diesel at a rate I track to the quarter gallon because diesel means the ice chest runs, the ice chest means the catch keeps, the catch keeping means I eat next week. The math of this life is simple and unforgiving. Fuel, tide, temperature, shell. Everything else is noise.

Including the voicemail.

I pull my phone from the waterproof case clipped to the wheelhouse frame. One new message. Area code 202. Washington, DC. I know before I play it.

The voice is female. Young. Professional in the way that means rehearsed. "Mr. Byrne, this is the Carraway Development Group following up on our previous correspondence regarding the Pamlico Sound Shoal Lease, parcel 7-B. We'd like to schedule an in-person meeting to discuss the terms of our offer. Our representative will be arriving this week. Please contact us at your earliest—"

I delete it.

Not the first. Not the fifth. Carraway has been circling these shoals for two years, their letters arriving with the regularity of a tide I didn't ask for. The offers escalate. The language softens. The implication hardens. First it was opportunity. Then it was partnership. Now it's in-person meeting, which means they've stopped asking and started closing.

I know what they want. The shoal lease. Parcel 7-B. Three hundred twelve acres of submerged land between Hatteras and Ocracoke, shallow enough to farm, deep enough to sustain a population density that makes the marine biologists drive down from Duke every April with their clipboards and their astonishment. My grandfather negotiated the lease in 1971 with a handshake and a bottle of Maker's Mark at the Dare County offices. My father renewed it in 1998 with a forty-page application and a blood pressure reading that would have alarmed his doctor.

I renewed it in 2014. Alone. Smelling like brine and diesel in a county clerk's office where the woman behind the desk looked at my hands and asked if I'd like to wash up first.

No. I would not.

These hands are the lease. Scarred across every knuckle. The crescent mark on my right index finger from a cage latch that snapped when I was nineteen, the tooth-shaped nick on my left thumb from a sorting knife that slipped in a rainstorm, the permanent roughness across both palms from twelve years of rope and shell and wire and salt. These hands pulled sixty thousand pounds of oyster from this water last season. These hands repaired the winch, replaced the deck plates, rewelded the crane arm after the nor'easter in March. These hands found my father's body at low tide on a Tuesday in March, face down in the sand at the edge of the shoal, his fingers still gripping a cage line that led to nothing.

36.2081° North. 75.7047° West.

I touch the numbers on my forearm. The ink is black, clean, precise. The only precise thing about that day. Everything else was chaos. The water, the wind, the sound of the Coast Guard helicopter arriving forty minutes too late, the weight of a dead man when the current has been working on him for six hours. But the coordinates are exact. I looked them up after. I needed a fixed point. A place where the loss was measurable, reducible to degrees and minutes and seconds.

I touch them now because I'm making a decision.

The Carraway representative is coming. This week, the voicemail said. Another suit with a number and a contract, driving down NC-12 in a rental car, checking their phone for the turn, parking at my dock in shoes that will be ruined by the first puddle. They'll present the offer. I'll say no. They'll present the terms. I'll say no. They'll present the consequences — the implications, the leverage, the gentle reminder that a county lease is a privilege, not a right, and that privileges can be reconsidered.

I'll say no.

And then the water will do what it always does. It will rise. It will strand whoever they send on this barge with a man who has no interest in negotiation and no talent for hospitality.

I check the barometer on the wheelhouse wall. The mercury has dropped three millibars since yesterday. The shoal birds are flying low, heavy, the wrong direction. The water in the Sound has that green-glass look it gets before a system, flat and dense and holding its breath.

Tropical Storm Maren. I've been tracking it for four days. The National Hurricane Center has it stalling southeast of Cape Lookout, projected track bending north-northwest, which puts the Pamlico Sound directly in the surge path. Forty-eight hours, maybe sixty, and the road to the shoal dock will be underwater. The barge will be an island. The cages will ride the surge or they won't. I will be here, because I'm always here, because this is where my father died and his oysters grow and his coordinates live on my arm and in the wood of this hull.

They can send whoever they want. The water will decide how long they stay.

I pick up the hose. Rinse the last of the shell grit from the sorting table. The runoff goes over the side and disappears into the Sound, salt into salt, and for a moment the surface breaks and I see my reflection. A man alone on a steel platform above a mile of shallow water.

Somewhere on the mainland, someone is packing a briefcase and checking their rental car reservation and rehearsing a number they think will change my mind.

They don't know what they're driving into. They don't know what this water does to people who come here with plans.

The shoals are patient. The storm is not.

I wring out my shirt. I pull the next cage. I work.

Behind me, from the direction of the mainland, the sound of tires on shell gravel. Slow. Deliberate. The particular crunch of a car that doesn't belong on this road.

Someone's here.

ACT I

SALT LINE
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NINETY-FOUR PERCENT.

That's my close rate. Carraway Development Group, Mid-Atlantic Acquisitions Division, fiscal years 2020 through 2026. Forty-seven properties targeted, forty-four acquired. Three holdouts, all of which folded within six months through secondary channels I designed and Gavin approved over drinks at the Hamilton Hotel bar in Georgetown. Which means, if you count properly, my actual close rate is one hundred percent. I just let some of them marinate.

I remind myself of this while the rental sedan shudders over a pothole deep enough to baptize a child. NC-12 south of Nags Head is not a highway. It's a suggestion, a crumbling two-lane ribbon of asphalt pinned between the Atlantic Ocean and the Pamlico Sound by sheer bureaucratic stubbornness. Sand drifts across the road in tongues. The shoulder doesn't exist. On my right, the ocean throws itself against the beach with the mechanical commitment of something that has forgotten why it started. On my left, the Sound sits flat and green and enormous, like a lake that swallowed a county and forgot to apologize.

My phone buzzes against the center console. Three messages from Gavin Cole, stacked on the lock screen with the efficiency of a man who types while walking.

Close it. Investor deadline Oct 15. No extensions. Call me when it's done.

I don't call. There's nothing to say until there's something to report, and Gavin knows that. He messages because messaging is a form of pressure, and Gavin understands pressure the way a hydraulic engineer understands fluid dynamics. Apply consistently. Increase gradually. Never let it equalize.

He'd make an excellent villain in another life. In this one, he's my boss, and the distinction matters less than it should.

The GPS announces my arrival in the tone of a woman who has given up. I slow the sedan. To my left, a shell-gravel road branches off NC-12 and slopes toward the Sound. A weathered sign reads BYRNE OYSTER LEASE — PRIVATE ROAD — NO TRESPASSING. The paint is sun-faded, the wood splintered from what looks like decades of hurricanes and the occasional shotgun blast. Welcoming.

I park where the gravel meets a dock so old it appears to have grown from the water rather than been built above it. The planks are grey, warped, soft underfoot in a way that makes me reconsider my heel choice. Beyond the dock, connected by a gangplank that is really just a sheet of steel with bolts, sits the barge.

The Carthage.

I've seen the satellite images. The appraisal photos. The county assessor's notes, which described the structure as "a semi-permanent floating workshop of negligible commercial value." Standing here, I understand why Gavin's initial site visit lasted two hours. This is not a property in any sense Carraway's investors would recognize. It's a floating junkyard with a purpose. Steel-hulled, flat-bottomed, scarred with decades of use. Cage racks line the starboard side. A crane arm juts from the foredeck at an angle that suggests either custom engineering or structural compromise. Canvas tarps cover sections of the deck. A wheelhouse sits at the stern, square and functional, its windows clouded with salt residue.

And on the deck, shirtless, hauling a cage from the water with the kind of focused indifference that reads as either discipline or contempt, is Tiernan Byrne.

I know his file. Thirty-four. Third-generation lease holder. No spouse, no dependents, no business partners, no recorded income above the poverty line for nine of the past twelve years. County tax records show a man surviving on the mathematical edge of viability, his lease renewed through a combination of bureaucratic inertia and the fact that nobody in Dare County has wanted this particular stretch of water badly enough to fight for it.

Until now.

His file does not prepare me for the physical reality of him. He's tall, built the way working men are built when the work never stops. Broad across the shoulders, narrow below, his body shaped by function rather than design. His skin is dark from sun in a way that has nothing to do with a beach vacation. It's the complexion of permanent outdoor labor, the kind of tan that lives in the lines around his eyes and the creases of his knuckles. His hair is dark, cut short, and his jaw looks like something weather did to stone.

I step onto the gangplank. The steel shifts under my heels. I steady myself by grabbing the railing, which is hot enough to brand. Ninety degrees. September on the Outer Banks, and the air weighs more than my briefcase.

"Mr. Byrne."

He doesn't look up. His hands work the cage latch. The oysters inside are grey-green, clustered, alive.

"Mr. Byrne, my name is Elara Voss. I'm with Carraway Development Group. I believe your office received our correspondence regarding—"

"Don't have an office."

His voice is lower than I expected. Unhurried. The accent is local but not thick. The cadence of a man who speaks primarily to water and machinery and has trimmed his vocabulary accordingly.

"Your mailing address, then. We've sent several letters regarding the Pamlico Sound Shoal Lease, parcel 7-B, and the acquisition proposal outlined in—"

"Got those."

"Then you're aware of our offer."

He sets the cage on the sorting table. Pulls an oyster from the cluster. Holds it up to the light, turning it between his thumb and forefinger with the precision of a jeweler examining a cut. I notice his hands. They are not hands that have ever held a quarterly report. They're mapped with scars, the knuckles thick, a crescent-shaped mark on his right index finger that catches the light.

"I'm aware," he says.

He puts the oyster back. Reaches for the next cage line.

I open my briefcase on the sorting table. The folder is crisp, tabbed, color-coded. Gavin's assistant formatted it. I lay it flat. "The offer represents a thirty-percent premium over assessed value. The terms include a twelve-month transition period, relocation assistance, and a—"

"Leave it on the table." He pulls the cage. Doesn't look at the folder. Doesn't look at me. "Leave yourself on the dock."

I don't leave. I've been told to leave by men who've since signed Carraway contracts in rooms they once said they'd never enter. The human relationship to the word "no" is more elastic than most people realize. "No" is a position, not a wall. Positions can be repositioned.

I stand on his barge in my heels and my blazer in heat that is soaking through my blouse from the inside out. Sweat traces the line of my spine. My hair, pinned in a low bun, is already losing the fight against humidity that could qualify as a liquid.

"Mr. Byrne, the number is—"

I say the number.

He looks at me.

For the first time, his eyes meet mine, and I understand something that the satellite photos and county assessor's notes and Gavin's two-hour site visit failed to communicate. This man is not uninterested in my offer. He is not confused by it or intimidated by it or holding out for more.

He has rejected it the way bone rejects a foreign body. Completely, cellularly, without negotiation.

His eyes are grey-green. The color of the shoal water behind him. The color of something shallow that is deeper than it looks.

He says: "No."

I say: "You haven't heard the terms."

He says: "I heard the number. The answer's in the water, Voss. Listen."

He turns back to the cages.

I listen. I hear waves against the hull. The creak of cable. The wet percussion of oyster shells in a wire cage. The particular sound of a place that has been the same for longer than I've been alive and intends to remain so.

I don't hear an answer. But I hear a man who believes one lives there, and that belief is the most dangerous variable in any acquisition. You can negotiate against greed, against fear, against ignorance. You cannot negotiate against faith.

I close the briefcase. I adjust my blazer. I turn toward the dock.

The dock is ten feet lower than it was when I arrived.

My rental sedan sits in the shell-gravel lot where I parked it twenty minutes ago. The gravel is gone. The lot is a shallow pool of brown water. The car's tires are submerged to the rims. As I watch, a small wave, no more than three inches, washes over the hood and recedes, leaving a film of sand on the windshield.

The road I drove in on has vanished. Where NC-12's shoulder met the shell-gravel turnoff, there is now a flat, unbroken sheet of water stretching to the horizon. The Sound and the road have merged. The distinction between land and sea has been politely dissolved.

Behind me, the clank of a cage hitting the sorting table. His voice, carrying the specific weight of a man who knew this was going to happen.

"Tide chart's on the wheelhouse wall, if you're curious. Next low is in six hours. But with that system pulling water in from the southeast, I wouldn't count on the road clearing till tomorrow. Maybe later."

I turn. He's watching me now. Arms folded. The sun behind him makes him a silhouette, a dark shape against bright water, and for one disorienting second I can't tell where the man ends and the barge begins.

"You're telling me I'm stuck here."

"I'm telling you the ocean doesn't care about your briefcase."

He goes back to his oysters. I stand on the gangplank between a barge I don't want to board and a car I can't reach, with my phone showing zero bars and my blazer glued to my back with sweat, and I understand, with the clarity of a woman whose profession is reading situations, that I have just become the worst thing an acquisitions manager can become.

A variable I didn't account for.

I look at the water where the road was. I look at the man who hasn't moved.

I step back onto the barge.
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Stranded
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SHE DOESN'T PANIC.

I expected panic. The last one Carraway sent, the man in the blue blazer who parked too close to the waterline, he lasted two hours and spent ninety minutes of them on his phone trying to get a signal. When the tide started licking his tires, he drove out at a speed that threw shell gravel into my rain catchment and probably cracked his oil pan on the submerged road.

This one stands on my deck in heels that are already salt-stained and watches her car disappear into the Sound the way a general watches a flank collapse. Not with terror. With recalculation.

I pull another cage. Set it on the table. Pop the latch.

She's behind me. I can feel her the way I feel a shift in barometric pressure, a change in the quality of the air that tells me something is coming. She smells like something expensive underneath the sweat. Lotion or perfume, the kind they sell in stores where the salespeople wear black and judge you by your cuticles. The scent is already losing its war against the salt and the diesel and the brine. By tomorrow it'll be gone. The Banks strip everything that doesn't belong.

"How long until the water recedes enough to drive out?"

Her voice is controlled. Level. The question is reasonable, which makes it dangerous because reasonable questions are the ones that lead to unreasonable situations. I check the tide chart tacked to the wheelhouse door. My father's handwriting in the margins. Notes about anomalies, about surge patterns, about the way a southeast system can hold water in the Sound for days.

"Six hours to low tide," I say. "But that system pulling in from the southeast is stacking water against the Banks. The Sound doesn't drain right when the wind's pushing in. Could be tomorrow. Could be the day after."

"The day after." Not a question. A measurement.

"Maybe longer. Depends on the storm track."

"What storm?"

I nod toward the wheelhouse. "Tropical Storm Maren. Been sitting off Cape Lookout for two days. Track shifted north this morning."

She processes this the way I process a tide reading. Fast, without visible emotion. I can see the data reorganizing behind her eyes. Car underwater. Road gone. Storm approaching. Phone dead. She's running the numbers on her situation, and the sum is not in her favor.

"I need to use your radio. I have to call for a tow."

"Radio's for emergencies."

"My car is submerged in a tidal flat."

"Car's not going anywhere. That makes it storage, not an emergency."

Her jaw tightens. She controls it. Professional reflex, the ability to absorb a provocation and file it for later use. I've seen it before. Insurance adjusters have it. Cops have it. People who deal with difficult men for a living have it, and I am, by any measure, a difficult man.

She holds up her phone. The screen is dark. "No signal."

"Cell tower's on Hatteras. Storm took
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