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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, institutional corruption, power imbalance, possessive behavior, references to past physical abuse and childhood trauma, incarceration and its aftermath, captivity dynamics, forced proximity, survival situations, morally grey characters, and explicit language.

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

"Texas Sun" — Khruangbin & Leon Bridges

"Do I Wanna Know?" — Arctic Monkeys

"Earned It" — The Weeknd

"Cherry" — Lana Del Rey

"Body" — Wet

"The Less I Know the Better" — Tame Impala

"Bad Guy" — Billie Eilish

"Work Song" — Hozier

"Nara" — Alt-J

"Motion Sickness" — Phoebe Bridgers

"Black Mambo" — Glass Animals

"Gods & Monsters" — Lana Del Rey

"There's a kind of love that only grows in places where nothing else will — between the cracks, in the heat, where the road ends and the only direction left is toward each other."

Adeline Voss, Asphalt and Salt

For everyone who stayed when the road opened. You know who you are.
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PROLOGUE

Asphalt Burns at 147 Degrees

HENDRIX
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ASPHALT DOESN'T FORGIVE.

People think it's solid. They drive over it at seventy miles an hour and never once consider that the road was liquid three hours ago. That a man put his body weight against a lute rake and spread it like a wound while the fumes turned his lungs to leather. That the surface they trust with their lives is nothing but crushed rock and petroleum, pressed flat by a machine that weighs more than their house, baked hard by a sun that doesn't negotiate.

They don't think about the man who poured it.

I think about him because I am him.

Four twelve in the morning and I'm already on the road. FM-457, mile marker eleven, Brazoria County, Texas. The Gulf is two miles south, invisible in the dark but loud enough to remind me it's there. Always there. Like a debt collector. Like a dog that followed you home and won't leave because you fed it once.

The crew won't start for another forty minutes. I come out early because this is the only hour the asphalt lets you stand on it without melting the soles off your boots. The surface still holds yesterday's heat. A hundred and forty-seven degrees at peak, according to the infrared thermometer Polk calibrates every Monday because he spent twenty-six years in Coffield with nothing to do but become meticulous about things that don't matter.

Everything matters to men who've had everything taken.

I crouch and press my palm flat against the road. Warm. Not hot. The difference between the two is the difference between a woman leaning into you and a woman flinching. You learn to read temperature the way you learn to read people. Slowly. Painfully. With burns you earn and keep.

The road stretches north into nothing. South into nothing. East, the flat coastal scrubland. West, more of the same. This is the part of Texas that God forgot to finish. No hills. No trees worth the name. Just salt grass, mud flats, and a sky so wide it feels like a threat.

I built this road. Every yard of it since mile marker nine. My crew of eight. State-issued men doing state-contracted labor under a subcontract the state doesn't care about, supervised by a foreman the state would rather forget. We pour asphalt in four-hour shifts starting at dawn because by ten o'clock the air temperature cracks a hundred and the surface temperature hits numbers that cook eggs. Cook skin, too, if you're careless. Delgado lost a layer off his forearm in June. Peeled right off the hot rake handle like a label off a bottle. He didn't make a sound. Men who've been inside learn to swallow pain the way other men swallow pride. Quietly. Completely. With no expectation that anyone cares.

I stand and wipe my hand on my jeans. The tar residue doesn't come off. It never comes off. My fingerprints are permanently stained, the whorls filled with petroleum black that no soap touches. A detective once told me that criminals with my kind of hands are hard to print. I told him that was convenient. He didn't laugh. Cops never laugh at the right things.

The stars are thick tonight. No light pollution for thirty miles. The Milky Way sits across the sky like a stain someone tried to wipe and gave up on. Beautiful, if you're the type of person who uses that word. I'm not. I notice it the way I notice the wind shifting south, the way I notice the barometric pressure dropping point by point on the weather gauge bolted to my trailer's door frame.

Something is coming. The Gulf knows before the satellites do. When the water goes flat and glassy, when the waves stop breaking and the surface turns to oil, the ocean is loading. Pulling back. Gathering.

But that's days away. Maybe. Weather in the Gulf is a liar with a good memory. It promises, retreats, then delivers worse than what it threatened.

I walk the road. My road. I walk it the way a man walks property he'll never own but has bled into so thoroughly that ownership becomes a technicality. My boots on the asphalt I raked and rolled and pressed and watched cure in the dark, hardening from liquid to solid, from possibility to permanence.

This is what they gave me when they let me out of Coffield after five years. Not a job. A leash. A longer one than the six-by-nine cell, sure. A leash with enough slack to reach the Gulf Coast, to supervise a crew of men the system considers expendable, to build a road that goes somewhere I'm not supposed to ask about.

I asked anyway. That's my problem. Always has been. I see a locked door and I don't wonder what's behind it. I count the hinges.

The inspector comes tomorrow.

Not the usual one. The usual one was a man named Brewer who visited quarterly, stayed eleven minutes, signed his forms without reading them, and left. Brewer retired in April. Or was retired. The distinction doesn't matter when the result is the same empty desk and a new name on the assignment sheet.

Nola Kincaid. I looked her up when Scofield's office flagged the appointment. Twenty-eight years old. Three years in community supervision. Brazoria County division. No complaints filed against her, which means she either does her job cleanly or she hasn't found anything worth reporting yet.

Her file photo shows a woman with dark auburn hair pulled tight and light brown skin and a jaw set at an angle that suggests she's heard every excuse a man can make and has stopped being impressed by all of them.

She's coming to inspect my crew's work conditions. That's what the form says.

I don't believe forms.

The last inspector who came to FM-457 asked questions. Good ones. Specific ones. The kind of questions that start with "According to the DOT approved plan" and end with "Why does the road extend past the approved terminus?" Her name was Alma Guzman. She filed a preliminary complaint. Twenty-four hours later, she retracted it. A week after that, she resigned. She moved to New Mexico. She doesn't return calls.

I know this because I called. Twice. From a gas station pay phone in Bay City, forty miles north, feeding quarters into a machine that felt like a time capsule. She picked up the first time and hung up when I said my name. The second time, the number was disconnected.

Alma found what I found. The difference is that Alma had the sense to run.

I open the toolbox in my trailer. Not the one with wrenches and socket sets. The other one, bolted to the floor beneath my cot, secured with a padlock I bought at a hardware store in El Campo and whose key lives inside the battery compartment of a flashlight I keep in my back pocket. The kind of precaution that sounds paranoid until you've watched evidence disappear from an attorney general's office like smoke through a screen door.

Inside: a manila folder. Thick. Dog-eared. Coffee-stained, because I compiled most of it at 4 AM over three years of mornings exactly like this one. Photographs. Photocopied land records. A DOT contract with dates that don't match the public filing. A property deed for a parcel at the end of a road that isn't supposed to exist. And a name. Landry Scofield. Texas Department of Transportation site supervisor. The man who signs my checks and smiles like a man who knows which closets hold which skeletons because he built the closets.

I close the toolbox. Lock it. Slide the key back into the flashlight.

Nola Kincaid arrives tomorrow. She'll come with a clipboard and a state-issued sedan and the institutional authority of a system that broke me, buried my evidence, transferred my contact, and left me on a stretch of melting highway with eight men whose freedom depends on my silence.

She'll ask questions.

The question is whether she'll ask the right ones.

I step outside. The air is warm and salt-heavy and tastes like the Gulf: brine, fish, the mineral tang of water that's traveled a thousand miles to die on a Texas beach. The sky is paling at the eastern edge, purple bleeding into gray. Dawn on the coast doesn't arrive. It seeps.

Polk's light is already on. He wakes at four. Old habit from Coffield, where the lights came on at four thirty and the eleven minutes of darkness before that were the only privacy a man had. He makes coffee on a camp stove. He'll have a cup waiting for me by the water truck. He won't say anything. Polk speaks in gestures and silences and the occasional sentence delivered with the weight of a man who's had three decades to choose his words.

I hear the generator kick on. The low, industrial thrum that means my day has started. I look north up the road. South down the road. The asphalt I built disappearing in both directions into a darkness that the sun will burn off in an hour.

Somewhere north, on a highway that actually leads somewhere, a woman is driving toward me with a folder full of questions.

Four days later, she still hadn't left.

By then, I didn't want her to.

But that's the thing about asphalt. You pour it hot. You spread it flat. You press it down with everything you've got. And then you stand back and watch it harden into something you can't take apart without heavy machinery and a willingness to destroy what you built.

I wasn't willing.

I'm still not.

ACT I

BLACKTOP
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CHAPTER 1

Jurisdiction

NOLA
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THE CAR STARTS DYING at mile marker seven.

Not all at once. A shudder first, subtle enough to blame on the road surface. Then the temperature gauge climbs two notches past where it should be, the needle hovering at the edge of the red like a dare. I turn the AC down, then off, and the August air fills the cabin like something alive, wet and heavy and tasting of salt and hot pavement.

FM-457 is the kind of road that doesn't want to be found. No signs after the turnoff from Highway 60. No gas stations. No houses. Just two lanes of cracked asphalt cutting through salt grass and coastal scrub, straight as a scar, heading south toward a Gulf of Mexico I can smell but can't see. The GPS lost signal twelve minutes ago. The radio gave up before that. Even the static has static out here.

I glance at the folder on the passenger seat. HENDRIX VANE — WORK-RELEASE COMPLIANCE REVIEW is printed on the tab in my own handwriting, neat block letters, the kind I use when I want something to feel official. Inside: his conviction record, his sentencing report, his parole conditions, the subcontract agreement between the Texas Department of Transportation and Vane Construction Services LLC. Five years in Coffield Unit for aggravated assault. Released eighteen months ago. Currently supervising a crew of eight work-release inmates on a highway rehabilitation project, Brazoria County, coastal sector.

Under that folder, a second one. No label. No tab. This one I printed at home on my own printer, using a database archive login I shouldn't still have access to because IT never revoked my predecessor's credentials when she transferred me to field inspections. Alma Guzman's retracted complaint. Filed June fourteenth of last year. Retracted June fifteenth. The complaint describes labor violations, falsified work logs, and a road extension that doesn't appear on any approved DOT construction plan.

Alma resigned two weeks later. Moved to New Mexico. I found the retraction buried in a database folder labeled INACTIVE-DO NOT PROCESS. Someone put it there on purpose. Someone wanted it to disappear the way Alma disappeared, not dramatically, not violently, but with the quiet efficiency of a bureaucracy that knows how to lose things.

My supervisor didn't assign me this inspection. I requested it. Filed the paperwork as a routine compliance audit, quarterly schedule, nothing unusual. Maren told me I was being paranoid. Maren tells me I'm being paranoid roughly once a week, and she's right roughly half the time, but this isn't one of those times. A complaint filed and retracted in twenty-four hours isn't paranoia. It's pressure. Someone leaned on Alma Guzman hard enough to make a woman who'd been in the field for nine years walk away from her career and her state.

I want to know who.

The Malibu coughs again. The temperature gauge touches red.

"Come on," I say to the dashboard, which is a habit I developed during my first year of field visits, when I spent more time in this car than in my apartment and started talking to it the way lonely people talk to pets. "Six more miles. That's all I need."

The car gives me two.

At mile marker nine, the engine makes a sound I've never heard a Chevy Malibu make. A metallic grinding, deep in the block, followed by a bang that vibrates through the steering column and into my wrists. The temperature gauge buries itself in the red. Steam erupts from the hood, white and furious, and the car rolls to a stop on the shoulder of a road that has no shoulder. Just asphalt and then dirt and then salt grass and then, somewhere beyond the flat horizon, the Gulf.

I sit in the dead car with the windows down and the sweat already forming along my hairline, my spine, the backs of my knees. The clock on the dash reads 7:48 AM. It's already ninety-four degrees. I can feel it on my forearms where the sun hits through the windshield. By noon, this car will be an oven. By two, uninhabitable.

I get out. The air hits me like a wall, wet and thick and smelling of hot road and brine and something chemical. Tar. Fresh asphalt. The road under my shoes has a different texture here. Newer. Smoother. I can see the seam where old pavement meets new, a visible line running across both lanes like a surgical scar.

Half a mile south, shapes emerge from the heat distortion. Trailers. Heavy equipment. A water truck, its tank catching the morning light. Men moving with the slow deliberation of people who know the sun is going to get worse and are pacing themselves accordingly.

The work camp.

I reach back into the car for both folders, my water bottle, and my phone. The phone shows no signal. Not one bar. The screen displays the time and nothing else, an expensive rectangle of glass made useless by geography.

I lock the car out of habit, though there's no one to steal it and nothing to steal inside except government paperwork and a half-eaten bag of trail mix. Then I start walking.

The asphalt is already warm through my shoes. Not unbearable, not yet, but I can feel it, and by the time I cover the half mile to the camp I'll be sweating through my blouse. I'm wearing my field inspection uniform: navy slacks, white cotton blouse, practical shoes. Professional. Appropriate. Completely wrong for a stretch of Gulf Coast highway in August. I should have worn what I wear to visit work crews in Harris County: jeans, boots, a state polo. But this is my first visit to FM-457, and I wanted the armor of formality. The blouse and the slacks and the clipboard say: I am the state. I have authority here.

The sweat pooling at the small of my back says: the state can't help you if your car is dead and your phone doesn't work.

The camp takes shape as I approach. Three residential trailers, boxy and sun-faded, arranged in an L around a central area with a shade tarp over a plywood table. Two equipment trailers. A flatbed truck loaded with steel drums. The water truck, parked separately, its tank painted white and streaked with rust along the welds. A generator shed. A portable toilet. Tools laid out on the ground near a tar kettle that isn't lit yet but will be soon.

Eight men in work clothes. Seven of them are loading equipment onto a paving truck. One of them is standing by the water truck with a clipboard of his own, watching me walk toward him.

He sees me before I'm close enough to speak. He's been watching since I crested the heat shimmer at the half-mile mark, probably before that. His posture doesn't change. He doesn't wave. He doesn't come toward me. He plants his boots and waits, a man accustomed to people coming to him rather than the reverse.

Hendrix Vane is taller than his file suggests. Six-two, maybe six-three, with the kind of build that comes from pushing wheelbarrows and swinging rakes for twelve hours a day, not from any gym. Wide across the shoulders. Thick forearms with a permanent dark tan that ends sharply at his T-shirt sleeves, and beneath the tan, black marks. Tar. Flecked and embedded in his skin like ink that didn't take. His hands, when I'm close enough to see them, are the hands of a man who works in petroleum. The residue fills every line, every crease, every whorl of his fingerprints. His right palm has a scar, raised and pink, cutting diagonally from the base of his thumb to the heel of his hand.

He has a face that's been lived in hard. Dark hair, short, practical. A jaw that hasn't considered softening. Brown eyes, though in this light, this early, they look darker than that. A thin white scar through his left eyebrow that pulls when he squints, and he's squinting now, not because of the sun. Because of me.

He reaches into a cooler strapped to the water truck's fender and pulls out a bottle of water. Holds it out to me. His arm doesn't shake. The bottle is cold and already sweating condensation in the humidity.

"Nola Kincaid," he says.

Not a question. He says my name the way people read a license plate. Recording it. Filing it. My first name, which I didn't give him, which isn't on the inspection notice I sent two weeks ago. That form says N. Kincaid, CSO, Brazoria Division.

I take the water bottle because I've walked half a mile in ninety-four degrees and refusing it would be performative. But I hold his eyes while I take it, and I don't say thank you.

"You know my name," I say.

"Your appointment came through Scofield's office." He clips the words short, efficient. A voice like the road: flat, direct, no scenery. "I read the file they sent."

"My appointment notice doesn't include my first name."

Something shifts behind his eyes. Not guilt. Assessment. He's measuring how much I notice and recalibrating what he'll say next.

"County directory," he says. "Public record."

It is. He's not wrong. But the fact that he looked me up means he prepared, and the fact that he used my first name without introduction means he wanted me to know he prepared. A small power play. The kind a man makes when he wants you to understand that you're not arriving unannounced into his territory. You're arriving expected.

"My car died at mile marker nine," I say. "Engine threw a rod or dropped a valve. I'll need a tow."

He doesn't react. "Nearest tow is Bay City. Forty-two miles north. They're backed up in August. Everyone's overheating."

"How backed up?"

"Last time one of my trucks went down, the wait was four days."

I process this the way I process all operational information: calmly, categorically, without visible reaction. Four days. No phone signal. No transportation. The nearest town is Sargent, nineteen miles east, and I passed no indication of a bus route or a taxi service at any point on FM-457.

"I have a satellite phone," he says. He watches my face while he says it, the way a man watches a card player for a tell. "I can call the tow company. Or you can wait for your phone to find a signal. There's a bluff nine miles north. One bar, sometimes two."

Nine miles in this heat. With one water bottle. That's not an option and he knows it's not an option, which is why he mentioned it.

"I'll take the satellite phone."

He nods. "It's in my trailer. I'll get it after we finish loading." He gestures toward the crew, who are still working and have not looked at me once, which means they've been told not to look. "In the meantime, I've got a spare trailer. Number three. End of the row. It's got a cot and a fan. I'll put you on the crew's water ration. Two gallons a day."

"I'll conduct my inspection while I wait for the tow."

"I assumed." He tucks his clipboard under his arm. "Look at whatever you want. My men are working. I've got asphalt to lay before the surface temp gets too hot to pour."

He turns and walks toward the crew without waiting for my response. His boots are heavy on the ground. Sure-footed. He moves with the economy of a man who doesn't waste steps because he's learned that wasted energy in this heat is the difference between standing at noon and lying in the dirt.

I watch him go. I catalogue what I've observed: he knew my name before I gave it, he controls the only means of communication, the only transportation, and the water supply. I'm standing on his worksite, in his jurisdiction, with a dead car and a useless phone and a clipboard full of questions he's decided to answer on his timeline, not mine.

The water bottle is cold against my palm. I drink. It tastes metallic, faintly mineral, the particular taste of water that's been stored in a truck tank and chilled in a cooler that sits in the sun. I will learn this taste. I will drink this water for days, and every sip will be his provision, his generosity, his control.

He handed me the water bottle before I asked. Before I identified myself. Before I showed my badge.

He handed it to me like he'd been waiting.
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CHAPTER 2

Inventory

HENDRIX
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SHE WALKS THE WAY PEOPLE walk when they know they're being watched and refuse to alter their stride. Straight-backed, even-paced, her shoes wrong for the terrain but her posture unwilling to acknowledge it. Navy slacks darkening at the waistband where the sweat has already started. White blouse that will be see-through by noon if she doesn't change, and she doesn't strike me as a woman who brought backup clothes for a day trip.

She's not a day trip anymore. She's at least four days.

I hand the morning water rations to Delgado and watch Nola Kincaid walk the perimeter of the work camp with her clipboard pressed against her ribcage like a shield. She starts at the equipment trailers. Not the residential ones. Not the men. The equipment. She's checking serial numbers against an inventory list, running her pen down a column of figures, pausing to photograph the DOT safety certification sticker on the tar kettle.

She looks at things the way I pour asphalt: systematically, starting at the edge and working inward. Most inspectors walk straight to the men. They want the human element, the interview, the chance to see fear or deception on a face. Kincaid starts with documentation. She trusts paper before she trusts people.

That's either very smart or very dangerous. Depends on which papers she's reading.

"Polk." I say his name without looking at him. He's there. He's always there at morning rations, standing by the water truck with his coffee, watching the day assemble
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