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EPILOGUE

CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of kidnapping, captivity, physical restraint, psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, explicit language, violence, morally grey characters, references to past domestic abuse, toxic relationships, survival situations, and dark romantic dynamics. 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

"Do I Wanna Know?" — Arctic Monkeys

"Sweater Weather" — The Neighbourhood

"Godspeed" — Frank Ocean

"Body" — Wet

"Summertime Sadness" — Lana Del Rey

"Wicked Game" — Chris Isaak

"Earned It" — The Weeknd

"Motion Sickness" — Phoebe Bridgers

"Apocalypse" — Cigarettes After Sex

"Kill Bill" — SZA

"Take Me to Church" — Hozier

"Be Still" — The Fray

"She asked me if I was the storm or the shelter. I told her I was the lock on the door, and she'd have to decide for herself whether it was keeping her safe or keeping her in."

— Elias Crowe, The Captive Doctrine

For the ones who stopped running. Not because they were caught. Because they turned around, looked the monster in the mouth, and said: mine.
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The Barometer
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THE KNIFE IN MY HAND weighs six ounces. I know because I weighed it once, in a motel room outside Biloxi, the night I decided that precision was the only religion worth practicing. Six ounces of surgical steel, a three-and-a-half-inch blade, and right now the tip is pressed against the softest part of Isolde Cross's throat.

She doesn't flinch.

That's the part that'll keep me up for the rest of my life. Not the hurricane tearing the siding off the boarding house in sheets. Not the black water climbing the stairwell beneath us, swallowing the third step, the fifth, the seventh. Not the two dead men floating somewhere below, their blood already diluted to nothing by the Atlantic.

Her pulse. Tapping against the flat of the blade like a second hand on a watch that refuses to stop.

"Hold still," I say.

"You hold still." Her voice is raw. Stripped down by forty-eight hours of salt air, screaming wind, and the kind of silence that only happens between two people who've said every honest thing they had left. "Your hand is shaking."

It is.

I angle the blade and slice through the zip-tie binding her left wrist to the radiator pipe. The plastic splits with a dry snap that gets buried under the next gust. The whole building groans, a sound like a ship breaking apart from the inside, and the window behind her head flexes inward. Doesn't break. Not yet.

Her wrist comes free. The skin beneath is raw, abraded to a dark, angry pink that'll bruise purple by morning. If we make it to morning. She pulls her arm against her chest and cradles it, and I watch the tendons in her forearm flex as she opens and closes her fingers, testing the blood flow.

I should step back. Professional distance. Secured the asset, released the restraint, maintain the perimeter.

Instead I stay close enough to smell her. Salt and fear and something underneath both that I've been trying not to name for two days. Her hair is plastered to her neck in dark, wet ropes. A streak of someone else's blood crosses her collarbone, and she hasn't bothered to wipe it off. Maybe she forgot. Maybe she's keeping it as proof of what she did downstairs.

"The other one," she says. Lifts her right wrist. The zip-tie there is tighter. I cinched it harder the second time because the first time she almost slipped out, and I'd underestimated the narrowness of her bones.

I cut it. My knuckles graze the inside of her wrist. The heat coming off her skin is absurd. The thermometer on the wall cracked at a hundred and nine this afternoon, before the barometric pressure dropped so fast my ears popped, and even now, even with the rain hammering sideways through every gap in the boards, the air in this attic is thick enough to chew.

She pulls her second hand free. Both wrists against her chest. She looks up at me.

Lightning whites out the room. One full second of blinding clarity. Her face. The knife in my hand. The water stain creeping across the ceiling above us. The mattress we dragged up here when the first floor went under. The Glock on the floor beside it, two rounds left in the magazine.

Then dark.

"You're bleeding," she says.

"I know."

"Sit down."

"No."

"Mal."

The way she says my name. Not the way she said it forty-eight hours ago, when it was a curse. Not the way she said it twelve hours ago, when it was a question. Now it's something else. A sound that has no business existing between a man with a knife and the woman he kidnapped, in an attic filling with the smell of storm surge and rotting wood.

I sit down.

She moves toward me in the dark. I hear the mattress shift. Feel the dip of her weight beside me. The floor vibrates with every gust, a low-frequency hum that climbs through my spine. Her fingers find my shoulder. My collarbone. The wound below it, where the second man's blade caught me before I put his face through the banister.

Her touch isn't gentle. It's efficient. She tears a strip off the hem of her shirt. I hear the cotton rip. She presses the fabric against the cut, hard, and I exhale through my teeth.

"I could've left," she says.

"I know."

"When you were fighting them. When the water came in. I could've gone out the back window and swum for it."

"I know."

"I stayed."

The rain shifts. Comes harder, if that's possible. The whole building tilts two degrees to the left and holds there, leaning into the wind like a drunk. Something below us collapses. A support beam, maybe. A wall. The structure shudders and resettles, and for three full seconds I am absolutely certain the ceiling is coming down on us.

It doesn't.

Her hand is still on my chest. I can feel her breath against my jaw. Close. Too close. I had her chained to a radiator this morning. I punched a man in the throat for touching her six hours ago. I cut her free forty-five seconds ago, and already the distance between captor and captive is a fiction I can't maintain.

"Why?" I ask.

She doesn't answer. The wind screams. The barometer on the far wall, the old mercury one mounted to the wood panel, reads 27.8 and falling. I know enough about hurricanes to know that number means we're in the worst of it. The pressure outside is lower than the pressure inside this room, and if the building opens up, the air itself will try to tear us apart.

The pressure inside this room.

I close my eyes. Six ounces of steel in my right hand. Her fingers, blood-warm, on my bare chest. The taste of salt and ozone. Forty-eight hours ago, she was a name on a warrant and a photograph in a manila folder. Now she is every wrong decision I've ever made, compressed into a single body I cannot stop moving toward.

"Because," she says finally, and her thumb presses the wound, and I let her hurt me because it's the only honest thing left, "the storm isn't the most dangerous thing on this island."

She's right.

I am.

And I'm not letting her go.

ACT I

THE GATHERING SQUALL
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The Skip
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I ALWAYS FIND THEM when they think they're finally safe.

It's a pattern. Predictable as tide charts. They run for three weeks, sometimes four, burning through whatever cash they managed to scrape before they bolted. First stop is always a friend's place or a family cabin. Somewhere they think loyalty buys silence. It doesn't. Loyalty cracks the second I show up with a badge photocopy and an expression that suggests I've done this before. After the friend's place falls through, they move to motels. Pay cash. Use fake names. Drive under the speed limit because they've seen enough true crime to know that's how people get caught, a busted taillight on I-95, and they figure discipline will save them.

It won't.

Isolde Cross lasted longer than most. Five weeks. Eight states. A rental car swapped in Memphis for a bus ticket to Wilmington, then a second bus to Morehead City, then a ferry to an island so small it doesn't show up on half the GPS units I've used. She ditched her phone in a rest stop dumpster outside Nashville, pulled cash from a safety deposit box in Charlotte under a name that doesn't match any of her known aliases, and cut her hair somewhere between the Tennessee border and the Carolina coast. Good tradecraft for an amateur. Impressive, even.

But I'm not an amateur.

The Sandpiper Motel sits at the south end of Hatteras Island, three hundred yards from the waterline on a strip of asphalt that the last nor'easter chewed into gravel. Twelve rooms. Cinder block walls painted a yellow that might've been cheerful in 1987. A parking lot with four vehicles, three of which belong to the owner. The fourth is a rusted Dodge Neon with Tennessee plates that Isolde bought for eleven hundred dollars cash from a lot in Knoxville. I know because I found the dealer three days ago, and he remembered her. Petite woman. Dark hair, recently cut short. Paid in hundreds. Didn't haggle. Drove off heading east.

East. Toward the coast. Toward the edge of the continent, where the land runs out and there's nothing left but water.

People who run toward water are running out of options.

I park the rental truck behind the dumpster enclosure at 6:47 a.m. The humidity hits me the second I cut the engine. August on the Outer Banks is a punishment. The air doesn't move. It just hangs, thick and wet, pressing against your skin like a second set of clothes you can't take off. By the time I reach the motel's breezeway, my shirt is sticking to my back and sweat is tracking down my spine into the waistband of my jeans.

Room nine. Ground floor, end unit. I confirmed it last night with a sixty-dollar bill and a question the desk clerk didn't want to answer until he did. She checked in four days ago under the name Ellis Crawford. Paid for a week upfront. Hasn't left the room except to walk to the gas station for water and protein bars. The clerk said she seemed jumpy. Kept looking at the road.

Smart. But she was looking the wrong direction.

I don't knock.

The lock on these doors is a Kwikset residential deadbolt, which is a polite way of saying it's decorative. The bump key takes four seconds. The door swings inward and I'm inside the room before the chain of sunlight from the doorway reaches the far wall.

She's standing at the bathroom sink.

The mirror catches both of us. Her face, stripped of makeup, sharp-jawed, hollowed out by five weeks of running on adrenaline and gas station food. My silhouette filling the doorway behind her, blocking the only exit.

For one full second, she doesn't move. Her hands are wet. A disposable razor sits on the edge of the sink beside a can of shaving cream, and I realize she was about to cut her hair again. Shorter this time. Trying to become someone else for the third time in five weeks.

Then she moves.

I'll give her this. She doesn't scream. She doesn't freeze. She grabs the razor, flips it in her grip, and comes at me blade-first with the kind of commitment that tells me she's thought about this moment. Rehearsed it. Decided, at some point during some sleepless night in some roadside motel between here and Nashville, that if someone found her, she wouldn't go quietly.

She aims for my throat.

I catch her wrist four inches from contact. The razor trembles between us. Her bones feel thin inside my grip. Bird-boned. Breakable. The tendons in her forearm strain against my fingers, and I can feel her pulse jackhammering through the skin.

"Isolde Cross," I say. "Outstanding warrant. Embezzlement. Four million, two hundred thousand dollars from Pinnacle Financial Group."

"That's not my name."

"Your name is whatever the warrant says it is."

She drives her knee toward my groin. I turn my hip, take the hit on the outer thigh, and use her momentum to spin her. One arm across her chest, her back against my torso, the razor clattering to the tile floor. She's small. Five-four, maybe five-five. The top of her head barely reaches my collarbone. I can feel her ribs expanding against my forearm with every breath. Fast breaths. Shallow. Controlled panic.

I pull the zip-ties from my back pocket with my free hand. Loop one around her left wrist, pull tight. She bucks against me, throws her head back toward my face. I dodge it by an inch. Her skull clips my jaw, and pain flares across the left side of my face like a struck match.

"Stop," I tell her.

She doesn't stop. She fights like something feral, all elbows and teeth and a complete disregard for the size differential between us. I've brought in men twice her weight who didn't resist this hard. I secure the second zip-tie, both wrists behind her back, and hold her against the bathroom counter until the fight drains out of her muscles in stages. Shoulders first. Then arms. Then the rigid column of her spine, softening by degrees until she's just breathing against the counter, forehead pressed to the mirror, fogging the glass with each exhale.

"Who sent you?" she asks. Her voice is flat. Controlled. The panic I felt in her body thirty seconds ago doesn't reach her voice. That's interesting. That's the kind of compartmentalization you learn from extended proximity to danger, not from a corporate finance career.

"Your bail bondsman posted the skip trace six days ago. Your hearing was last Tuesday. You didn't show. Judge issued a bench warrant."

"I know what I didn't do. I asked who sent you."

"Stonebridge Recovery. Licensed in fourteen states. I'm the recovery agent assigned to your case."

She turns her head. Cheek against the mirror. One eye, dark brown, red-rimmed from exhaustion, finds mine in the reflection.

"Recovery agent," she repeats. "That's a nice word for what you are."

I pull her off the counter, walk her toward the door. The room is small and smells like mildew and the industrial detergent motels use to pretend the sheets are clean. Her suitcase is on the bed. A backpack on the floor beside it. Everything she owns in two bags, packed and ready to run again.

"My name is Mal Thane," I tell her, because the regulations require it. "I'm authorized to return you to the jurisdiction of the District Court for the Eastern District of Virginia to face the charges outlined in your indictment."

"Authorized." She almost laughs. The sound doesn't make it all the way out. "You broke into my room. You put your hands on me. You zip-tied me like cargo."

"You came at me with a razor."

"You didn't knock."

I open the door. The heat pours in like liquid. The parking lot is empty, the asphalt shimmering in the early sun, and the sky to the southeast is a color I don't like. Not storm-dark, not yet, but heavy. A bruised purple at the horizon line, the kind of sky that makes fishermen pull their boats early.

I put her in the passenger seat of the truck. Lock the door from the outside. Walk around the front, keeping my eyes on her through the windshield. She watches me the entire time, chin raised, wrists bound behind her back, and there's something in the way she holds herself that bothers me.

Not defeat. Not resignation.

Patience.

Like she's been caught before. And she knows something about what happens next that I don't.
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I WAS THREE HOURS AWAY from vanishing.

Three hours. That's all I needed. The ferry to Ocracoke leaves at ten a.m. From Ocracoke, a second ferry to Cedar Island. From Cedar Island, a car I'd already arranged through a woman I met online who doesn't ask questions and accepts Venmo payments from accounts with no real name attached. From the car, a twelve-hour drive to a marina in Key West where a man named Soto rents berths on fishing boats heading south, and south means the Bahamas, and the Bahamas means a country with no extradition treaty for financial crimes under five million dollars.

I researched that number. Specifically. Because the amount I allegedly stole is four million, two hundred thousand. Just under the threshold.

Three hours. And this man, this wall of sun-darkened muscle and flat, clinical calm, this man who smells like motor oil and the particular brand of cheap motel soap I've been using for five weeks, put his hands on me before I finished my coffee.

The truck is an F-150 with a bench seat and a cabin that feels approximately the size of a coffin. The AC is on, but it's losing the war against August on the Outer Banks. I can feel the heat coming through the windows, through the dash, through the soles of my shoes from the floorboard. The zip-ties bite into my wrists every time we hit a pothole, and this road is nothing but potholes, crumbling asphalt and sand drifts and the occasional crab carcass bleaching in the sun.

He drives one-handed. Left hand on the wheel, right resting on the center console near a black nylon bag I assume contains additional restraints, paperwork, and whatever else bounty hunters carry to make themselves feel legitimate. His eyes check the mirrors every twelve seconds. I've been counting.

"The bridge is going to be a problem," I say.

He doesn't respond.

"There's a tropical storm in the Atlantic. Upgraded to hurricane status last night. Category Two, heading northwest." I watch the side of his face. The jaw, the scar tissue visible just above his collar, the way his eyes narrow at the road without moving toward me. "They're going to close the Bonner Bridge. If they haven't already."

"Herbert Bonner Bridge has been replaced," he says. "The Basnight Bridge handles Hatteras traffic now."

"Congratulations on the trivia. They'll close that one too."

He reaches forward and turns on the radio. Static, then a local AM station. The announcer's voice is tight, the way voices get when the weather stops being forecast and starts being a warning. I catch fragments. Hurricane Delilah. Category Three. Upgraded overnight. Expected to make landfall between Cape Lookout and Cape Hatteras within forty-eight hours. Mandatory evacuation orders for Hatteras and Ocracoke Islands effective six a.m.

It's 7:22.

"The bridge," I say again.

He turns the radio off.

We drive in silence for eleven minutes. The road runs north along the spine of the island, ocean on the right, sound on the left, the strip of land between them so narrow in places that I can see water on both sides simultaneously. The sky is darker now. That bruised purple I noticed from the motel has spread, eating the blue from east to west like ink in water. The wind is picking up. I can feel it pushing against the truck in gusts, leaning us toward the center line.

"You're not going to make it to the mainland," I tell him. Not to help him. To establish the fact for later, when he'll need to acknowledge that I warned him and he chose not to listen. "The evacuation started an hour ago. Every vehicle on this island is heading for that bridge. It's a two-lane road and a fifty-mile drive, and you've got a fugitive zip-tied in your front seat. How fast do you think that line moves?"

"Fast enough."

"You don't know these storms."

"I know the warrant."

He says it like that settles things. The warrant. The paper. The contract. As if the weather gives a damn about jurisdictional authority. I've met men like him before. Not bounty hunters specifically, but men who organize the world into categories they can control. Rules. Procedures. Chain of command. My ex-husband was the same. He believed in systems. Spreadsheets. Structures of power that looked clean on paper and rotted underneath.

I survived eight years of that. I can survive a truck ride.

We reach the bridge approach at 8:04. The traffic is already stacked. Bumper to bumper. Trucks, SUVs, sedans packed with suitcases and coolers and the particular expression of people who've done this before and are tired of it. A sheriff's deputy stands at the bridge entrance directing traffic, one lane northbound, the wind whipping his hat against his face.

Mal pulls into the line. Cuts the engine to save gas. The AC dies, and within thirty seconds the cab is an oven.

I can feel the sweat forming at my hairline, in the creases of my elbows, along the inside of my wrists where the zip-ties sit. The plastic is getting slippery. I shift my hands. Test the tension. There's a millimeter of play on the right tie. Maybe two. If my wrists were wet enough, and if I had four unobserved minutes, I could work my right hand free.

If.

"Water," I say.

He looks at me. Actually looks at me, for the first time since the motel room. His eyes are grey. Not the soft grey of overcast skies, but the hard grey of brushed concrete. No warmth. No cruelty, either. Just assessment. The way you'd look at a piece of equipment to determine if it was functioning correctly.

He reaches into the bag on the console, pulls out a bottle of water, cracks the seal, and holds it to my mouth.

I drink. His fingers are close to my lips. I can feel the heat of his hand against my chin, the calluses on his fingertips. He smells like sweat and sunscreen and something underneath, something darker. Gunmetal. The particular mineral scent of a weapon recently cleaned.

I pull back. A drop of water runs down my chin, my neck, disappears into the collar of my shirt.

He caps the bottle. Returns it to the bag. Eyes back to the road.

The line doesn't move.

An hour passes. The wind is stronger now. Steady, not gusting. A sustained pressure against the truck that makes the suspension creak. The sky has gone from purple to a greenish grey, the color of deep water seen from above. Sand blows across the road in sheets, hissing against the paint.

The deputy at the bridge approaches our truck. Mal rolls the window down. The air that comes in feels like a slap. Hot, wet, gritty with salt.

"Bridge is closing in forty-five minutes," the deputy says. He's sweating through his uniform. His eyes move to me, to my position in the passenger seat, to the angle of my arms behind my back. Something flickers across his face.

"How long to cross?" Mal asks.

"At this rate, you're looking at two hours minimum. Won't make it before closure." His eyes come back to me. "Ma'am, are you all right?"

I open my mouth.

Mal's hand lands on my knee. Not hard. Not a squeeze. Just a placement. A reminder. The kind of touch that says I know what you're thinking and I've already decided what happens if you try it.

"She's fine," Mal says. "Car sick. Long drive."

The deputy looks at Mal. Looks at me. Looks at the out-of-state plates.

"You folks staying or going? Because if you're staying, you need to find shelter. This isn't a tropical storm anymore. Delilah hit Cat Three overnight, and the two o'clock models are calling for possible Cat Four by landfall."

Mal is quiet for four seconds. I count them.

"We're staying," he says.

The deputy moves on.

Mal rolls up the window. Pulls out of the line. Turns the truck around. We head south, back the way we came, and the bridge shrinks in the side mirror until the blowing sand erases it.

The last way off this island. Gone.

"You should have listened to me," I say.

He doesn't answer. His jaw is set. The scar below his collar catches the grey light filtering through the windshield, and for the first time, I notice his hands on the steering wheel. The knuckles. Swollen, misaligned. Broken more than once and healed without being properly set. The hands of someone who uses them for work that isn't gentle.

I'm trapped on a barrier island with a hurricane bearing down and a man whose hands tell a story his face refuses to.

Three hours. I was three hours from free.
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