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EPILOGUE

CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, captive dynamics, deception, grief, death of a sibling (backstory), severe medical vulnerability, financial coercion, morally grey hero, forced proximity, and dubious consent to captivity. 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

"Sunlight" — Hozier
"Apocalypse" — Cigarettes After Sex
"Skinny Love" — Bon Iver
"Savior Complex" — Phoebe Bridgers
"Slow Show" — The National
"Fade Into You" — Mazzy Star
"All I Need" — Radiohead
"Flightless Bird, American Mouth" — Iron & Wine
"San Luis" — Gregory Alan Isakov
"Habibi" — Tamino
"Like Real People Do" — Hozier
"Cherry Wine" — Hozier

"She came to take the land and I let her take everything else. That's not surrender. That's just knowing which things you can afford to lose."

— Callum Wren, The Apiarist's Confession

For the ones who walked into the hive knowing they were allergic.
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PROLOGUE

The Hive
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I FIND THE QUEEN DEAD at the bottom of the hive box, her workers already sealing wax around the body, and I think: this is the second time I've found someone I loved facedown and still.

Colony Fourteen. East ridge, third row, the hive with the crack in the landing board I keep meaning to repair. I pull the frame out slow, tilting it toward the overcast light so I can read the comb. Brood pattern's gone ragged. Spotty cells. Workers milling in that aimless, panicked orbit that tells me the pheromone signal broke hours ago. Maybe yesterday. I missed it. I was inside, reading an email from an estate attorney in Boston, and I missed a dying queen.

Sera would have caught it. She had a sense for the hives that went beyond inspection schedules and frame counts. She'd walk the rows at dawn and stop cold in front of a box, cock her head, listen. "That one's off," she'd say, and she'd be right. Every time. She heard frequencies I couldn't. She felt vibrations in her fingertips when she laid her palms flat on the hive body. I used to tell her she was imagining things. I used to be wrong about a lot.

She drowned seven years ago this August. A Tuesday night. Clear water, no wind, the kind of calm that tricks you into thinking the ocean is something you can trust. I was on the mainland, elbow-deep in a marine diesel engine at Colburn's boatyard, and my phone was in my jacket on a hook by the door. She called at 11:47. One ring before voicemail. I found the log the next morning, after Cora pulled me out of the repair bay and said the words that divided my life into before and after. I went back to the island on the first boat. Found her at the rock shelf where the beach bends south, facedown in eighteen inches of water, her hair moving with the current like something that hadn't decided to stop living yet.

The bees were already flying their morning routes. They didn't pause.

That was two thousand five hundred and fifty-seven days ago. I keep the count the way other men keep a drink in their hand: daily, mechanical, because the ritual is easier than the reason behind it.

I set Colony Fourteen's dead queen on the hive lid. She's smaller than a paper clip. Her wings are still perfect. I'll merge the colony with Twelve by tonight, newspaper method, let them sort out the new order on their own. It's the practical solution. Sera would have tried to raise a replacement queen from the remaining brood. She believed in saving what was already there, even when the math said otherwise.

I go inside. Wash my hands at the kitchen sink. The water runs cold, then warm, then cold again because the well pump cycles on its own schedule and I haven't fixed the heating element since April. My hands are scarred from a decade of stings. Small white marks across the knuckles and the backs of my fingers, clustered thick enough to look deliberate. The venom doesn't do anything to me now. No swelling. No pain. I stopped reacting around year two, and by year four my immune system had surrendered the argument entirely. The bees can sting me a hundred times and my body absorbs it the way soil absorbs rain.

Not everyone's body works like that.

I dry my hands on the kitchen towel, open the cabinet above the stove, and pull down a shipping box that arrived three days ago from a pharmacy in Bangor. Inside, packed in molded foam: six EpiPens. Auto-injectors. Epinephrine 0.3 mg. Expiration date fourteen months out. I ordered them under my name, paid cash through Cora's general store account so the charge wouldn't trace to the island. No prescription needed for the purchase. I looked it up.

I take two and put them in the kitchen drawer, left of the sink, next to the bottle opener and the can of WD-40. I take one and walk it to the mudroom, tuck it inside the first aid kit on the shelf above the rain boots. I take one to the dock shed and hang it on a nail next to the life jackets. The last two I put in a ziplock bag and slide into the inner pocket of my field vest, the one I wear when I work the hives.

Six injection points across fifty acres. Maximum response time from any location on the island: ninety seconds at a run.

I sit at the kitchen table and unfold the email I printed this morning. The letterhead reads Avery, Combs & Waite, LLP, Boston. The body is three paragraphs of legal language that boils down to one sentence: Waverly Anne Croft, sole executor of the Garrett Croft estate, will visit the Thorn Island property on or around July fourteenth to evaluate the parcel for disposition.

Disposition. A real estate word for erasure.

I've read her name forty times since the letter arrived. I've read it the way I read a hive inspection: looking for data, patterns, anything that tells me what's coming. I searched her online. Former compliance analyst. Financial sector. Boston University, graduated with honors. A LinkedIn profile with a professional headshot and a résumé that reads like someone who understands leverage. She left her position six months ago, around the time her father's estate landed in probate and the debts surfaced like bodies after a flood.

I found the allergy in the property insurance file. Garrett Croft took out a liability policy when he bought the island. Standard form. Buried on page nine, under "known hazards and health disclosures for property visitors," a single line: Immediate family member reports severe hymenoptera venom allergy. Epinephrine-responsive. No immunotherapy on record.

Hymenoptera. The order that includes bees.

His daughter is allergic to the only thing on this island that matters.

I close the email. Fold it along the same creases. Put it in the breast pocket of my shirt, over the left side, where it sits against my chest like a second pulse. I pull down the island map I drew six years ago and pinned above the kitchen table. Every hive is marked. Every flight path during peak foraging hours traced in blue pencil. The meadow corridors are green. The danger zones are hatched in red. I take a fresh marker and draw a new perimeter, eight feet wider than the standard safe corridor, connecting the house to the dock, the dock to the south beach, the south beach back to the porch. I label it in block letters: KEEP HER CLEAR.

The pen hovers over the map. I look at what I've drawn. A cage made of safe margins. A path through my island designed for a woman whose body will try to kill itself if a single bee finds exposed skin.

Outside, the barometer on the porch post reads 1,008 millibars and falling. I checked the NOAA marine forecast at five this morning. A high-pressure ridge off Nova Scotia is weakening. Gulf Stream air is pushing north, warm and wet, and when it meets the Labrador Current somewhere east of Penobscot Bay, the temperature differential will do what it always does in July. Fog. Dense, persistent, visibility under fifty feet. The kind that shuts down ferry service, cancels lobster runs, and turns the nine miles between Thorn Island and Jonesport into a wall.

The models show it arriving July fifteenth or sixteenth. One day after Waverly Croft sets foot on my dock.

I walk back to the hives. The overcast is thickening, and the foragers from Colony Eight are returning early, heavy with goldenrod pollen, landing on the board in that deliberate, loaded way that means the nectar flow is strong. I open Colony S-1, the oldest box on the island, the one Sera built from a kit she ordered with her student loan refund. The queen is there. Blue paint dot on her thorax, third generation from the original queen Sera raised. The colony is healthy. Brood pattern tight and consistent. Workers calm. No sign of stress. This hive has survived seven winters, two nor'easters, and a black bear that knocked three boxes off the east ridge in 2021. It survived Sera. It survived me. I close the lid with both hands and stand in the meadow and listen to the sound of forty colonies working.

Two million bees. Twelve acres of wildflower forage. One house. One dock. One boat with a diesel engine I could start in four minutes if I chose to.

And in twenty-one days, a woman who can't survive a single sting is going to walk onto this island and try to take it from me.

I look at the map in my hand. The cage I drew for her. The corridors, the margins, the buffer zones. I look at the EpiPens in my vest. At the cabinet. At the dock shed. Six injections between her and death. Six chances to keep her breathing on an island that hums with the one thing her body can't tolerate.

I fold the map. Slide it into my back pocket next to the printed email. I check the barometric pressure one more time. Falling. The fog is coming, and after the fog, the woman, and after the woman, the conversation I've been rehearsing for two years, the one where I explain that her dead father's land isn't his and isn't hers and that some things belong to the bees and the dead girl who raised them and the man who couldn't save her but can save this.

I'll need six days. The fog will give me that, if the models hold.

The bees fly over my head in clean arcs, following the pollen trails Sera mapped in a notebook I keep in the attic, in a box I haven't opened since the funeral. I don't open it. Not yet. Not until I need what's inside.

The hum settles in my sternum. Forty colonies breathing in unison. I close my eyes and listen.

Six days. I need six days.

ACT I

THE LANDING
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Chapter 1

Paper Walls

WAVERLY
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THE FERRY SMELLS LIKE diesel and lobster bait, and I've been holding my breath since Jonesport.

Not literally. That would require a level of commitment to discomfort that I haven't yet reached, though the morning is young and the bench I'm sitting on has a nail working its way through the plywood seat. I mean the other kind of holding your breath. The kind where your lungs work fine but your chest refuses to expand because expanding means settling in, and settling in means accepting that you're on a boat to a fifty-acre island nine miles off the coast of Maine to sell a piece of land your dead father bought the way other men buy lottery tickets: on impulse, without thought, as a bet against a future he didn't live long enough to lose.

The ferry is called the Alma Cora. Fifteen tons of welded aluminum and marine diesel, captained by a woman named Cora Teague who hasn't spoken a full sentence since we left the dock. She's maybe forty, maybe fifty, with the weathered face of someone who's spent her adult life staring at a horizon that never gets closer. Her hands on the wheel are red-knuckled and sure. She looked at my shoes when I boarded. Leather flats, Italian, the last purchase I made before my credit card started declining. She didn't comment. The look was comment enough.

I open the property file on my lap for the fourth time since leaving the motel in Jonesport. The plastic cover is already warped from the salt air. Inside: an assessed valuation from 2019 (the last time anyone from the county bothered), a survey map with topographical lines that mean nothing to me, and a letter from Pinnacle Coastal Development offering $1.2 million for the parcel, contingent on clear title and vacant possession.

Vacant possession. Meaning the beekeeper has to go.

My phone buzzes in my jacket pocket. One bar. Declan Marsh, Pinnacle's acquisitions manager, the man who's been calling me twice a week for three months with the patient insistence of someone who gets paid on commission.

Clock's ticking, Waverly. Pinnacle board meets Aug 1. Need signed PA before then or offer expires. No extensions.

I put the phone away. The island is visible now, rising through a marine haze that makes everything look like a photograph left in the sun. It's smaller than the survey map suggested. Darker. The tree line is thick spruce, packed tight against the shore like a wall. Beyond it, I can see the rise of a meadow. Something in the air changes as we approach. A smell: wildflowers and warm grass and something sweeter underneath, something alive and humming.

Humming. Literally. A low vibration in the air that I feel in my molars before I hear it. Not mechanical. Not the engine. Something organic, distributed, everywhere.

Bees.

My left hand moves to my right forearm without my permission. The scar is there, a thin white line along the inside of my wrist, nineteen years old and faded to the point where most people don't notice it. I notice it every day. I was nine. A birthday party in Wellesley. Sarah Chen's backyard. I stepped on a bee in the grass and my throat closed in forty-five seconds. They tell me the ambulance made it in six minutes. They tell me my father carried me to the driveway, held me while my lips went blue, and talked to me the entire time in a voice so calm the paramedics thought he was a doctor. He wasn't a doctor. He was a real estate speculator who understood leverage, and the leverage on that particular afternoon was the sound of his voice against the weight of anaphylaxis. He saved my life. It's the only unambiguous good thing I can say about Garrett Croft.

The EpiPen in my bag is current. Refilled in Boston three days before I left. My allergist, Dr. Okafor, made me demonstrate the injection technique on an orange before she'd sign the prescription. "You're going where?" she said, reading the intake form over her glasses. "An island. With beehives." She didn't say don't go. She said: "Two pens. Minimum. And don't be a hero." I packed two. I also packed a surveyor's report, a real estate attorney's letter of representation, and a timeline. I did not pack boots.

The ferry bumps the dock with a sound like a fist on a table. Cora kills the engine and ties off the bow cleat without looking at me. The dock is weathered cedar, silver with salt. A wooden ramp leads up a rocky path to a house I can't see yet, obscured by the spruce. The hum is louder here. Dense. Continuous. The air itself vibrates.

"Your ride back is Tuesday," Cora says. First complete sentence. "Ferry runs biweekly unless weather shuts us down."

"How often does weather shut you down?"

She looks at the sky. Flat white, low ceiling, the kind of overcast that doesn't commit to rain. "Often enough."

I pick up my bag. My leather flats find the dock and immediately absorb moisture from the planks. They'll be ruined by tonight. I don't look back at Cora. I don't want to see whatever expression she's wearing, because I'm certain it's the same one she wore when she looked at my shoes: the look of a woman who knows something about this island that she's decided is not her job to explain.

The path rises through the trees. Spruce and pitch pine, dense enough to block the wind but not the hum. Always the hum. It's in the ground under my feet, in the bark of the trees, in the air between breaths. I feel it in my sternum. My hand stays on my forearm. The scar is smooth under my fingertips. Smooth and permanent.

The trees open. The meadow hits me like a wall of color. Lupine. Goldenrod. White clover. Wild aster. Twelve acres of flowers in full July bloom, rolling uphill toward a farmhouse that sits on the island's highest point like something that grew out of the granite. Cedar shingle, wraparound porch, a chimney built from local stone. Beautiful. Neglected in the way that single men neglect beautiful things: not from indifference, but from a failure to notice that beauty requires maintenance.

And everywhere, in the meadow, along the tree line, in clusters and rows and solitary outposts: hive boxes. White. Stacked. Alive. I count twelve from where I'm standing and I can see more on the ridge beyond the house. Each one hums with a frequency I feel in my teeth.

I am standing in the middle of the thing that can kill me.

A man is walking toward me from the meadow. He moves through the hives the way water moves through rock, without hurry, without deviation, following a path that exists only in the architecture of his body's memory. Tall. My height plus half a foot, at least. Shoulders that earned their width. Forearms bare below rolled sleeves, tanned to a color that says he lives outside. His hands are visible even from thirty yards: scarred, white-marked across the knuckles, carried loose at his sides like tools he hasn't decided how to use yet.

He reaches the edge of the path. Stops. Looks at me the way you look at a problem someone else created and dropped on your property line.

"Croft," he says.

Not a question. Not a greeting. An identification, flat and certain, like he's been practicing the sound.

"Waverly," I correct.

He doesn't use it.

He turns and walks toward the house without offering to take my bag. I follow him, because the alternative is standing alone in a meadow full of bees with two EpiPens and a pair of Italian flats that are already soaking through, and because the man walking away from me is the man who holds the answer to the only question that matters: will he leave this island quietly, or will he make me take it from him?

The hum follows us up the hill. His boots on the path make no sound. My flats make the sound of money dying.

He doesn't look back.
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Chapter 2

Trespass

AJAX
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SHE STEPS OFF THE DOCK in leather flats and I give her three hours before the island eats them.

I watched her from the east meadow while Cora brought the Alma Cora around the breakwater. I was checking Colony Eight's landing board for signs of varroa. I found none, which means the oxalic acid treatment in May worked, which means one fewer problem to manage. Then the ferry rounded the point, and I looked up, and there she was on the bow bench with a plastic folder in her lap and the posture of a woman who's never been anywhere that didn't have a dry cleaner within walking distance.

The folder will be the property file. The surveyor's report, the assessed value, whatever letter her attorney drafted to make this feel legal and civilized. She'll have a pen in her bag. She'll have a timeline. She'll have the confidence of someone who's spent her career reading documents that make complicated things simple, and she'll walk onto my island believing that this is one of those things.

She's wrong. But she doesn't know that yet.

I meet her at the edge of the meadow path. She's shorter than the LinkedIn photo suggested. Auburn hair knotted at the back of her neck, functional, not decorative. Narrow shoulders under a linen blazer that's already losing its shape in the humidity. She's carrying her bag with both hands on the strap, gripping it the way you grip something when you need an anchor and the ground isn't providing one. Her eyes move fast. Cataloguing. Assessing exit routes and asset values with a compliance analyst's reflex. She's done it so long she probably doesn't know she's doing it.

I notice two things before I notice anything else. Her hands, when she shifts the bag, brush her left forearm. The inside, just below the wrist. She touches it the way you touch a scar you've memorized. And her breathing, when the first bee crosses her peripheral vision six feet to her left, catches. Not panic. Controlled interruption. The disciplined flinch of a woman who's trained herself not to run.

"Croft," I say.

She corrects me. "Waverly."

I don't use it. Not because I'm trying to establish distance. Because distance is already established. Her father bought this land twenty-two years ago for eighty thousand dollars at a county tax auction, never set foot on it, and used it as a depreciation write-off for a real estate portfolio that turned out to be half fraud. He died owing more than the estate was worth. His daughter inherited the debt, the enemies, and a piece of ground she's never seen, and she's here to sell it to someone who will bulldoze every hive I've built and pour concrete over the meadow where Sera raised her first queen.

I don't need to call her Waverly. Calling her Waverly implies a relationship. We don't have one. We have a property dispute.

The house is two hundred yards up the path. I
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