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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of captivity, psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, explicit language, violence, morally grey characters, toxic attraction, isolation, and references to murder and institutional corruption. 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.
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The only honest structures are the ones that admit they’re breaking.

— J. Maren Hale, The Architecture of Ruin

For the ones who fell in love with the flood.
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Before

CORIN

The concrete remembers.

I press my palm flat against the upstream face of Harlan Gulch Dam and feel the vibration in my wrist bones. Not a sound. Not quite. Something lower, something the ear can’t reach but the skeleton understands. Water against stone, sixty years of it, patient and relentless and winning.

Snow falls in loose curtains across the reservoir. The surface is black and still, a lake pretending to sleep. Underneath, four hundred million cubic meters of snowmelt push against this wall with the quiet insistence of a held breath, and I know, the way I know the weight of my own hands, that the wall is losing.

I’ve been here six weeks. Arrived as a winter maintenance contractor, badge clipped to a jacket I bought at a surplus store in Helena. The photo on the ID is mine. The name is close enough. The clearance was not difficult to fabricate for a facility that Meridian Corp pretends to maintain and actually ignores eleven months out of twelve. I walked in carrying a toolbox and two duffel bags and nobody asked what was inside because nobody was here to ask.

The toolbox held monitoring instruments. The duffel bags held three years of planning.

Strain gauges on the lower gallery walls, calibrated to detect movement in fractions of a millimeter. Pressure transducers in the drainage tunnels where water seeps through concrete that was supposed to be watertight and hasn’t been since the Clinton administration. Temperature sensors threaded into the expansion joints, because temperature is the variable Meridian never accounts for, the one that turns hairline cracks into structural failure when the freeze-thaw cycle goes to work on neglected infrastructure like a fist on old plaster.

I installed all of it at night, by headlamp, in temperatures that turned my breath to ice on the concrete. My hands are good. Steady. They’ve always been steady, even when the rest of me wasn’t. I can strip and reassemble a pressure gauge in four minutes. I can read a stress fracture by touch the way a doctor reads a broken bone through skin. These are useful skills for a man whose life’s work is proving that a dam is dying.

The anonymous report went to the Bureau of Dam Safety eight weeks ago. Typed, not handwritten. Mailed from a post office in Missoula with no return address. Specific enough to demand attention: seepage rates, crack propagation measurements, references to the 2019 inspection that Meridian’s lobbyists got reclassified from “critical” to “monitored.” I included just enough to make a competent inspector nervous and not enough to make a lazy one act. I needed someone who would come here, look at the concrete, and understand what it was saying.

I needed a witness.

Six weeks, and every day the sensors tell me what I already know. The dam is moving. Not much. Not yet. But the rate is increasing, the way a crack in a windshield starts slow and then races, and when spring comes and the snowpack above this reservoir melts into it like fuel into a fire, Harlan Gulch Dam will be holding back a volume it was never designed to contain in a structure it was never maintained to survive.

Meridian knows. They’ve always known. Knowing and acting are different verbs, and Meridian only conjugates the ones that protect quarterly earnings.

I lift my hand from the concrete. My palm is numb from the cold, the skin white and compressed where it met the wall. In the distance, past the snowfall and the access road and the first switchback, headlights.

Two beams cutting through the grey, climbing toward the dam. Steady, unhurried. Not a local’s truck. The angle is wrong, the speed too deliberate. Someone unfamiliar with the road but committed to reaching the end of it.

The inspector.

I watch the vehicle take the last curve. A Bureau-issued SUV, the kind they assign for field work in the mountain West. It parks at the base of the access ramp, positioned squarely between the faded lines, and for a moment nothing happens. The engine runs. The headlights stay on. Then the driver’s door opens and she steps out.

She.

I expected a man. I expected someone from the Denver office, somebody two years from retirement running out the clock on fieldwork, somebody who’d walk the upper gallery, tick the boxes, file a report that Meridian’s lawyers would gut before it reached a desk that mattered. I built my plan around that assumption.

The woman standing by the SUV is none of those things. She’s young. Late twenties, maybe. Dark hair pulled back in a braid that sits against her neck like a rope. She’s wearing boots that have seen actual mud, not the showroom kind the Denver auditors bring. She stands at the base of the dam and tilts her head back and looks at the concrete the way I look at it. Not at the surface. Through it. Like she’s reading the stress lines from a hundred yards out, like the dam is a sentence and she already knows where the grammar fails.

She pulls a notebook from the passenger seat. Not a tablet, not a phone. A notebook, the kind with graph paper, the kind engineers used before everything went digital and every inconvenient measurement became easy to delete. She opens it and writes something, her hand moving fast, eyes still on the dam.

The snow thickens. She doesn’t notice, or doesn’t care.

I step back from the parapet. My boots are silent on the walkway, a habit I cultivated in places less forgiving than this. I watch her close the notebook and slide it into the pocket of her jacket, and I think: she’s going to be a problem.

Not the kind I planned for. Not a bureaucratic obstacle or a corporate puppet. The kind that sees. The kind that doesn’t stop looking until the structure gives up its secrets.

I built this plan for three years. Every variable accounted for. Every timeline stress-tested. I modeled the weather, the water level, the structural decay, the media response, the legal exposure. I modeled the moment when the truth becomes louder than the money, and I know that moment is weeks away, maybe less, and all I need is someone with the credentials to confirm what the concrete has been screaming.

She walks toward the facility entrance. Confident. Measured. A woman who trusts her own assessment more than the file she was handed, and that is either exactly what I need or exactly what destroys me.

I turn toward the door. I’ll be there when she enters. I’ll be the maintenance man, the caretaker, the harmless fixture of a facility nobody visits. I’ll hand her the access codes and watch her descend into the galleries where my instruments are already listening, and I’ll learn whether she’s the witness I’ve been waiting for or the complication I can’t afford.

The snow is falling harder now. By morning, the access road will be difficult. By tomorrow night, it may be impassable. The forecast says seventy-two hours of sustained accumulation, the kind of storm that buries mountain roads for a week.

She doesn’t know that yet. But I do. And I’m already calculating what it means to be locked in this dam with a woman who looks at concrete the way I do. Like it owes her an answer. Like she’ll stay until she gets one.

Act I

THE FRACTURE LINE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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Cold Open

LIRA

The file says the dam is fine.

I know this because I’ve read it four times since leaving Bozeman at five this morning, balanced on my knee while I drove because the alternative was trusting a document that contradicts itself on page three. The 2019 inspection rated Harlan Gulch Dam as “satisfactory with minor deficiencies.” Page seven of the same report lists seepage rates that would make a first-year engineering student reach for a highlighter. Minor deficiencies. The kind of language that means someone was told what to write before they drove up the mountain.

My father would have circled “satisfactory” in red ink and written his favorite margin note: says who?

The road climbs in switchbacks through lodgepole pine, the asphalt cracked and patched and cracked again. At four thousand feet, the rain turns to sleet. At five thousand, the sleet turns to snow, fine and dry, the kind that doesn’t stick to the windshield so much as blur it, like someone smearing vaseline over the glass. I turn the wipers up a notch. The Bureau SUV handles the grade without protest, which is more than I can say for the road itself. Sections of guardrail are missing. Others lean outward at angles that suggest contact with something heavier than a deer.

Nobody maintains this road because nobody comes here. Harlan Gulch is one of four hundred dams in the western region that Meridian Corp owns on paper and ignores in practice. Built in 1962, reinforced in 1988, inspected on a five-year rotation that conveniently produces the same rating every cycle: satisfactory. The anonymous report that landed on my supervisor’s desk two months ago said otherwise. Seepage in the lower gallery. Crack propagation in the upstream face. Movement in the foundation drain system that suggests the dam is shifting on its base.

Wren gave me the file with the expression she reserves for assignments she considers beneath the Bureau’s attention. “Anonymous tips are usually disgruntled former employees,” she said, dropping it on my desk like a parking ticket. “Check the boxes. File the report. Don’t make it a crusade.”

She doesn’t know about my father. Nobody at the Bureau does, because Belmont is a common enough name and twenty years is long enough for a discredited engineer to disappear from institutional memory. David Belmont. Structural analyst, Bureau of Reclamation, 1994 to 2006. The man who filed a report on Harlan Gulch Dam that said the concrete was degrading faster than Meridian’s maintenance schedule could address. The man whose findings were reviewed, questioned, reclassified, buried, and ultimately attributed to “methodological inconsistencies.”

The man who came home one Tuesday in October, sat in his truck in our driveway for forty minutes with the engine running, and then didn’t come home at all.

I was seventeen. I remember the driveway. The sound of the engine. My mother standing at the kitchen window with a dish towel in her hands, saying, “He’s just sitting there,” like it was a puzzle she could solve if she stared at it long enough. By the time the police came, I’d already started building the architecture of the lie I’d live inside for the next decade: it was depression. It was the pressure of the job. It was a man who broke under the weight of his own standards.

It was not Meridian Corp. It was not the dam.

I carry his field notebook in my bag, the one he used before everything went digital. Graph paper, half-filled with his handwriting, which was precise and small and leaned slightly to the left as if even his letters were pushing against something. I don’t open it on inspections. I don’t need to. I know the pages by heart. The stress patterns he documented. The fracture geometries he sketched. The margin note on page forty-seven that says, in letters larger than any others in the notebook: they know.

The last switchback. The dam appears above the treeline, and I ease off the gas to look at it.

Harlan Gulch is a concrete gravity dam, two hundred and ten feet tall, curved slightly against the canyon walls like a palm pressed into a doorframe. The reservoir behind it is invisible from this angle, but I can feel it. Four hundred million cubic meters of water held in place by engineering and faith, and at this distance I can already see that the faith is cracking. There are stains on the downstream face, long vertical streaks where water has been weeping through the concrete for years. A healthy dam doesn’t weep. A healthy dam has internal drainage systems that capture seepage before it surfaces. When water finds its own path through the structure, the structure is telling you something it shouldn’t have to say out loud.

My father saw this. Twenty years ago, he stood where I’m driving and saw the same stains and wrote the same diagnosis and nobody listened.

I park at the base of the access ramp, between faded lines that haven’t been repainted since the facility was last staffed. The snow is thickening. My weather app shows a front moving in from the northwest, the kind of sustained system that buries roads in the mountain West for days. I should do the inspection today and drive down before the pass closes.

I pull out the notebook. Not my father’s. Mine. Graph paper, the same brand, the same left-leaning hand. I sketch the downstream face from the driver’s seat, marking the stain patterns, the visible cracks where the concrete has split along the construction joints. Some of these fractures follow the geometry my father documented in 2005. They’ve grown. Meridian’s “satisfactory” inspector either didn’t see them or didn’t care.

I close the notebook and reach for my hard hat on the passenger seat. Standard protocol: helmet, high-vis vest, steel-toed boots, flashlight, moisture meter, crack gauge. I clip my Bureau ID to my jacket and step out of the SUV into cold that finds every seam in my clothing like water finds cracks in concrete.

The access road continues past the parking area toward the facility entrance, a concrete bunker built into the abutment at the base of the dam. The road should be clear. It isn’t. Someone has left a maintenance vehicle parked at an angle that forces any approaching car into a single lane, and beyond it, a section of gravel has been churned into mud and refrozen, creating a surface that would be difficult for anything without chains. Not impassable. But not welcoming.

I note it. I note everything. Occupational habit, personal compulsion. The facility entrance is a steel door set into the concrete, industrial and unadorned, with a keypad that looks like it was installed in the nineties and never updated. Beyond it, the dam’s internal galleries will run like veins through the structure: inspection tunnels, drainage corridors, the control room where the spillway gates are managed. My father walked those galleries. His notebook describes them in the same clinical detail he used for everything, with one exception: a single line on page twelve, written not in his technical hand but in something looser, almost rushed. This dam is sick.

I walk toward the entrance. The snow is steady now, the kind of persistent fall that obscures distances and flattens depth, turning the mountains behind the dam into grey shapes. My boots crunch on frozen gravel. I can hear the reservoir, faintly. Water pressing against concrete with four hundred million cubic meters of patience.

At the facility entrance, a man stands in the doorway.

He’s leaning against the frame with his arms crossed, watching me approach with an expression I can’t read at this distance. Tall. Broad through the shoulders. Wearing a maintenance jacket with no visible Bureau or Meridian insignia. His posture says he’s been waiting, not that he just arrived. There’s a difference. People who just arrive are still settling. People who’ve been waiting have already decided something.

I don’t slow down. I don’t speed up. I keep my pace steady and my face professional and my hand on the strap of my field bag, where my father’s notebook sits against my hip like a second heartbeat.

The man in the doorway watches me cross the last fifty feet of frozen ground, and he doesn’t move. Doesn’t uncross his arms. Doesn’t step aside. He just watches, with the calm, measuring stillness of someone who has been alone for a long time and is calculating what another person’s presence costs.

I stop three feet from the door. Close enough to see his face. Close enough to see that his eyes are dark, almost black in the flat winter light, and that his hands, crossed over his chest, have scars on the knuckles that don’t come from maintenance work.

“You must be the inspector,” he says. His voice is low, unhurried, like the reservoir. Patient and deep and holding something back.

“Lira Belmont,” I say. “Bureau of Dam Safety. I’m here for the structural assessment.”

He uncrosses his arms. His hands hang loose at his sides, and I notice them the way I notice structural details: involuntarily, with the part of my brain that catalogues load-bearing elements. Large hands. Long fingers. Scars. A tattoo on the inside of his left forearm, partially visible below his rolled sleeve, a series of numbers I can’t read from here.

“Corin,” he says. No last name. “Winter caretaker. I keep the lights on.” He steps aside just enough to let me pass, and the doorway is narrow, and for one second his shoulder is close to mine and I smell cold concrete and something else, something clean and sharp that I file away and refuse to examine.

Inside, the facility is dim, humming with the bass note of systems keeping a dying structure alive. He follows me in and pulls the steel door shut. It latches with a sound like a lock.

I tell myself it’s just a door.
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Chapter Two
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The Man in the Machine Room

CORIN

She catalogues me the way she catalogues the dam: systematically, from the ground up.

I see it happen in real time. Her eyes move from my boots (steel-toed, genuine, purchased the same week as the maintenance jacket) to my hands (scarred, which I should have addressed but didn’t because vanity is a variable I’ve never had the bandwidth to manage) to my face, where they stop and hold with an intensity that most people reserve for structural assessments. Which, I realize, is exactly what she’s doing.

She’s assessing my load-bearing capacity. Deciding what I can hold and where I’ll crack.

I lead her through the entrance corridor, past the utility closets and the electrical panels that hum at a frequency I’ve been hearing for six weeks and still haven’t gotten used to. The facility smells like all concrete structures do in winter: mineral, damp, faintly metallic. The fluorescent lights buzz overhead, casting the kind of flat illumination that turns skin grey and makes shadows disappear.

“How long have you been on site?” she asks. Her voice is steady, professional. The voice of a woman who conducts interviews the way she conducts inspections: by measuring the gap between what she’s told and what she observes.

“Six weeks. Meridian contracts a winter caretaker for the low-traffic months. Keeps the generators running, monitors the basic systems, calls in if anything requires attention.” The lie is smooth because it’s mostly true. Meridian does contract caretakers. The man they hired for this winter is currently fishing in Mazatlán on a generous stipend I offered him in exchange for his badge, his schedule, and his silence.

“And has anything required attention?”

I look at her. She’s watching me the way the dam watches the reservoir: with patient, structural suspicion. Her braid sits against her neck, dark against the collar of her jacket. The scar on her left palm catches the fluorescent light when she adjusts her bag strap, a raised white line that says rebar, says accident, says she’s worked sites where things go wrong.

“The seepage in gallery three has been increasing since November,” I say, because the best lies contain the truth you want the other person to find. “I filed a report with Meridian. They said they’d send someone in spring.”

“Spring,” she repeats. The word comes out flat. Not surprised. Disgusted. She knows what “spring” means in Meridian’s vocabulary: never.

We reach the control room, which is the facility’s central nervous system and my de facto living quarters. I’ve kept it clean because discipline is a survival mechanism, not because I expected company. The instrument panels line the far wall, analog gauges and digital displays showing reservoir level, gate positions, temperature readings. My sleeping bag is rolled tight in the corner next to a camp stove and a stack of canned food organized by expiration date. Beside it, the radio sits on a steel desk, its antenna bent toward the small window where reception is marginally better than terrible.

Lira Belmont scans the room the way she scanned me. Fast, thorough, missing nothing. I watch her eyes track from the instrument panels to the sleeping bag to the radio to the window. She’s building a model of who I am based on how I occupy space, and I need that model to say maintenance man, not structural engineer. Not the kind of man who knows how to read those instrument panels better than anyone Meridian has employed in two decades.

“I’ll need access to all four galleries,” she says, pulling her notebook from her bag. The notebook. Graph paper. I notice because it’s an anachronism, the kind of tool that belongs to a generation of engineers who trusted their hands more than their software. My mother had hands like that. Capable and careful and always holding something she was trying to fix.

I don’t think about my mother. That’s a room I keep locked.

“Galleries one through three, no problem. Gallery four has standing water from the November rains. Knee-deep in places.” I pull the access key ring from the desk drawer and hold it out. Four keys, color-coded, each one opening a different level of the dam’s interior. She reaches for them. Our fingers don’t touch, but the distance between them is something I measure the way I measure crack widths: precisely, and with more attention than the subject warrants.

“You’ll want gallery three,” I tell her. “That’s where the cracks talk.”

She looks up from the keys. “Cracks don’t talk.”

“This dam’s do.”

She holds my gaze for a count of three. Long enough to be a challenge. Not long enough to be an admission. Then she turns to the door of gallery one, and I follow because that’s what a caretaker would do, and because the alternative is standing in this control room listening to my own pulse and wondering why the distance between two people’s hands is suddenly a measurement I care about.

The upper gallery is a corridor carved through the dam’s body, eight feet wide, lit by caged bulbs every twenty meters. The concrete walls are cold and damp, glistening where moisture collects along the construction joints. She walks ahead of me, her flashlight beam tracking across the walls with methodical sweeps. Left, center, right. Floor, wall, ceiling. She stops at the first visible crack and runs her finger along it, reading the concrete by touch.

I know that gesture. I’ve made it a thousand times on a hundred structures, and the recognition hits me in a place I didn’t know was still exposed. She’s not performing an inspection. She’s having a conversation with the dam, the same conversation I’ve been having for six weeks, and her fluency is startling.

“This crack has been active recently,” she says, not looking at me. “Fresh calcite deposits along the edges. Water’s been moving through here within the last few months.” She pulls out her crack gauge, a steel feeler that fits into the fracture and tells you, in fractions of a millimeter, how far the concrete has separated. She reads the measurement and writes it in her notebook. Her handwriting leans left.

The same direction as the handwriting in the document I found three years ago in a county records basement. A report on Harlan Gulch Dam, filed in 2005, buried under seventeen boxes of outdated permits. The author’s name was David Belmont.

I didn’t make the connection. Not then. Belmont is a common name. The report was two decades old. I was looking for structural data, not genealogy. I photocopied every page, studied the measurements, followed the diagnostic logic, and built my own case on the foundation of a dead man’s work without knowing whose daughter would walk into this dam carrying his notebook.

She moves on to the next crack. I watch her profile in the flashlight’s edge: the set of her jaw, the concentration that draws her brows together, the way she holds the gauge with the delicacy of a surgeon and the confidence of someone who has done this so many times the tool is an extension of her hand.

“You’re staring,” she says without turning.

“Checking the light fixture behind you. It flickers sometimes.”

“It’s
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