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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, surveillance, captivity, stalking, domestic abuse (past), trafficking (referenced), violence, explicit language, morally grey characters, toxic attraction, and dark romantic 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

"Sweater Weather" — The Neighbourhood

"Do I Wanna Know?" — Arctic Monkeys

"lovely" — Billie Eilish & Khalid

"Summertime Sadness" — Lana Del Rey

"Apocalypse" — Cigarettes After Sex

"Beggin for Thread" — BANKS

"No Surprises" — Radiohead

"Fade Into You" — Mazzy Star

"Work Song" — Hozier

"Cherry" — Lana Del Rey

"Tidal" — Chase Atlantic

"All the Things Lost" — MS MR

There are men who build cages and men who become them.

I married the first kind. I fell for the second.

— Laine Alcott, Salt and Wreckage

For the ones who stayed when the door was finally open.
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Before

The woman crosses the causeway at two in the morning, and I count the seconds her headlights take to reach the other side.

Fourteen. The tide is low. By tomorrow afternoon the water will swallow that road to the hubcaps, and by Thursday it won't be a road at all. She doesn't know that yet. She doesn't know the geography of where she's chosen to hide, hasn't studied the tide charts or the storm models or the way Heron Neck becomes an island every time the Chesapeake decides to breathe in. She found a listing online, paid through a proxy server, and drove east until the continent stopped.

I know, because I built the listing. I chose the photos. I set the price low enough to look like a mistake and high enough to look real. Three bedrooms, water view, no lease, cash accepted. A trap dressed as a refuge.

The Honda's brake lights flare at the cottage. She sits in the car for a long time. I watch from my dock, bare feet on wood that's still warm from the day's heat, August pressing against my skin like a hand. Mosquitoes whine at my ears. The bay behind me is black glass, the kind of still that happens before something moves beneath the surface.

She gets out. Small, quick on her feet, head turning in both directions before she reaches for the trunk. She's been taught to check exits. Not by choice. Someone trained that into her the hard way, and I know who, and the name sits in my mouth like a bone I can't swallow or spit.

Garrett Wren. Richmond money, Tidewater pedigree, the kind of face that photographs well at charity galas. The kind of hands that leave marks in places a dress will cover. I've been building a file on him for seven years, and it's never been enough. Not for the police, who need evidence. Not for the prosecutors, who need a victim willing to testify. Not for me, who needs to know what happened to a nineteen-year-old girl at a marina in Virginia Beach on a night when his yacht was docked forty feet from where she was last seen alive.

Nola. My sister. Gone.

Seven years, and I've learned that the word missing is a courtesy. A softening. What it means is: someone took her, and the world looked the other way, and I wasn't there to stop it.

The woman carries two bags into the cottage. One duffel, one canvas tote that she grips against her body like it contains a vital organ. She locks the front door. I hear the bolt from here, the sound carrying across the salt-thick air. A minute later, a light appears in the bedroom window. Then nothing.

I don't move. The dock shifts beneath me with the small, persistent rocking of the bay, and the heat sits on my shoulders, and I think about the geometry of what I've done.

I put her here. I put Cassidy Wren, who is calling herself Cassidy Vane, who was born Cassidy Mercer, in a cottage forty feet from my house on a peninsula that floods twice a day. I did it because she was married to Garrett Wren for three years, and three weeks ago she emptied his safe and ran, and she has something in that canvas bag or in her head or in her history that connects him to the network I've been circling for seven years without finding the door.

She's the door. Or she's the key. Or she's bait, depending on how honest I'm willing to be at two in the morning with the tide coming in.

I flex my hands. The cuts from today's haul are still open, salt stinging in the creases of my knuckles. Tomorrow I'll be on the water before dawn, hauling traps, sorting blue crabs by size, tossing the dead ones, the routine that has kept me upright since Nola vanished. The routine that everyone on this shore reads as stability. Declan Stone, third-generation waterman, quiet type, keeps to himself, good with his hands.

Good with his hands. If they knew what these hands are really building, the careful architecture of it, the years of patience. Every document. Every boat registration. Every name traced through shell companies and coastal ports. They'd call it obsession. They'd be right.

The light in her bedroom goes out. She's lying in the dark in a bed I chose, in a room with a lock I installed on the outside of the door. She'll find that lock tomorrow. She'll test the hardware, feel the oil on the hinge. She'll catalog it the way I've already learned she catalogs threats: quietly, without visible reaction, filing the information in a place no one else can reach.

I installed the lock because I need to know where she is. Because seven years ago I couldn't keep someone safe and the compulsion hasn't stopped, hasn't even slowed, has only deepened into the kind of architecture that looks like care if you squint and looks like a cage if you don't.

The difference between care and a cage is which side of the lock you're standing on.

I'm standing on the outside. I chose the outside. I'm not ready to think about why that matters more than it should.

The Chesapeake laps at the pilings, soft and relentless. Somewhere south of here, in the warm Atlantic, a tropical depression is organizing itself into something with a name. The weather service will call it Miriam. In eight days it will be a Category 3 hurricane aimed at this coast, and the causeway will be gone, and this peninsula will be a world of two, and by then I will know the sound of her laugh and the shape of her fear and the exact weight of her hand when it lands on my arm.

I don't know that yet. What I know is the heat and the tide and the dock under my feet and the fact that Cassidy Wren is forty feet away, sleeping in my trap, and I have work to do.

I stand. I check the lock on my own door. Exterior. Matching hers. An old habit. The kind nobody questions because nobody's watching.

The crabs move in the traps below the surface, and the bay holds its breath, and I go inside.

Act I — Brine
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Vacancy

The cottage smells like salt and something underneath salt, something green and tidal and alive. I stand in the doorway with my duffel at my feet and the canvas tote pressed against my ribs and try to remember the last time I slept in a place that didn't belong to Garrett.

Four years. The apartment before the marriage, the narrow one-bedroom in Church Hill with the radiator that clanked and the neighbor who played Patsy Cline at three in the morning. I loved that apartment. I loved the girl who lived there, the one who was too sharp to be fooled and too certain to be caged and too wrong about both.

The listing said three bedrooms. It has two, and one of them is the size of a closet with a window that faces the neighbor's house, twelve feet away. The kitchen has a gas stove with two working burners and a refrigerator that hums at a pitch designed to prevent sleep. The bathroom tile is cracked in three places, and the mirror has a brown stain in the upper corner that looks like a continent nobody's discovered yet.

It's perfect. It's cash, no lease, no questions, and the nearest town is forty minutes by car across a strip of road that, according to the hand-drawn map the caretaker left on the counter, goes underwater at high tide.

I paid three months in advance. Cash from the duffel, which holds thirty-nine thousand, seven hundred dollars. I started with forty. The gas station in Fredericksburg took three hundred.

The tote bag goes on the bed. I don't unpack it. I don't unpack anything. Instead I walk the perimeter of the cottage the way I've trained myself to walk any new space: windows first, then doors, then the angles of approach from outside. Front door, kitchen door, two bedroom windows, one bathroom window. The kitchen door has a slide bolt that's been painted over so many times it won't move. I work it loose with a butter knife from the drawer. It slides. It locks.

Then the bedrooms.

The larger bedroom has a mattress that sags in the center and sheets that smell like cedar, which means they've been in a closet for months. The window faces east, toward the bay. I can hear water. Not waves. Something quieter, like the bay is just breathing out there, rhythmic and patient.

I check the door. A standard interior lock, the kind you turn from inside. But on the outside of the door, at hip height, there's a hasp-and-staple lock. Iron. Heavy. The kind you'd use on a shed or a gate. The screws are snug in the wood, and when I touch the hinge, my fingers come away slick.

Someone oiled this lock. Recently.

I stand in the doorway and look at it. My pulse does the thing it does: steady, controlled, the result of three years learning to manage fear as a physical event rather than an emotional one. I catalog the lock the way I'd catalog a clause in a contract, back when I was a paralegal and reading fine print was a profession rather than a survival skill. Hasp lock. Exterior mount. Functional. Maintained.

I don't take it off. I don't call the caretaker. I close the bedroom door from the inside, lock the interior knob, and set my phone alarm for every two hours.

Through the window, I can see the house next door. Not a house, really. A structure that's been arguing with the weather for decades and losing. Weathered shingles the color of old bone. A dock that extends into the bay like a crooked finger. Crab pots stacked along the side of the building, towers of wire and wood that look architectural in the dark.

A light is on. One window, ground floor. A shape moves behind it, tall and unhurried. A man. He's been home since I arrived. I felt the weight of his attention from the car, the way you feel someone looking at you through glass.

I don't close the curtain. I watch the shape move behind the lit window and think about causeway roads that go underwater and locks that don't belong on bedroom doors and the precise, geometric weight of forty thousand dollars in a duffel bag at the foot of a bed in a cottage at the end of a peninsula at the edge of a state I've never visited.

I made it east. As far east as I could drive without a boat. Water on three sides and a road that drowns. I chose this the way I chose everything in the last three weeks: fast, alone, and trusting nobody's judgment but mine.

The judgment that married Garrett Wren. The judgment that stayed for three years. The judgment that noticed the safe combination and the file cabinet and the locked drawer in his home office and thought: I should look at that.

I roll onto my side. The sheets are stiff against my cheek. Through the wall, I can hear the refrigerator's hum, and past that, the bay.

Tomorrow I'll drive across the causeway to the mainland and buy groceries and bleach and new sheets and a screwdriver to remove that lock. I'll come back and clean this cottage until it smells like mine, and I'll eat something that isn't gas station trail mix, and I'll begin the work of becoming Cassidy Vane, the woman who doesn't exist, who has no husband, no history, no scar on her left forearm from a kitchen accident that wasn't.

But tonight the tote bag is on the bed and the duffel is at my feet and the man next door is still awake and the lock on the outside of my door has been oiled by someone who expected me to find it.

I reach under the pillow and feel for the paring knife I took from the kitchen drawer. The handle is warm from the mattress. I curl my fingers around it and close my eyes.

The bay breathes. The refrigerator hums. The lock holds.

I don't sleep.
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Cull

The alarm goes off at four fifteen, but I've been awake since three, lying in the dark listening to the crawl of the bay against the pilings below my house. The same sound my father heard, and his father before that. Some mornings it's a comfort. Most mornings it's just the sound of the only life I know how to live.

I dress in the dark. Cargo shorts, boots, a T-shirt I'll sweat through before the sun clears the tree line. I wrap duct tape over yesterday's cuts on my left hand, the adhesive pulling at the raw skin along my knuckles. Three gashes from a trap that snagged on a piling, the wire biting before I could get a glove on. The tape won't hold past the first haul, but it'll stop the salt from getting in for a few minutes, and a few minutes is all you need to stop noticing the pain.

The workboat is a twenty-four-foot deadrise, the kind of Chesapeake Bay crab boat that hasn't changed its basic shape in seventy years. Flat bottom, high sides, an open deck with a culling table and a bait box. My father named it the Ruth Ann after my mother, who left when I was nine and Nola was two. I never renamed it. Some debts you carry because putting them down would mean admitting they're too heavy.

The engine coughs, catches, settles into its diesel rumble. I run dark until I clear the point, then flip the running lights and head south toward the first line of pots. The bay is flat, the air already thick with the day's heat at four thirty. By noon it'll be ninety-five. By three it'll feel like the inside of a mouth.

This is the work. Locate the float. Hook it with the gaff. Feed the line through the pot puller. Haul the trap over the gunwale. Open the bait box. Sort. Males over five inches, back in the bushel. Females with eggs, back in the water. Everything else, back in the water. Reset the bait. Close the trap. Drop it. Move to the next.

My hands know this the way your hands know how to tie shoes. I don't think about the crabs. I think about her.

Not her. The lead. The woman. I correct myself and the correction is a habit now, a discipline I practice because the alternative is the kind of thinking that gets people killed. She's the Wren lead. Subject of interest. The connection between Garrett Wren and the coastal network that swallowed my sister.

Cassidy Anne Mercer. Married Garrett Wren three years ago in a ceremony at the Wren family estate in Goochland County. Photos in the Richmond Times-Dispatch: bride in white, groom in navy, the kind of wedding that costs more than my house. She was twenty-three. A paralegal at a downtown firm. Smart, by all accounts. Phi Beta Kappa from UVA. The kind of woman who reads contracts for a living and still signs the one that says till death do us part because she believes the person handing her the pen.

I've been tracking Garrett for seven years. The connection to Nola is circumstantial, architectural, built out of coincidence and geography and the fact that his yacht, a fifty-foot sport fisher called the Meridian, was docked at the Virginia Beach marina the night my sister was last seen alive. That's not proof. That's a pin on a map. I have forty-seven pins on that map, and none of them have ever been enough.

Three weeks ago, Cassidy Wren opened her husband's safe, took forty thousand dollars, and drove east. I found out because I monitor a dark web forum where women who've survived Garrett's orbit share information under layers of encryption and paranoia. A new poster, handle bluebird37, wrote fourteen words: Took what I could. Heading east. He'll come looking. Don't trust Jonas.

Jonas Ridley. Retired Coast Guard investigator. The man I've been calling a contact, an ally, the only person in law enforcement who ever took my case seriously. Don't trust Jonas.

I filed it. I'll deal with it later. What mattered was the direction. East. And three days after the post, a woman matching Cassidy's description inquired about a cash rental on the Eastern Shore of Maryland. My listing. My trap.

The sun breaks the tree line and the bay turns from black to green to that particular shade of grey-gold that means the humidity is already winning. I haul the last trap in the first line, reset, move south. The rhythm is the same. The sweat is the same. The salt that dries in white lines on my forearms is the same salt my father wore.

I think about what I know and what I need.

I know Garrett Wren runs women through a network that uses coastal routes, small boats, and shell companies registered in the Cayman Islands. I know he's been doing it for at least eight years. I know the women are young, recruited from vulnerability, and that most of them disappear into a system designed to make disappearance look like choice.

I need proof. The kind that forces handcuffs and newsprint and the particular silence that follows the word guilty in a federal courtroom.

I think Cassidy has it. Maybe on a device, maybe in documents, maybe in the memory of a woman who lived inside his house for three years and saw things she didn't understand until she ran.

She doesn't know what she has. That's my read. She ran because of the violence, not the trafficking. She stole money, not evidence. But a paralegal who spent three years in that house, who read fine print for a living, who notices locks on doors: she saw things. Filed things. The kind of information that becomes a weapon once someone shows her where to point it.

That someone is me.

By ten I've hauled eighty pots and filled four bushels. The Ruth Ann rides low on the way back, the gunwale close to the waterline. I dock, hose the boat, stack the bushels in the shade of the boathouse. The heat is a physical weight now, pressing against my skull, baking the dock planks until they're too hot for bare feet.

I fill a bucket with the best of the haul. A dozen jimmies, big males, claws banded. I carry the bucket to her porch.

She's on the steps. Barefoot, in shorts and a tank top, a paperback open on her knee. Her hair is in a braid that falls over one shoulder, dark blonde, lighter at the ends where the sun has started to work. She looks up when I approach, and her body does the thing I already recognize: a full-body scan, fast, unconscious. Exits, distance, my hands, my size relative to hers. She's done this before. She'll do it every time.

I set the bucket on the bottom step. The crabs shift against each other, claws scraping tin.

"I don't know what to do with those." Her voice is flat, guarded, the accent mid-Atlantic. Not unfriendly. Not friendly either. A voice that gives nothing for free.

"You learn."

I walk away. I don't look back. I can feel her watching me the way you feel the sun on the back of your neck, persistent and warm and nothing you asked for.

Inside the boathouse, I pull the padlock shut and turn on the lamp. The evidence wall fills the far side: newspaper clippings, boat registrations, a map of the coast with forty-seven pins, photographs printed on cheap paper and taped at the corners. Garrett Wren at a fundraiser. Garrett Wren on his yacht. Garrett Wren shaking hands with a state senator.

I take a new photo from my desk. Printed this morning from the forum archive. Cassidy at a gallery opening two years ago, Garrett's arm around her waist, her smile photographic and precise. The smile of a woman performing contentment for an audience.

I pin it to the wall. Next to it, I pin the photo that's been there the longest. Nola at seventeen, on this dock, laughing at something I said, her dark hair across her face, the bay behind her catching the light.

Two women. One gone. One here.

I stand between the photos and measure the distance and tell myself it's geography, not emotion.

The tape on my knuckles has come loose. The cuts are bleeding again, thin lines of red mixing with brine. I peel the tape, rinse my hands in the utility sink, and wrap fresh.

Outside, the heat builds. I can hear the bay and the cicadas and the sound of a woman turning pages on a porch forty feet away.

I have work to do.
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Rinse

The heat wakes me before the alarm. Six thirty and the bedroom is a kiln, the air so thick with humidity that my lungs have to work for every breath. The window is open, the screen useless against the mosquito that left three welts along my collarbone while I slept. I stare at the ceiling fan that doesn't move because there's no switch for it, and I catalog what I have: two working burners, running water that tastes like pennies, a bed that sags, twelve hundred square feet of shelter at the edge of a continent.

No air conditioning. The listing didn't mention that. I search for a wall unit, a vent, a thermostat. Nothing. The house is a box with windows, and the windows face south and east, which means direct sun from dawn until four in the afternoon. The interior will be uninhabitable by noon.

I shower in water that runs tepid, not cold. Dress in a tank top and cotton shorts, the lightest things I packed. My hair goes into a knot at the nape of my neck, twisted tight enough to stay off my skin. By the time I'm dressed, sweat has already gathered in the hollow between my collarbones.

The crabs are still on the porch. The bucket is in the shade, and they're alive, moving against each other in slow, armored circles. I carry the bucket inside and set it on the counter and stare at them the way I used to stare at legal briefs when I was too tired to read but too stubborn to stop. I find a pot. I boil water. I drop two crabs in and listen to the sound they make against the sides of the pot and try not to think about metaphors.

They're good. Salty, sweet, the meat tender under the shell. I eat standing at the counter, cracking legs with my fingers, juice running down my wrists. My first real meal in three days. The gas station trail mix was sustenance. This is something else. This is a man leaving food on my doorstep and walking away, and I'm not naive enough to think that's simple.

Nothing a man gives you is simple. That's the lesson. That's the thing I should've learned before Garrett and didn't.

I wash my hands, check the tote bag, and go outside.

Heron Neck in daylight is narrower than I imagined. The peninsula extends south from the mainland, a crooked finger of land barely a quarter mile wide, marshgrass on both sides giving way to sand and then the Chesapeake. The bay is everywhere. I can see water from any window, and the effect is not comforting. It's geometric. A narrow strip of solid ground between two bodies of water, connected to the rest of the world by a single road.

The road. I walk to the causeway and stand at the edge, where the asphalt meets the waterline. The tide is coming in. Water moves across the road surface in thin, clear sheets, creeping west to east, and I can see the place where the road goes under entirely, maybe two hundred yards ahead. Right now a car could make it. In an hour, maybe not. In two hours, the road will be the bay.

I drive across while I still can. The Honda's tires send up fans of water on both sides. The road is only a foot above the surface in the best spots, and I can feel the current through the steering wheel, a lateral pull that makes the car drift. My hands tighten on the wheel. By the time I reach the mainland, my shirt is damp between my shoulder blades and it's not just the heat.

Lydia's General Store and Post Office sits at a crossroads a mile from the causeway. Cinder block construction, a CLOSED sign that's been flipped to OPEN and left at a permanent angle. Two gas pumps from the previous century. A porch with a wooden bench where a man in overalls is eating a sandwich and watching the road with the patience of someone who has never been in a hurry.

Inside, the air conditioning hits me like mercy. I stand in the doorway and let it wash over my face, my arms, the backs of my knees. The store is small, well-stocked in the way that rural stores can be: canned goods and motor oil and fishing line and bread and eggs and a glass case of bait shrimp next to the deli counter.

The woman behind the register is watching me with undisguised interest. Early fifties, broad-shouldered, her grey hair cut short and practical. She has the face of a woman who's run a store and a post office and a local gossip network for thirty years and considers all three equally important.

"New on the Neck?"

"Just renting."

"The Marshall cottage?" She says it like she already knows. "Cash rental. No lease. Caretaker said somebody was coming."

I pick up a hand basket and start shopping. Bleach, sheets, a box of trash bags, coffee, a screwdriver set. "That's right."

"I'm Lydia." She doesn't extend a hand. She leans on the counter and waits. "What brings you out here?"

"Quiet."

"Well, you'll get that. Not much out on the Neck but Dec Stone and his crabs and whatever the Lord sends in terms of weather." She rings up the bleach without looking at it. "You got AC out there?"

"No."

"Lord. You'll melt. Dec's got a window unit. He might let you sit in his kitchen if you ask nice. He doesn't bite." A pause. "Much."

I pay in cash, bag the groceries, and don't respond to the invitation to share more. Lydia watches me leave with the particular expression of a woman cataloging a new variable.

The drive back is worse. The causeway is deeper now, the water over the road surface in a continuous sheet that reaches the bottom of my doors. I drive
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