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EPILOGUE

CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, forced proximity and isolation, explicit language, physical violence, animal-related danger, childhood abuse (past), parental death (past), dubious moral choices, survival situations, toxic attraction, and morally grey characters. This is a DARK romance. The MMC is not a safe hero. He is scarred, territorial, deceptive, and capable of things that would make a reasonable woman run. If that's not your cup of poison, this book is not for you. Reader discretion is advised.

PLAYLIST

Wicked Game — Chris Isaak
Take Me to Church — Hozier
Apocalypse — Cigarettes After Sex
Do I Wanna Know? — Arctic Monkeys
Gods & Monsters — Lana Del Rey
Devil's Backbone — The Civil Wars
Beggin for Thread — BANKS
Earned It — The Weeknd
Summertime Sadness — Lana Del Rey
Body — Chase Atlantic
Further — Chase Atlantic
Cruel Summer — Taylor Swift

"The most dangerous men are the ones who've learned to hold still. You mistake their patience for safety. You don't realize until their hands are wrapped around your life that stillness is just violence with better aim."

— Marguerite Voss, The Teeth of Gentle Things

For everyone who heard the warning and walked into the water anyway.
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PROLOGUE

The Feeding
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THE TWELVE-FOOT FEMALE has my forearm pinned in her jaw, two thousand pounds per square inch of bite force compressing the catch pole against the bone. I'm calculating whether I lose the arm at the elbow or the wrist when the radio in my back pocket squawks loud enough to startle us both.

The animal wins the flinch contest. She releases the pole and slides backward into water the color of old tea, her tail sweeping a slow, deliberate wake across the surface. I pull my arm free and examine it the way you'd check a wrench after heavy torque. Bruised. Functional. Skin unbroken. Another contusion to add to a body that reads like a topographic survey of acceptable risk.

I climb the pen fence and drop to the other side. The shell path is wet from last night's rain, and the air sits on my shoulders like a second skin. Five forty-three in the morning, August in Terrebonne Parish, and the thermometer nailed to the barn post already reads eighty-nine. The moisture content is close to saturation. Breathing feels like drinking through a washcloth. My shirt was soaked when I put it on. Nothing dries here in August. You just select your preferred state of damp and stop pretending your body belongs to you.

I pull the radio from my back pocket. My hands smell like mud and animal musk and something coppery I stopped noticing fifteen years ago.

"Ashford. Come in."

Clint Boudreaux at the parish dispatch. He's been routing wildlife calls since before I could drive, and his voice carries the flat cadence of a man who's delivered more bad news than birthday greetings.

"Here."

"Got a heads-up from Baton Rouge. LDWF enforcement is sending an inspector your way. Solo field audit. Forty-eight hours out."

I stand at the fence line and watch the sub-adults in Pen Four arrange themselves in the shallows. Fourteen of them, half-submerged, only their eyes and nostrils cresting the surface. Waiting. Gators have perfected the art of looking like nothing while being everything. I've been studying their technique since I was old enough to hold a feed bucket.

"What triggered it?"

"That mauling at the Broussard operation last month. Statewide facility review. They're hitting every licensed farm in the parish."

The Broussard mauling was a tourist from Shreveport who hopped a fence marked with four separate warning signs because he wanted a photograph for his girlfriend. The gator did what gators do when something warm enters their enclosure without invitation. Broussard lost his license. Now every farmer in the parish pays for one idiot's poor judgment and another man's insufficient signage.

"Name?"

"Quinn. Ellery Quinn. Transferred out of the Baton Rouge office to field enforcement six months back. Operating out of Houma."

I don't know the name. I know the species. A desk transfer to field means someone with regulatory knowledge and no practical instinct, someone who memorized every statute by number but hasn't smelled a pen in breeding season. Someone who'll see violations where I see survival.

I clip the radio back to my belt and walk toward Pen One.

The path from the barn to Pen One crosses forty yards of packed shell and sawgrass. The compound sits on a raised hummock in the bayou, two hundred acres of marsh and managed waterway branching off a tributary of Bayou Terrebonne. Forty minutes by flat-bottom from the nearest paved road, and that road floods in heavy rain. My grandfather cleared this ground in 1958. My father poured concrete for the first processing barn in 1991. I rebuilt everything else after he died, because the alternative was losing the only thing he left behind that was worth keeping, and at sixteen I wasn't ready to let a dead man take the land with him.

Pen One is the oldest enclosure on the property. Cypress planks and railroad ties from 1962, reinforced with welded steel that my father installed the year I was born. I've rebuilt the fence twice since then because the bull inside is the largest American alligator in private custody in Louisiana, and he tests the perimeter the way some men test a promise. Every day. Without urgency. Without visible anger. Just pressure, steady and methodical, probing for the place where the steel gives.

The feed locker is bolted to the dock frame. I weigh the chicken carcasses by hand. Sixty-two pounds for the bull. He eats every three days. Today is day three.

I enter the pen through the handler gate and lock it behind me. The gate has a triple latch system I designed myself, because this animal deserves precision, and precision is the only form of respect I know how to offer.

He's at the far end of the pen. A dark ridge of plated hide breaking the waterline like a submerged log that knows your name. Eighteen feet from nose to tail. Estimated nine hundred pounds. Old. Not as old as me in gator years, but old enough to remember things most of his species don't bother storing. I believe he remembers my father. I believe he remembers the night a drunk man stumbled into this water with a bucket in one hand and a bottle in the other and didn't come back up. I believe he remembers that I was twenty feet away on the dock with a gaff hook in my hands and did nothing.

Not couldn't. Didn't.

I've spent eighteen years trying to name what I am because of that. The dictionary has words for it. Murder. Negligence. Cowardice. Mercy. None of them fit exactly. The closest I've come is this: every morning I walk into his pen and feed him, and every morning he lets me leave, and the transaction between us is something more honest than any arrangement I've managed with a human being.

I drop the carcasses at the waterline and retreat three steps. He doesn't move. I don't move. The feed drifts in the shallows, pale flesh on dark water. Heat builds between us like a physical thing, the morning sun already hot enough to raise steam from the surface.

Then he comes.

The movement is geological. A displacement of water so slow it barely ripples the surface, and then the jaw opens, and the meat disappears, and the sound is something between a bark and a vault door closing on wet concrete. I feel the vibration through the soles of my boots, up through my shins, into the base of my spine. Sixty-six million years of predatory engineering, compressed into a single bite.

I turn my back on him when I exit the pen. Some handlers never turn their backs. Those handlers also never sleep through the night, never stop calculating the distance to the gate, never let the animal simply be what it is. I turn my back because trust here isn't sentiment. It's a bet you place with your own body. And I've been placing it every morning since I was sixteen, because the day I stop is the day I admit my father's death took something from me I can't rebuild.

The walk to the house takes four minutes. The house is a raised Creole cottage, cypress frame, tin roof, screened porch wrapping three sides. Two bedrooms, a kitchen with a propane stove, a bathroom with plumbing that cooperates on its own schedule. A guest room I haven't opened since the last time Odette stayed during a storm three years ago. A locked room at the end of the hall that I haven't opened since the man it belongs to died.

I shower under water that runs warm regardless of the setting because the pipes sit above ground and the Louisiana sun has been heating them since April. I dress. Work pants. Boots. No shirt. That comes later, when the UV gets vicious enough to cook the shoulders, which in August means around nine if the clouds hold and seven if they don't.

The scars catch the light when I move through the kitchen. Arms like a road map of close calls. Chest carrying two parallel lines from a juvenile's claws in 2014. A long, ridged seam from my left temple to the hinge of my jaw where a bull's tail connected at nineteen, the same year I got my farming license and stopped being a boy who lived on this property and became a man who owned it. I don't inventory them the way visitors do. They're not anecdotes. They're geography. Live somewhere long enough, and the place writes itself onto your body.

Coffee on the camp stove. Black, no sugar. I drink it standing on the screened porch, watching the bayou perform its morning ritual. In August, the water exhales heat all night, and at dawn the accumulated warmth rises as a low white mist that hugs the surface and turns the cypress stands into something between a cathedral and a casket. Beautiful and impenetrable. The cicadas start up like a dial turning, the sound building from a murmur to a steady, mechanical scream that will last until dark and resume again before light.

I love this place the way you love a scar. Not because it's pretty. Because it's proof you survived the thing that made it.

The radio crackles. Not Clint this time. The National Weather Service automated feed, the flat synthetic voice that every farmer on the Gulf coast learns to hear the way you hear your own name in a crowded room.

Tropical depression forming in the central Gulf of Mexico. Current position: 26.3 north, 89.7 west. Movement: northwest at eight miles per hour. Estimated track: central Louisiana coastline. Potential tropical storm development within forty-eight to seventy-two hours. Residents in coastal parishes should monitor forecasts and begin preparation for possible storm conditions.

I set my coffee on the porch rail and look at the sky. Clear right now. That washed, pale blue that means the humidity has maxed out the atmosphere and the barometer is considering its options. The kind of sky that smiles at you while the water rises.

Forty-eight hours. An inspector from the state and a tropical system from the Gulf, both bearing down on two hundred acres of marsh and gator pens that I've held together with my hands for eighteen years. The inspector will look at my enclosures, my records, my licenses, and my life, and she'll find exactly what the regulations say she should find. And then she'll find the things the regulations don't know to look for. The eggs I can't account for. The paths I've blocked. The room I keep locked. The frequency I listen to every night that hasn't carried a living voice in five years.

I look at Pen One. The bull has submerged again, invisible beneath the dark water, patient as the land itself. Digesting.

"Last time someone from the state came here," I tell him, "my father was still alive."

The bayou doesn't answer. The bayou never answers.

But the water is rising. And the road out of here is already soft.

ACT I

TEETH AND TERRITORY
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Chapter 1

Jurisdiction
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THE FILE SAID TWO HUNDRED acres. It didn't mention the last four miles of road would try to swallow my truck whole.

The shell surface disintegrated three miles back, and what replaced it was something between a suggestion and a threat. Ruts filled with brown water. Palmetto fronds slapping the side mirrors. A canopy of live oaks draped in Spanish moss so thick the GPS signal died somewhere around the second cattle gate, and now I'm navigating by a hand-drawn map that Clint Boudreaux at parish dispatch faxed to the Houma field office yesterday morning. Faxed. Like it's 1997 and satellite imaging hasn't been invented.

The map is accurate, though. I'll give him that. Every turn marked in blue ballpoint, every fork annotated with distances that match my odometer within a tenth of a mile. Someone who knows this land drew this. Someone who's driven it so many times the route lives in their hands, not their head.

I take the left fork where Boudreaux wrote "stay left, soft shoulder on right, you'll sink." He underlined "sink" twice.

The truck lurches through standing water that reaches the running boards. I feel the tires searching for traction beneath the surface, that nauseating float before rubber catches something solid. My knuckles go pale on the steering wheel. The AC died twenty minutes ago, a mechanical surrender to the humidity that I can't blame it for, and the windows are down because the alternative is slow-cooking in a state-issued Ford Ranger that smells like disinfectant and the previous agent's cigarettes.

The air coming through the windows is not air. It's atmosphere with ambition. Ninety-four degrees and moisture content approaching soup. My LDWF uniform shirt, khaki cotton, regulation short-sleeve, clings to my back and my ribs and the places between, and I stopped caring about that somewhere around mile two. Sweat has its own timeline out here. You go from dry to damp to soaked to resigned in about fifteen minutes, and after that, your body just becomes another wet surface in a landscape made entirely of wet surfaces.

I glance at the file on the passenger seat. Manila folder, state seal, the kind of bureaucratic packaging that makes everything inside feel both important and disposable. I've read it four times.

ASHFORD, Theron. DOB: March 14, 1992. License: Class A Alligator Farming, State of Louisiana, active since 2008. Facility: Ashford Gator Works, Terrebonne Parish. Acreage: 200 (est.), unincorporated. Access: waterway and private road (seasonal). Breeding stock: registered. Processing: on-site. Prior inspections: four. Prior citations: six, all dismissed. One fatality on premises: Beau Ashford, owner, 2008. Cause: animal-related incident during feeding. Ruled accidental.

Six citations, all dismissed. I've been an enforcement agent for three years, two of them behind a desk in Baton Rouge before the transfer, and I've never seen six consecutive dismissals from the same facility. Citations stick. That's the point of citations. Someone writes them, someone reviews them, someone with authority signs off on the consequence. Six dismissals means someone with authority signed off on nothing, six times in a row, for the same property.

I've flagged this in my notes. I won't mention it during the inspection. Not yet.

The road curves and the canopy opens, and there it is.

The compound sits on a raised shelf of land above the waterline, the kind of natural hummock that exists in bayou country like an accident of geology that someone decided to make permanent. A dock juts into the tributary, weathered cypress boards on pilings that have been replaced at different times over decades, the wood aging in strata from silver-grey at the base to pale gold at the walking surface. Two flat-bottom boats tied at the near end, one aluminum with a mud motor, one fiberglass with an outboard. A processing barn with a corrugated roof, rust creeping up from the foundation line. Six enclosure fences visible from the road, chain-link topped with angled steel, the kind of fencing designed to keep things in rather than out.

And the house. A raised Creole cottage, tin roof, screened porch on three sides, set back from the water by maybe fifty yards of packed shell and sawgrass. Old. Not abandoned-old. Maintained-old. The kind of structure that someone has repaired a thousand times because replacing it would mean admitting the original builder is gone.

I pull the truck onto the shell pad near the dock and kill the engine. The silence lasts one second before the bayou fills it. Cicadas. A metallic, industrial scream that comes from every direction simultaneously, as if the trees themselves are generating voltage. Beneath that, water sounds. Lapping, dripping, the slow exhale of a landscape that's more liquid than solid. And beneath that, something lower. A vibration I feel in my molars before I hear it. The gators. Dozens of them, in those pens, making a sound that isn't a growl, isn't a hum. Something older. Something that predates the word for it.

I open the truck door and step out. The heat hits my face like a physical surface. Not a wave. Waves have movement, variation. This is a wall. Uniform, massive, and it doesn't retreat when you push into it. It just absorbs you.

I reach for my clipboard, my camera, my waterproof notebook, my badge. The tools of a job I am qualified for. I am qualified for this. I passed the field certification. I studied the facility review protocols. I memorized every subsection of the state wildlife farming regulations, not because I love memorization, but because I signed a report once without reading the subsection, and an animal died, and the weight of that signature has been sitting on my chest for two years like a stone I can't cough up.

I walk toward the house.

He's on the porch.

I don't know what I expected. The file photo was a driver's license shot, grainy, five years old, showing a man with dark eyes and a jaw that looked like it had been set by someone who didn't believe in curves. The photo didn't prepare me for the scale. He's standing at the top of the porch steps, leaning against a post with his arms crossed, and the post is a six-by-six cypress beam, and his shoulders are wider than the beam. Sun-darkened skin, the kind of bronze that comes from years of UV exposure without sunscreen, without complaint, without any apparent awareness that skin is supposed to be protected. A scar running from his left temple to his jaw, healed white against the brown, pulling slightly at the corner of his mouth so that his resting expression carries a faint asymmetry, as if half his face is considering a smile and the other half vetoed it years ago.

No shirt. Of course no shirt. Because it's a hundred degrees in the shade and he lives on a gator farm in the bayou and apparently fabric is optional when your body looks like it was assembled from rope and cypress wood and bad decisions.

His hands are the first thing I document. Not on my clipboard. In my head, where the notes I don't write down live. Large, scarred, calloused to a color somewhere between skin and bark. Fingers that look like they've gripped things that fought back. Nails cut short. A fresh bruise across the back of his left forearm, swelling visible from twenty feet. Those hands are resting on his crossed arms with a stillness that doesn't read as relaxed. It reads as managed. Controlled. The stillness of something that moves fast when it decides to.

He doesn't come down the steps.

I stop at the base. Three wooden steps between us. He's looking down at me, literally and in every other way that matters. I'm five-seven in boots and he's got at least seven inches on me plus the elevation, and the geometry of this introduction is not accidental. He chose to wait on the porch. He chose the high ground.

I've handled this before. Not with gator farmers. With men. Men who use physical space as a negotiation tool, who stand instead of sit, who position themselves above you so that every interaction begins with your chin tilted up and their chin tilted down. I know this game. I'm not good at winning it, but I'm excellent at refusing to play.

"Mr. Ashford. I'm Agent Quinn, Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries. I'm here to conduct a scheduled facility review of your farming operation pursuant to the statewide audit following the Broussard incident. I'll need access to your enclosures, your breeding and processing facilities, your licensing documentation, feeding logs, and veterinary records. The review is expected to take two to three days."

I deliver this looking at his chin. Not his eyes, because his eyes are doing something I don't want to engage with yet. Not a threat, exactly. An assessment. He's measuring me the way I imagine he measures everything that enters his property: by weight, by reach, by what kind of damage it can do.

He uncrosses his arms. The bruise on his forearm catches the light, and I can see the outline of what made it. Not a tool. A jaw. Something clamped down on his arm hard enough to leave an impression of individual teeth.

"You can inspect whatever you want, Inspector." His voice is lower than I expected. Not deep in the performative sense. Low in the way that sounds you hear through walls are low, muted by the material between you, carrying more force than volume. A Louisiana accent, thick as the air, but precise underneath it. He doesn't swallow his consonants the way some Cajun speakers do. He shapes each word like he's handling it before he lets it go.

He looks past me at the truck, at the road behind it, at the waterline creeping along the shoulder of the shell pad.

"But you should know. That road you just drove? It'll be underwater by Thursday."

I don't turn around. I don't give him the satisfaction of watching me look at my escape route. Instead, I hold his gaze. The eyes are brown. Not warm brown. The brown of bayou water at dusk, the kind that absorbs light instead of reflecting it. Looking into them is like looking into a depth you can't measure from the surface.

"Then I'd better work fast," I say.

Something moves across his face. Not a smile. The architecture of a smile, assembled and then abandoned before it reaches completion. He pushes off the post and descends the three steps, and now we're on the same level, and the height difference is worse at ground level because his shadow falls across me and the sun is behind him and I'm standing in the shape of him on the ground.

"Guest room's at the end of the hall," he says. "Sheets are clean. Bathroom's on the left. Water runs warm, but that's the pipes, not the heater. Generator's out back. I run it two hours at sunset for the fridge and the pump."

"I can find accommodation in Houma."

He looks at the road again. This time I follow his gaze. The water I drove through on the way in is higher now. Just a few inches, barely perceptible. But I see it. The way the standing water has crept past the rut marks my tires left. In the forty minutes since I arrived, the bayou has been drinking the road.

"You can try," he says. "Or you can inspect my facility during daylight, sleep in a dry room, and not drown your state vehicle in a bayou tributary at night." He turns toward the house. "Your call, Inspector."

He walks up the steps and through the screen door without waiting for my answer. The door slaps shut behind him. The spring whines and settles. Inside the house, I hear cabinets opening, water running, the mundane sounds of a man returning to his routine as if a representative of the state government standing in his yard is approximately as interesting as the weather.

I look at the road. I look at the house. I look at the six gator pens visible from where I'm standing, the processing barn, the dock, the two boats, the two hundred acres of marsh and water and prehistoric predators that I'm supposed to evaluate, document, and judge.

I pick up my bag from the truck bed.

The guest room is at the end of the hall. The sheets are white. The mattress is firm. The window faces east, toward the tributary, and through the screen I can hear the water and the gators and the cicadas and nothing else. No traffic. No neighbors. No cell signal, I discover, holding my phone in every corner of the room like a divining rod that's lost its faith.

I sit on the bed. I open the file. I look at the driver's license photo of Theron Ashford, age twenty-nine in the image, and I think about the man I just met, who is thirty-four now and has five more years of scars and silence on him, and I think about Thursday, and the water, and the fact that my supervisor sent me here alone, during flood season, to inspect a property accessible only by a road that the owner just told me will cease to exist in three days.

I think about Remy Guidry's smile when he handed me this assignment. The way it stopped at his mouth.

I close the file. I set my alarm for five-thirty. I don't unpack, because unpacking would mean I'm staying, and staying would mean I've accepted the terms of an arrangement I didn't negotiate, in a house owned by a man whose six citations were all dismissed by someone I haven't identified yet.

I leave my boots on.
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Chapter 2

Inventory
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SHE COUNTED THE GATORS before she counted the exits.

I watched her do it from the kitchen window while I filled the coffee pot. Her eyes tracked left to right across Pen Four, lips moving on a silent tally, and then she scanned the fence line, the gate, the latch mechanism, the path back to the house. In that order. Animals first. Escape second.

That told me something her badge didn't.

She's on the property by six-fifteen, which means she set an alarm earlier than mine, and I've been waking at five-thirty since I was sixteen. I hear her boots on the porch boards while I'm measuring grounds. She doesn't knock. She doesn't announce herself. She just appears on the other side of the screen door, clipboard in hand, pen behind her ear, hair pulled back in a knot that the humidity is already disassembling.

"Morning, Inspector."

"Mr. Ashford." She pushes through the screen door without waiting for an invitation, and the gesture lands somewhere between professional assertiveness and the genuine comfort of someone who's decided that formality is less efficient than action. "I'd like to start with the breeding pens and work outward. I'll need your current stocking records, feed documentation for the last six months, and any veterinary intervention logs."

She says this while scanning my kitchen. Not snooping. Cataloguing. The camp stove. The propane line. The ancient refrigerator that runs on generator power and willpower. The shelf of canned goods, the water filtration setup, the shortwave radio on the counter by the window. Her eyes pause on the radio for one second and move on. She's fast. Thorough. Processing inputs like a predator assessing a territory, and I recognize the behavior because I've spent my adult life watching animals do precisely that.

"Coffee first?"

"No. Thank you."

She wants to establish that this is professional. That the guest room, the shared kitchen, the domestic proximity of two people in the same house does not constitute familiarity. I respect the boundary. I also note that she's wearing the same khaki uniform she arrived in yesterday, pressed as well as cotton can be pressed when the iron is humidity and the starch is sweat. Her boots are clean. She cleaned them last night. In my house, after I went to bed, she sat somewhere and scraped bayou mud off her boots so that she could begin today looking like someone who belongs behind a desk.

She doesn't belong behind a desk. She just hasn't figured that out yet.

I pull the records from the filing cabinet in the hallway. Paper. Organized by year, tabbed by category, stored in waterproof containers because I learned in 2011 that flood water and documentation have an adversarial relationship. She takes the binder and opens it on the kitchen table, and her hands move through the pages with the practiced efficiency of someone who's read a thousand similar documents and knows exactly where the truth hides between the numbers.

"I'll walk you through the pens
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