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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior,

possessiveness, power imbalance, explicit language, industrial danger,

survival situations, morally grey characters, grief, deception,

toxic attraction, and dark themes.

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

"Do I Wanna Know?" — Arctic Monkeys

"Summertime Sadness" — Lana Del Rey

"Apocalypse" — Cigarettes After Sex

"Beggin for Thread" — BANKS

"Sweater Weather" — The Neighbourhood

"Sunlight" — Hozier

"My Own Soul's Warning" — The Killers

"Kill Bill" — SZA

"Cherry" — Deftones

"Liability" — Lorde

"Wicked Game" — Chris Isaak

"Meet Me in the Woods" — Lord Huron

There is a depth below which rescue becomes irrelevant.

You stop counting the fathoms. You stop looking up.

You learn to breathe in the dark,

and you call the drowning love.

— Arden Voss, Salvage Notes

For the ones who stayed on the platform.

For the ones who burned.
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Prologue
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The Last Light

The Gulf is burning.

Orange light crawls across the surface of the water, spreading outward from the base of the platform in slow arterial pulses. Crude oil catching fire looks nothing like the training videos. In the simulations, the flames are contained, predictable, cinematic. In reality, the fire moves like something alive, something that has been waiting inside the black water for permission to exist.

I stand on the helipad with the wind tearing at my shirt and the heat rising through the steel grating under my boots. Platform Leviathan groans beneath me, a sound I have heard ten thousand times but never like this. Not this frequency. Not this surrender. The structure is talking, and what it says is: I am finished.

Thirty seconds. Maybe less.

The lifeboat hangs from its davit on the starboard side, sixty feet below and to the right. Rated for twenty-two souls. Tonight, it needs to carry one. I know the release mechanism the way I know my own vertebrae. Three steps, two latches, one pull. The boat drops, the engine catches, and I am gone from this place my grandfather built and my father wrecked and I tried to resurrect with spit and stubbornness and borrowed time.

The fire answers that stubbornness now. It licks the legs of the platform, patient and absolute.

Paloma is inside.

I know because the pump room hatch is still sealed from the interior, and because the radio went silent four minutes ago, and because she is the kind of woman who finishes what she starts even when finishing means dying in a steel room a hundred miles from anyone who would notice her absence. She went in to seal the valve. She told me to give her ten minutes. I gave her fourteen. Now the fire is here, and the valve is sealed or it isn't, and she is conscious or she isn't, and I have thirty seconds to decide whether Killian Dune is the kind of man who leaves.

I already know the answer. I have known it since the moment she stepped off that helicopter with her hard hat and her clipboard and her jaw set at the exact angle of someone who had already decided to hate me. I knew it the way you know a wave is going to hit before the water rises, that bone-deep recognition that something is coming and you are not going to outrun it and you don't want to.

The lifeboat. Or her.

My grandfather built this platform. Sank the first piling with his own hands in 1974. Named it after the thing he feared most, because that's what Dune men do with fear. We give it a name and put it to work. My father inherited it and bled it. I inherited the debt and the rust and the ghosts, and I have spent six years making this structure hold when every engineer in the Gulf said it was time to let it go.

Levi died here. On a Tuesday. With the sun out and the water calm and the equipment three months past its replacement date because I couldn't afford the parts. My brother went into the water at 9:47 a.m. and did not come back, and I have carried that number tattooed on my arm and carved into every decision I've made since.

No one else dies on my platform.

The helipad railing is hot under my palms. The fire is climbing. I have twenty seconds now, maybe fifteen, and the lifeboat is right there, the last honest thing I could choose, the sane thing, the thing any man with a functioning instinct for survival would choose.

I turn away from the rail.

The stairwell to the lower deck is choked with smoke, and the handrail is starting to blister, and somewhere below me in the belly of this dying structure a woman who came here to destroy me is either alive or dead, and I am going to find out which.

The fire takes the helipad behind me. I hear it go. A sound like fabric tearing, like the sky ripping open, and then the heat doubles and there is no going back.

Some decisions are made in thirty seconds. Some were made the day you met her.

I take the stairs two at a time, descending into the smoke, and the last thought in my head before the world turns black and orange is this: if this is how the Dune legacy ends, in fire and oil and the bones of a platform that should have been decommissioned a decade ago, then at least the last thing I did was not leave.

At least the last honest thing I did was run toward her.

ACT I — ANCHOR DROP
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Steel and Salt

The helicopter banks hard over the water, and Platform Leviathan appears beneath us like a wound on the surface of the Gulf.

I catalog it the way I catalog every structure: systematically, dispassionately, with the cold efficiency of a woman who learned long ago that objectivity is the sharpest tool in the kit. The helipad is regulation-compliant but the paint is chalking. The crane boom on the southeast corner sits at a resting angle that suggests a hydraulic issue in the slew bearing. Three of the navigation lights on the northwest leg are dark. From six hundred feet, Platform Leviathan looks exactly like what it is: an aging offshore drilling facility operating past its engineered lifespan, held together by habit and stubbornness and whatever prayers the crew whispers into the Gulf wind at shift change.

My pilot, a compact woman named Darcy who has been ferrying inspectors to rigs for eighteen years, leans toward me. "Winds are picking up out of the south. You've got maybe three days before I can't get you off this thing."

"I won't need three days."

She gives me the look every helicopter pilot gives a safety engineer who says that. The one that means they all say that. "Weather service is watching a system off the Yucatan. It's not organized yet, but—"

"I've read the forecast." I have. I've read everything. The incident report filed after the death of Remy LaSalle, age twenty-six, killed three weeks ago when a valve casing failed during a routine pressure test. The maintenance logs submitted to BSEE by Dune Energy, which contain exactly the kind of clean, consistent data that sets off alarms in anyone who knows how maintenance actually works on a platform this old. The company's financials, which tell a story of a family operation hemorrhaging money for a decade while somehow continuing to produce. And the personnel file of Killian Reid Dune, operations manager, the man who runs this platform and apparently lives on it, as though the Gulf of Mexico were a habitat and not a slow-motion industrial catastrophe.

I've read it all. I've memorized most of it. What I have not done is think about the fact that fourteen years ago, a different Dune Energy platform, fifty miles north of this one, killed my father.

I press the scar on my left palm. A childhood accident, or so I tell people. A kitchen knife that slipped. In reality, I was twelve and holding a piece of the memorial wreath that fell apart in the rain at my father's service, and the wire cut me, and I didn't let go because letting go seemed like the kind of thing a person does when they've accepted that the dead are gone, and I was not ready to accept that.

The scar is smooth now. A thin white line across the center of my palm. I press it when I need to remember why I do this work. Today I press it twice.

The helicopter descends. The platform's helipad grows beneath us, and I can see the details the altitude hid: the rust blooms on the railings, the puddles of condensation on the deck, the stenciled LEVIATHAN in faded yellow paint. A hot wind pushes through the open door and brings the smell: crude oil, salt, diesel exhaust, heated metal. The smell of every offshore platform I've ever boarded, and underneath it, something older, something I can't name but my body recognizes.

My father smelled like this when he came home. Before he stopped coming home.

The skids touch down. I unclip my harness, grab my hard hat and my bag, and step onto the deck of Platform Leviathan.

The heat hits me like a physical thing. Late July in the Gulf of Mexico, ninety miles from shore, and the air has the consistency of warm syrup. It coats my skin in the time it takes to cross the helipad. My regulation shirt, still crisp from the Houston office this morning, begins to cling to my shoulder blades before I reach the stairs.

A man is waiting at the base of the stairway.

He stands with the particular stillness of someone who is used to being the largest thing in any room, even when the room is an open deck with the sky above it. Tall. Lean in the way men get when their bodies are shaped by labor rather than intention. Sun-darkened arms, forearms roped with tendon, hands that hang at his sides with the relaxed weight of someone who is not worried about what his hands might need to do. He wears a grey T-shirt with the Dune Energy logo bleached to a ghost by salt and ultraviolet, and work pants that have been washed until the fabric is as soft as surrender, and boots that have never been new in the time he has owned them.

Killian Dune is not what I expected.

I expected corporate. I expected the polished deflection of a man who inherited a failing company and learned to make excuses sound like strategy. What I see instead is a man who looks like he was poured from the same material as the platform, as though the steel and the salt and the relentless heat shaped him the way they shaped the structure. Grey-green eyes narrowed against the glare. Lines at their corners that could be humor or damage or both. A jaw that belongs on a man who has opinions about things and is finished apologizing for them.

His gaze moves over me in a single pass. Not slow, not appraising. Operational. He is assessing me the way I assessed his platform: for weaknesses, for threat level, for the precise degree of trouble I represent.

"Ms. Cross." His voice carries over the helicopter noise without effort, the kind of low register that doesn't need volume. "You're early."

"The inspection was scheduled for 0900, Mr. Dune. It's 0847. I'm on time. Your helicopter was fast."

"Killian." He doesn't extend a hand. "Nobody on this platform uses last names. It confuses the radio."

"Then I'll use yours on the report."

The line should land like a warning. His mouth does something that is not quite a smile but acknowledges the shape of one. He turns without ceremony and walks toward the interior hatch, and I follow because that is my job, and because the alternative is standing on a helipad in hundred-degree heat watching a helicopter leave me on a steel island with a man whose family name I have spent fourteen years learning to pronounce like a diagnosis.

The interior of the platform is cooler by degrees, not by comfort. Fluorescent lights cast the corridors in a pale green wash. The walls are painted industrial grey, scuffed at hip height where bodies have passed for decades. Killian walks ahead of me, narrating without turning: crew quarters on the port side, mess hall midship, control room forward, pump room and mechanical below.

"How many crew currently on board?" I ask.

"Forty-three during full operation. We've scaled down to twenty for the inspection period. You'll have access to everything you need."

"I'll have access to everything, period. That's how inspections work."

He does turn then. Over his shoulder, a look that's harder to read than it should be. Not anger. Something more considered. "I understand how inspections work, Ms. Cross. I've survived six of them."

"Paloma," I say, because if he's going to use my name, I want to hear how he says it. I want to know if his mouth shapes it the same way it shapes his justifications. "Nobody on this platform uses last names. It confuses the inspector."

He holds my gaze for one second longer than professional courtesy permits. I catalog that too.

The control room is smaller than the specs suggested. Banks of monitors, a central console, two workstations, a radio panel, and a window that faces north toward a Louisiana coastline I can't see. On the wall beside the radio, a framed photograph: two boys on a fishing boat, squinting against the sun. The older one has Killian's jaw. The younger one has a grin that takes up his whole face.

I don't ask about the photograph. I don't ask about anything that isn't in my scope of inspection. I set my bag on the workstation he gestures toward, open my laptop, and begin.

"I'll need the maintenance logs for the past twenty-four months, the pressure test reports for all wellhead valves, and the incident investigation file for the LaSalle death. I'll also need a crew manifest, the emergency evacuation plan, and the name of your shift safety officer."

"Oz," he says. "Oscar Benitez. He'll get you what you need."

"And the pump room. I'll need access to the pump room today."

He doesn't move. Doesn't flinch. But something shifts behind his eyes. A door closing.

"Tomorrow," he says.

"Now," I say.

The fluorescent light hums between us. His hands are still at his sides. Mine are on the keyboard, poised, waiting. This is the negotiation every inspector has with every operator on the first day, the small war over territory and timing that establishes who controls the pace. Most operators fold. They give ground early and hold it where it matters. The smart ones concede the pump room on day one because they've already cleaned it.

Killian Dune doesn't fold. He doesn't concede. He stands in his control room with the photograph of two boys on the wall behind him and looks at me with the patience of a man who has been waiting for this fight his entire career.

"Tomorrow," he says again. "The crew is running a scheduled maintenance cycle on the number four compressor. The pump room is a hazardous environment during active maintenance. I won't put you in that space until it's secured."

It's a reasonable objection. It's also possibly the truth. I could press. I have the authority. But something in his tone tells me that the pump room isn't where he's hiding his secrets. It's somewhere else. Somewhere I haven't asked about yet.

"Tomorrow," I say. "0600."

"0600," he agrees.

Neither of us blinks. Neither of us needs to. The terms are set. The inspection has begun. And somewhere below us, in the guts of this platform, a valve casing is corroding, and crude oil is doing what crude oil has always done in the presence of structural failure, which is wait.
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Territorial

She sits at my workstation like she owns it.

Not sprawled, not settled. Positioned. Her laptop angled to catch the best light from the overhead fluorescents. Her bag at her feet, zipped, nothing exposed that isn't deliberate. She types with both hands and reads the screen with the focus of someone disassembling a mechanism, and every few minutes she pauses, tilts her head at an angle I'm already memorizing, and writes a note in a spiral-bound notebook with a pen that has teeth marks on the cap.

Paloma Cross is a problem.

Not in the way I expected. I've hosted inspectors before. BSEE sends them in two varieties: the career bureaucrats who know regulations but can't tell a ball valve from a gate valve, and the genuinely competent ones who understand the engineering but lack the stomach for conflict. The first type I handle with paperwork. The second I handle with patience. Both types leave within seventy-two hours, sign their reports, and let me get back to keeping this platform alive.

Paloma Cross is neither variety. She reads the maintenance logs the way I read the Gulf before a storm: looking for the patterns underneath the surface data. She asked for twenty-four months of records. Most inspectors ask for twelve. She asked for the crew manifest, which no one asks for because crew scheduling has nothing to do with a valve failure investigation unless you're looking for something specific. Unless you're building a case, not writing a report.

I lean against the doorframe of the control room and watch her work. I shouldn't. There's a list of things that need my attention: the number four compressor, the weather update I've been avoiding, the call to Derek I've been putting off. But I'm watching her instead, cataloging the way she moves through data the way she'll move through my platform tomorrow. Methodical. Relentless. The kind of thorough that doesn't come from training. It comes from motive.

"You're staring," she says without looking up.

"I'm supervising."

"You're supervising your own maintenance logs?"

"I'm supervising the woman reading them."

She looks up then, and her eyes are the color of strong coffee, and they hit with the same effect. Sharpness. Heat. The distinct sensation that sleep is no longer an option.

"Supervise from somewhere else," she says. "You're breathing on my data."

I push off the doorframe and walk to the console instead. I pull up the weather display because it gives me something to look at that isn't her. The tropical depression that Darcy mentioned is still sitting off the Yucatan, disorganized and indecisive, the atmospheric equivalent of a rumor. The models say it could develop. They also say it could fizzle. In my experience, the Gulf doesn't fizzle. It commits.

"How long have you been on this platform?" she asks.

I keep my eyes on the weather data. "Six years."

"Continuously?"

"I rotate off for thirty-six hours every two weeks. If the weather holds and the helicopter can fly."

"And when it can't?"

"Then I don't rotate off."

She writes something in her notebook. I'd give a considerable sum to know what. "That's unusual for an operations manager. Most OMs work hitch schedules. Two weeks on, two off."

"Most OMs didn't grow up on their platforms."

She looks at me again. I expected curiosity. What I get is something more clinical. She's filing me away, categorizing the data point, deciding whether it supports her working theory or contradicts it. I realize, with a discomfort that settles somewhere between my ribs, that she's inspecting me the same way she's inspecting the platform.

"Mr. Benitez," she says, redirecting. "Your safety officer. I'd like to speak with him after lunch."

"Oz eats at 1130. He'll be in the mess by noon."

"And the rest of the crew?"

"Working their rotations. The schedule's on the board in the hallway. You'll hear the shift bell at 0600, 1400, and 2200." I pause. "If you need anything between bells, use the intercom. Channel three for the control room, channel seven for emergencies."

"I know the channel system, Mr. Dune."

"Killian."

"I know the channel system."

She drops the last name like she's dropping a weapon she no longer needs. The omission is louder than either version. I leave the control room because staying feels like losing ground I can't afford, and I find Oz in the pipe corridor running a torque check on the number four compressor's flange bolts.

Oscar Benitez has worked on Platform Leviathan for twenty-one years. He was here before my father ruined the company, before I inherited it, before Levi. Oz has the kind of face that doesn't age so much as deepen, like wood grain. Fifty-two years old with the hands of a man who has tightened every bolt on this structure at least twice and the temperament of someone who has decided that patience is not a virtue but a survival strategy.

"Inspector settled in?" he asks without looking up from the flange.

"She's reading the maintenance logs."

"All of them?"

"Twenty-four months' worth."

Oz stops torquing. He looks at me. "That's thorough."

"That's the word I'm using."

"What word are you avoiding?"

I don't answer because the word I'm avoiding is dangerous, and saying it out loud would mean I've admitted that this woman with the chewed pen cap and the brown eyes and the spine made of regulations isn't just another inspector. She's something worse. She's competent, and she's motivated, and she's going to find every loose thread on this platform and pull until the whole structure unravels.

"She asked about the pump room," I say.

"And you told her—"

"Tomorrow. 0600."

Oz nods. He knows what's in the pump room. He knows what's in the maintenance history that the digital logs don't show. He was here the day Levi died. He was the one who pulled me off the dive deck when I tried to go in after my brother. He has kept every secret this platform holds, not because I asked him to, but because Oz understands that some truths don't fix anything. They just add weight to a structure that's already at capacity.

"Is the pump room clean?" I ask, meaning something larger than the question.

"Clean enough for an inspection," Oz says, meaning the same larger thing. "Not clean enough for that woman."

I leave him to his bolts and climb the exterior stairs to the upper deck. The Gulf stretches in every direction, grey-blue and flat, deceptively calm. The horizon shimmers with heat haze. I can feel the sun on the back of my neck, feel the salt drying on my forearms, feel the platform humming beneath my feet with the steady vibration of the pumps doing their work.

My phone has no signal out here. The satellite phone is in the control room, six feet from where Paloma Cross is disassembling my maintenance records with the precision of a woman defusing a bomb. I need to call Derek Sable. I need to tell him the inspection is not routine, that this inspector is not routine, that the careful, quiet, expensive strategy of delay and deflection that has kept Platform Leviathan operating for the past two years is about to meet someone who doesn't deflect.

I should make that call.

Instead, I stand on the upper deck and stare at the horizon where the weather system is deciding what it wants to be, and I think about the way Paloma Cross said my name. Not my first name. My last name. Dune. She said it like she'd practiced. Like she'd been saying it to herself for a long time.

She has a scar on her left palm. I noticed it when she set down her bag. Thin, old, the kind of scar that comes from gripping something too tightly. I do not know why I noticed it. I do not know why it matters. But it does, in the way certain details matter on a platform: not because they're significant on their own, but because they suggest a structural history that isn't visible from the surface.

I turn from the railing and go back inside. The call to Derek can wait until tonight, when she's in her quarters and the control room is mine again.

The photograph of Levi and me on the fishing boat catches my eye as I pass through the control room. I straighten the frame. A gesture so automatic I barely register it. But Paloma glances up as I do it, her gaze following my hand to the photograph and back to my face, and I see her choose not to ask.

Smart woman.

The answer would cost us both more than either of us can afford on day one.
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