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EPILOGUE

CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, coerced proximity, possessiveness, power imbalance, debt bondage dynamics, family violence (past), death of a loved one (past, depicted on page), hurricane and natural disaster, explicit language, and morally grey characters in a dark romance framework. The MMC is not a safe hero. The FMC is not a passive participant. If that's not your cup of poison, this book is not for you. Reader discretion is advised.

PLAYLIST

"Do I Wanna Know?" — Arctic Monkeys
"NFWMB" — Hozier
"Glory Box" — Portishead
"Body" — Wet
"Wicked Game" — Chris Isaak
"Hurricane" — Fleurie
"Earned It" — The Weeknd
"Summertime Sadness" — Lana Del Rey
"Flesh" — Simon Curtis
"Bad Guy" — Billie Eilish

"She came to pay her father's debt. He collected in a currency she never agreed to — and one she couldn't stop spending."

— Arden Cole, The Weight of Hands

For the ones who learned to fight before they learned to trust. This one bleeds for you.
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PROLOGUE

His Hands

RHETT
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THE SATELLITE PHONE weighed two pounds. I know because I'd held it a thousand times on this deck, and it always felt like nothing. A plastic rectangle full of static and distance.

Tonight it weighs enough to bend the railing.

I'm standing on the starboard side of the MV Coronado, a Panamax-class container vessel running a cargo loop between Galveston and Colón. Forty-seven hundred nautical miles of open Gulf and Caribbean. Diesel exhaust and warm salt spray. The kind of dark that only exists when you're far enough from land that the horizon disappears and the ocean and the sky become the same black mouth.

The phone rang at 0347. I picked up before the second ring because that's what you do on a ship. You don't let it ring. You don't let yourself think about why someone would call a satellite line at four in the morning. You just answer and you keep your hand steady and you listen.

Cain's voice. Not the way Cain talks, though. Cain talks slow. Deliberate. Picks his words like a man walking through a room full of broken glass. Tonight his voice is stripped clean. Bare drywall. Nothing behind it.

"Rhett."

"Yeah."

"Ellis went down."

Three words. I count them. Three words and the Gulf of Mexico is the same temperature as my blood, and the railing is the same rust it was thirty seconds ago, and the stars are in the same positions they've been in for eleven billion years. Nothing changed. Everything changed.

"How bad."

It's not a question. I don't make it a question because questions invite answers I can negotiate with, and Cain's voice has no negotiation in it. Cain's voice is a room after the furniture's been removed.

"He's gone, Rhett. I'm sorry. He's gone."

The phone doesn't fall. I want the story to be that I dropped to my knees, that the phone clattered across the deck, that I howled into the dark like an animal. But that's not what happens. What happens is I tighten my grip on the railing and I feel the rust bite into my right palm and I bleed into the Gulf of Mexico, and I don't make a sound. Not one sound. The ocean makes all the sound there is. The engine makes all the sound there is. And I stand there holding a phone that weighs as much as a nineteen-year-old boy who used to steal my protein bars and laugh with his whole chest and throw punches like he was trying to high-five someone's jaw.

Ellis. Whose footwork was garbage. Whose right hook was a goddamn miracle. Who once told me he wanted to open a gym on the coast and train kids from the port district, kids like us, kids who needed somewhere to put the violence that lived in their hands.

Ellis, who took my spot.

That's the part that will eat through the bottom of the boat I build my life on. Not that he died. That he died in my place. The fight was mine. The debt to Mercer was mine. I was two thousand miles offshore and my nineteen-year-old brother walked into a warehouse on the Savannah River and fought a man who outweighed him by sixty pounds because someone had to show up or the debt got worse. And the man hit Ellis with a right hand that landed wrong, or landed right, depending on your definition of right, and Ellis went down, and the crowd kept counting money, and by the time someone noticed that the kid on the canvas wasn't getting up, the blood in his brain had already made its decision.

Brain hemorrhage. That's what the coroner's report will say. I'll read it four months later in a fluorescent-lit office in Savannah, and the words will sit on the page like insects pinned under glass, and I won't feel anything because by then the feeling will have calcified into something denser. Something load-bearing. Something I can build on.

But that's four months from now. Right now I'm bleeding onto the railing of a container ship and the rust tastes like the ocean and the ocean tastes like nothing and my brother is dead in a warehouse that smells like sweat and money and I wasn't there.

I wasn't there.

I pull the phone from my ear. The screen glows blue in the dark. Cain is still talking. I can hear his voice, tiny and far away, saying things that are supposed to help. I press the phone to my chest instead. Let his voice vibrate against my sternum. Let it sit where the sound would be if I could make one.

The railing holds my weight. The rust has my blood. The Gulf stretches south toward a continent I've never cared about, and my brother is dead on a concrete floor in Georgia, and the man who put him there is named Lyle Mercer, and that name tastes like copper and ocean and the specific flavor of a promise made in the dark to no one, to everyone, to the water itself.

I let go of the railing. I look at my hand. The rust and the blood have mixed into something that looks like Georgia clay, like the dirt in the yard where Ellis and I used to spar with our shirts off while our mother smoked on the porch and told us we'd better not break each other's noses. My right hand. The middle finger is crooked from a fracture I set myself at seventeen. The knuckles are a topographic map of every fight I've been in since I was old enough to know that my hands were the only thing between me and the world.

These hands were supposed to be in that ring.

These hands were supposed to take the hit.

I fold them into fists. I hold them over the railing. The ocean is a thousand feet deep here. The kind of deep that doesn't give things back. I hold my fists over the water and I make a promise that tastes like blood and diesel.

Mercer.



Six years later, I'm wearing a suit I bought at a thrift store on Broughton Street, and I'm standing in a room full of people whose shoes cost more than my truck, and I'm watching a man shake hands like a senator.

Lyle Mercer. Fifty-eight. Silver at the temples, the kind that looks intentional. Linen suit, cream, pressed so sharp the creases could cut paper. He holds a bourbon he doesn't drink and laughs at the jokes of men who manage his money, and his smile is the most expensive thing in the room. It costs everything and means nothing.

The Chatham County Children's Hospital Gala. A ballroom at the DeSoto Hotel. June. The air conditioning is fighting a losing war against two hundred bodies and the Savannah summer pressing against every window. I can feel the heat through the glass. The city sweats even when the humans don't.

I'm not here for the hospital. I'm not here for the shrimp cocktails or the silent auction or the woman at the podium talking about pediatric oncology in a voice that trembles on purpose. I'm here because Jude Orosco, my PI, told me Mercer would be here, and I need to see his face. I need to remind my body what it's for.

I watch him across the room for forty minutes. I memorize the way he occupies space. The territorial spread of his stance. The way his hand finds the small of a woman's back when he's steering a conversation, the gesture so practiced it looks generous instead of controlling. The way his eyes move. Quick. Assessing. The eyes of a man who knows where every exit is, even in a ballroom, even at a charity event. Because men like Lyle Mercer don't stop calculating risk just because the venue has valet parking.

I'm about to leave. I have what I came for. The face, refreshed. The hatred, recalibrated. The plan, confirmed.

Then I see her.

She's at the edge of Mercer's circle. Close enough to belong to it, far enough to deny it. A woman in a green dress that matches the ring of amber-green in her eyes, and I know about the ring because I look at her face and my entire surveillance operation stalls out like a flooded engine.

She's holding a glass of water. Not wine. Not champagne. Water. And she's holding it with both hands, the way you hold something when your hands need a job so they don't do the thing they actually want to do, which in her case, based on the tension in her forearms and the rigid line of her shoulders, is leave.

She doesn't want to be here.

She's watching the room the way I'm watching the room. Reading the exits. Measuring the threat. And there's a stillness in her that I recognize because I built the same stillness in myself on the deck of a container ship at four in the morning, and it takes a specific kind of damage to stand that still in a room full of noise.

Mercer puts his hand on her shoulder. She doesn't lean in. She doesn't pull away. She does something worse. She absorbs the touch. Takes it into her body the way a fighter takes a jab they saw coming. Chin tucked. Weight shifted. No flinch.

No flinch.

I know who she is before I check the program. Dagny Mercer. Twenty-five. Physical therapist. Mercer's daughter. Only child. Lives in the Victorian District. Drives a ten-year-old Civic. Graduated from MUSC in Charleston with honors in orthopedic rehabilitation. Has been on my research board for four months, circled in red ink, filed under LEVERAGE.

She looks up from her water. Across the room. Not at me. At nothing. At the wall, at the window, at the specific middle distance where people look when they're performing the role of present while their actual self is somewhere behind a locked door. She looks at nothing, and the nothing is so loud I can hear it over the jazz trio.

I was supposed to use her. That was the plan. Get close to the daughter. Use the proximity to reach the father. Leverage and pressure. The daughter as instrument.

The plan is clean.

I'm looking at her and the plan is clean and her shoulders have freckles and her hands hold the water glass the way my hands hold the railing, and the plan is already rotting from the inside because something in my chest just recognized something in hers, and recognition is the enemy of strategy.

I leave the gala. I walk to my truck in the parking lot. The Savannah heat sits on my shoulders like a hand. I start the engine. I don't drive. I sit in the cab with the windows down and the heat pouring in and I think about my brother, and I think about Lyle Mercer's hand on his daughter's shoulder, and I think about the woman who didn't flinch.

Mercer owes me two hundred thousand dollars.

I don't want it.

I want something of his that he can't put a price on.

ACT I

IRON AND SKIN
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Chapter 1

The Terms

DAGNY
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THE DOOR WEIGHS MORE than it should.

I know this because I pull it with both hands, and the industrial hinges resist like they're auditioning for a metaphor I don't have time for. Rust flakes fall on my knuckles. The morning light cuts a wedge across the concrete floor inside, and then the smell hits me and I stop thinking about doors.

Leather. Chalk. The iron tang of old sweat soaked into surfaces that will never be fully clean. And beneath all of it, the river. The Savannah River at low tide in July smells like warm mud and diesel and something vegetal, something alive and rotting at the same time, and the warehouse sits close enough to the water that the smell has moved in permanently. It lives in the walls. It lives in the bags hanging from their chains. It will live in my hair by tonight.

I step inside. The heat follows me.

It's seven in the morning and the air temperature outside is eighty-eight degrees with a humidity percentage I refuse to check because I already feel it in my lungs, thick and wet, the kind of Georgia morning air that makes breathing feel like a negotiation. Inside the warehouse, the temperature is somehow worse. The metal roof has been collecting yesterday's sun and releasing it downward like a slow-motion assault, and the four industrial fans mounted on poles at the corners of the room are pushing the heat in circles, accomplishing nothing except noise.

The ring is in the center. Canvas floor, three ropes, turnbuckles that have been wrapped and rewrapped in red tape so many times the original metal is invisible. It's a regulation ring, or close to it. Someone who knew what they were doing built this. The ropes are tight. The canvas is clean. There's pride in that ring, even if the warehouse surrounding it looks like it was abandoned by the shipping company and claimed by someone who doesn't believe in drywall.

Heavy bags hang in a row along the left wall. Three of them, different weights, different wrappings. One is duct-taped at the seam. A speed bag platform is mounted near the back, and behind the speed bag, tucked against the wall at eye level, there's a photograph. I can see it from here but not clearly. A face. Young.

A door in the back, closed. Another door behind the ring, also closed. A staircase in the far corner, metal, industrial, leading up to what looks like a second floor or a loft. There's a hand-painted sign on the wall near the entrance, black letters on raw plywood: THE YARD. Below it, smaller: NO REFUNDS. NO EXCUSES.

And there he is.

Rhett Calloway is sitting on a wooden stool beside the heavy bags, wrapping his hands. He doesn't look up when the door opens. He doesn't look up when my sneakers hit the concrete and the sound echoes off the warehouse ceiling. He wraps his right hand with the focus of a man performing surgery. The wrap crosses his knuckles three times, loops between each finger, anchors at the wrist. His hands are enormous. Even from across the room, I can see the knuckle scars, the crooked middle finger on his right hand, the size of them. Hands built for damage.

He finishes the right. Starts the left. The stool creaks under his weight.

I set my duffel bag on the floor. The sound lands in the space between us like a coin dropped into a well. I wait. He wraps. The fans turn. The river makes its slow, warm noise outside.

He finishes the left hand. Flexes both fists. Looks up.

His eyes find me the way a scope finds a target. Not fast. Deliberate. He starts at my sneakers and moves upward like he's reading a document he's already memorized and is checking for revisions. Legs. Shorts. Tank top. Shoulders. Face. Eyes.

He holds on the eyes.

"You're early," he says.

"You said seven."

"I said seven. It's six fifty-two."

"Then I'm early."

He looks at me for three more seconds. I count them because counting gives my hands a job and my hands need a job right now. They want to grip the strap of my duffel. They want to cross over my chest. They want to do the things hands do when the rest of the body is standing in a warehouse in front of a man who bought three months of your life from your father like a line item on an invoice.

I keep them at my sides.

He stands. The stool scrapes against the concrete. He's tall. I knew he was tall from the one previous meeting, the one at my father's office, the one where Lyle Mercer sat behind his desk in his pressed shirt and Rhett Calloway stood in front of it in a gray T-shirt and didn't sit down the entire time. But knowing he's tall and standing twelve feet from the reality of it are different experiences. He fills vertical space the way a load-bearing column fills it. Functional. Structural. Not for show.

"Here's how this works," he says.

No greeting. No handshake. No welcome to The Yard. He crosses to the ring and puts one hand on the middle rope. The wrap on his knuckles is white against the red tape.

"Six A.M. Roadwork. River path, three miles, rain or shine. You're back by seven."

I open my mouth.

"I'm not finished." He doesn't raise his voice. He doesn't need to. The warehouse acoustics do the work. His voice bounces off the metal ceiling and arrives at my ears from four directions.

"Nine A.M. Bag work. Fundamentals. Stance, guard, jab, cross. You learn them clean or you learn them again. Noon to four, the gym is closed. It's too hot to train. You eat. You rest. You stay hydrated or you collapse, and if you collapse, I'll put you in the ring and let you sleep there because I'm not carrying you upstairs."

"Upstairs is yours?"

"Upstairs is mine. Off limits. No discussion." He moves along the ring, his hand trailing the rope. "Five P.M. Pad work. Combinations. Footwork. This is where the real training happens. We go until I say we stop. You wear what I tell you to wear. You wrap your hands before every session. You don't hit anything in this gym without wraps. You don't touch the speed bag until I clear you. You don't get in the ring with anyone until I clear you."

"For how long?"

"Three months."

"I know the duration. I mean the sessions. How long are the evening sessions?"

He looks at me like I've asked what color the air is. "Until I say we stop."

The fan above the ring turns its slow, useless circles. I can feel my tank top beginning to stick to my lower back. We've been in this building for four minutes and I'm already sweating. Three months. Ninety days of this heat, this man, this concrete box on the Savannah River.

"Where do I sleep?"

He walks past me. Not around me. Past me, close enough that the air between his body and mine heats by a degree I shouldn't be able to measure but can. He smells like chalk dust and something clean underneath, like soap that gave up fighting the environment hours ago. He opens the door behind the ring.

The room is small. Ten by ten, maybe less. Concrete walls, same as the gym. One window, narrow, facing the river. A cot with a rolled sleeping bag. A shelf with three folded towels. A hook on the back of the door. A small fan, standing model, in the corner. The window has no curtain.

"It's not a hotel."

"I didn't ask for one."

Something moves across his face. Not a smile. The architecture of a smile without the commitment. A shift in the muscles around his mouth that acknowledges the response and files it somewhere.

"Bathroom is through the gym, past the bags, second door. Shared. The fighters use it during the day. You shower when they're not here."

"How many fighters?"

"Three regulars. One lives here sometimes. His name is Cain. Don't ask him questions he doesn't answer."

I look at the cot. The sleeping bag. The window that shows a strip of brown river and the far bank, hazy with heat even at seven in the morning. This room is a cell with better lighting. It's also the first room in twenty-six years that doesn't have my father's name on the lease.

I set my duffel on the cot. The springs protest.

"Anything else?" I ask.

He's in the doorway. His frame fills it the way it fills every vertical space. He leans against the jamb, arms crossed, and the wrap on his left hand is already darkening with sweat at the wrist. His forearms are brown from sun. Not tanned. Darkened, the way skin darkens when it's outside every day, year after year, baked into a permanent shade that has nothing to do with leisure and everything to do with labor.

"One more thing." His voice drops half a register. Not for effect. For precision. "You're here because your father owes me money. Two hundred thousand dollars. He offered to pay in installments. I declined. I told him I wanted something else. He offered property, equipment, boats. I declined. I told him what I wanted."

"Me."

"Your time. Three months of it. My gym, my schedule, my methods."

"You say it like there's a difference."

He looks at me. His eyes are that unreliable color. Brown in this light. Green when the light from the river hits them. Something between the two, like the water itself, murky and shifting.

"There's a difference," he says. "And you're going to learn it."

He pushes off the doorframe. Walks back into the gym. Over his shoulder, not turning: "Nine o'clock. Wraps on. Water in the cooler by the ring. Don't be late."

I listen to his footsteps cross the concrete. The metal staircase clangs under his weight as he goes up. A door opens and closes above me. His apartment. His territory. His building, his ring, his rules, his schedule.

I sit on the cot. The springs dig into the backs of my thighs. I reach into my duffel and push past the sports bras, the compression shorts, the tape, the clean shirts I packed for a life I don't have anymore. At the bottom, under everything, my fingers find the dry bag. Waterproof. Yellow. The size of a large fist. I grip it through the nylon of the duffel. I don't take it out. I just hold it. Feel the weight of what's inside.

The flash drive is smaller than my thumb. It contains four video files, a spreadsheet, and eleven photographs. It contains the end of my father's world and the beginning of something I can't see yet and the reason I said yes to a deal that sounds like a transaction and feels like a trap.

I let go of the bag. I lie back on the cot. The ceiling is corrugated metal, same as the roof, and the heat pools against it like a living thing. The fan in the corner isn't on yet. I'll find the plug later. For now, I let the heat press down on me and I stare at the ceiling and I listen to the gym: the fans, the river, the creak of the building settling into another Savannah July.

His footsteps cross the floor above me. Back and forth. He's pacing. The rhythm is irregular, not like walking but like thinking with his feet, like a man measuring a room he already knows by heart.

I close my eyes. The ceiling is too hot to look at. The cot smells like canvas and the faint chemical sweetness of the sleeping bag's synthetic fill. My skin is already damp.

Three months.

I have ninety days to figure out who Rhett Calloway really is and what he really wants from the daughter of the man he should, by every logical calculation, hate.

And he has ninety days to figure out that the woman lying on this cot in his gym is carrying the one thing he's spent years looking for.

I don't know which clock runs out first.

His footsteps stop directly above my room. He's standing over me. A floor of concrete and steel between us and it feels as thin as the cotton sticking to my ribs.

I keep my eyes closed. I keep my breathing even. I don't move.

I'm very good at not moving.

My father taught me that.
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Chapter 2

Square One

RHETT
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SHE TAPES HER HANDS like someone who learned young.

I notice it at 8:57, three minutes before the session. She's sitting on the concrete floor by the ring with her legs crossed, pulling the wrap across her knuckles with a rhythm that doesn't stutter. Anchor at the wrist. Three across the knuckles. Thumb lock. Figure-eight between the fingers, clean and symmetrical. She pulls the Velcro tab with her teeth and smooths the closure without looking.

I've trained forty-something fighters in six years. Beginners fumble the wrap for weeks. They tangle the figure-eight. They forget the thumb. They pull too tight and cut circulation or too loose and the wrap unravels on the first combination. It takes months to build the muscle memory that makes a hand wrap automatic.

Dagny Mercer wraps like she's been doing it since before she understood why.

I file it. I don't ask. Not yet.

"Stand up," I say.

She stands. Her posture is good. Not gym-good. Functional. She stands the way athletes stand and the way people who've been hit stand, which is a Venn diagram with more overlap than most people realize. Weight distributed. Chin neutral. Hands at her sides but not loose. Ready.

The Yard at nine in the morning is a kiln. The skylights in the roof turn the place into a convection oven by mid-morning, and today is the kind of July day that makes the news for heat advisories and hospital admissions. I've already run roadwork at five, trained the heavy bag at six, eaten at seven-thirty, and my shirt is soaked through for the second time today. I wring it out over the concrete and the sweat hits the floor in a pattern that evaporates before I can look away.

She's watching. Not my face. My hands, wringing the shirt. The forearms, the wrists, the way the tendons stand out when I squeeze the fabric. She's cataloguing. I know the look. I've seen it in trainers and fighters and women in bars, and each version of the look has a different grammar, and hers is a combination I haven't read before. Professional assessment layered over something else. Something she's keeping behind the green.

"Stance," I say. "Left foot forward. Shoulder width. Lead foot pointed at me, back foot at forty-five degrees."

She shifts. Gets it mostly right. Her rear foot is flat, which is a problem, and her hands are too low, which is a bigger problem. I step toward her.

"Guard up. Hands at your cheekbones. Elbows tucked."

She raises her fists. The wraps are white and tight and her knuckles make small mountains under the cotton. I reach for her left hand and adjust the angle. My fingers on her wrist. The wrap is already warm from her skin and the skin is already damp from the air. I turn her fist inward, fifteen degrees.

"Here. Your thumb goes under, not over. You break a thumb over the fist on the first real punch."

She adjusts. I let go and move to her rear hand. Same correction. My fingers find her wrist again and the pulse there is steady, sixty-something beats, and I shouldn't be counting it but I am.

"Hips square. You're rotated too far open."

I put my hands on her hips. Both of them. My palms against the cotton of her shorts on the bone ridge of her pelvis. I apply pressure. Rotate her into alignment. She moves with the correction, not against it, and the fact that she doesn't resist tells me something about how she was trained and the fact that I'm noticing how she responds to my hands tells me something about myself that I should probably address and won't.

"There. Feel that?"

"Yes."

"That's your base. Every punch starts here. Not in the arms. Not in the shoulders. Here." I press against her right hip. Firm. The contact is instructional. The echo of it in my chest is not.

I step back. "Jab. Straight left. Extend from the guard, rotate the fist at the end, pull it back the same line it went out. Go."

She jabs the air. It's clean. Cleaner than a first day should produce. The extension is full, the rotation correct, the retraction fast. Her shoulder tucks to protect her chin on the extension without me telling her. That's instinct. That's not a clinic. That's repetition.

"Again."

She jabs. Six times. Each one tighter than the last. By the sixth, she's finding a rhythm that belongs to her body, not to my instruction. I watch her shoulder. Her hip. The line from her rear heel through her spine.

"Cross. Right hand. Same mechanics, but the power comes from the back hip. Rotate through the foot." I demonstrate. My right cross is a weapon I've spent fifteen years refining, and even in demonstration speed, the air makes a sound.

She mirrors it. Her rotation is shallow. I step in behind her, put my hand on her right hip and my other hand on her left shoulder. "Rotate," I say, and I guide the motion, her body turning between my hands like a crank, and her back brushes my chest on the rotation and I feel the vertebrae of her spine through the cotton of her sports bra.

I step back.

"Better. Again."

We do this for an hour. Jab. Cross. Jab-cross. The two-punch combination that is the foundation of everything. She works at it with a patience that isn't passive. She's processing. Every correction I give her, I can see her body file it, test it, integrate or reject it based on some internal calibration system I don't have access to. She's not following my instruction. She's evaluating it.

By ten, the gym is an oven. She's soaked. Her braid has darkened from auburn to something close to mahogany, and the loose hairs at her temples are plastered to her skin. Freckles I didn't see yesterday are visible on her shoulders and the bridge of her nose, drawn
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