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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, extreme power imbalance, forced proximity under survival conditions, emotional coercion, explicit language, morally gray characters, arson aftermath, references to drug trafficking, familial betrayal, environmental danger, 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.

For the ones who stayed in the burning house because the man inside was worse than the fire and they wanted him anyway.

"Love is just revenge wearing a softer mouth."

— Cecilia Voss, Letters from the Wreckage
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THE MATCH WAS ALREADY dead when I dropped it.

People get that part wrong. They think fire starts with intention, a clean flick of the wrist, a steady hand. They imagine the arsonist standing tall in the doorway, watching the first tongue of flame curl across the floor like something biblical.

I was on my knees. My hands were shaking so hard I'd burned through four matches before one caught long enough to kiss the rag stuffed inside the diesel canister. The fifth match died against my thumbnail. The sixth broke in half.

The seventh held.

I didn't watch the boathouse burn. I ran. Through the marsh grass that sliced my calves, through the mud that sucked at my sneakers until one came off and I kept going, one bare foot slapping against the wet earth. Behind me, the sky turned copper. The sound came after, a low, structural groan that didn't sound like wood collapsing. It sounded like a man exhaling.

That was five years ago. I was twenty. I smelled like diesel for three days. The burn scar on my left palm sealed shut in the shape of something I can't identify, a continent, a tooth, a small closed fist. I rub it with my thumb when I'm cornered, which means I rub it constantly.

Five years, and the only person who ever looked at that scar and knew exactly what it was stood six-foot-two on the ridge above the wreckage the next morning, his hands black with soot from trying to save the hull of a half-built schooner. He didn't scream. He didn't call the police. He stood on the charred foundation in boots that cost more than my car and watched me load the last box into my trunk, and the expression on his face wasn't anger.

It was a receipt.

I left Maine fourteen hours later. I drove south until the accent changed, until the lobster shacks turned into Waffle Houses, until the air thinned out enough that I could breathe without tasting brine and shame. I told myself I'd never come back. I told myself the peninsula was a wound I could outrun.

Turns out wounds don't stay where you leave them. They just grow roots.

My grandmother's lawyer called on a Tuesday. She'd been dead nine days before anyone found her, which tracked. Marguerite Gallagher had spent seventy years making sure no one got close enough to notice if she stopped breathing. The estate was mine. The house, the half-acre of rocky shoreline, the collapsing dock, the property taxes three years overdue. All of it willed to the granddaughter who'd run, because the granddaughter who'd stayed had married a man in Connecticut and changed her name and wanted nothing to do with salt-rotted porches and unpainted shutters.

I could have refused it. Let the county take it. Let the weeds finish what the ocean started.

But the house was worth something. Not much. Enough to clear the debt I'd been dragging since I torched a man's livelihood and fled the state. Enough to start clean in a city where nobody knew my name or what my left hand looked like.

Sell the house. Four weeks. Get in, gut it, list it, get out.

The lawyer didn't mention the neighbor.

I found out myself, pulling onto the peninsula road in a rented Jeep with the windows down because the AC was broken and the July air sat on my chest like a fist. The road hadn't changed. Cracked asphalt, salt-bleached guardrails, wild rosa rugosa choking the shoulders. The mailboxes leaned at the same defeated angles. The osprey nest on the telephone pole looked like the same osprey nest, rebuilt on the bones of the last one.

And at the top of the ridge, where there used to be a modest Cape Cod with green shutters and a sagging porch, there was a fortress.

Cedar and glass and steel. Three stories of architectural defiance driven into the granite like a fist raised at the Atlantic. The windows caught the late sun and threw it back, blinding. A new dock jutted from the rocks below, industrial grade, bolted to the ledge with hardware that could hold a warship. Two boats were tied to it. One was a custom-built wooden sloop with a dark hull, the kind of boat that costs more than most people's houses. The name on the transom was painted in sharp white letters I couldn't read from the road, but I knew what it said the way you know the punch line of a joke told at your expense.

Declan Harte hadn't just rebuilt.

He'd conquered.

I parked in front of my grandmother's house and sat in the Jeep with the engine ticking and the sweat pooling in the bend of my elbows. The house looked like something the ocean had chewed and spit back. The porch roof sagged in the middle. The clapboards had gone from white to the color of old teeth. A window on the second floor was broken, stuffed with a garbage bag that had partially deflated, giving the house the look of a face mid-stroke.

I pressed my thumb into the scar on my palm.

The screen door of the fortress opened.

He came out onto the deck the way men come out when they own the ground beneath them. Slowly. No hurry. A coffee mug in one hand, the other resting on the railing. He wore a gray t-shirt dark with sweat across the chest and work boots caked with dried mud. His hair was shorter than I remembered, his jaw harder, his shoulders broader in the way that five years of manual labor and sustained fury will widen a man.

He looked down the ridge at my Jeep. At me behind the windshield.

He didn't wave.

He lifted the mug to his mouth and drank, and his eyes never left mine, and the distance between us was maybe two hundred yards but I felt it collapse like a lung.

I should have driven away. I should have reversed down the peninsula road, returned the Jeep, caught a bus to anywhere, let the county seize the house, let the debt compound, let the wound keep its roots. I should have done a lot of things.

Instead, I opened the door and stepped into air so thick it felt like walking into someone's mouth. The heat closed around me, instant, total. Salt and pine and the low stink of exposed mudflats at low tide. A smell that had lived in the back of my throat for five years no matter how far south I'd driven.

He watched me walk to the porch.

I didn't look up at him again. I found the key under the same fake rock where Marguerite had kept it since 1987, and I let myself into a dead woman's house that smelled like mildew and lavender sachets and the particular variety of loneliness that seeps into plaster.

Above me, on the ridge, a screen door closed.

He didn't need to say anything. The peninsula was a mile long and a quarter mile wide, and the bridge to the mainland was the only road out, and the forecast on my phone showed a tropical disturbance spinning off the Carolinas, gaining speed, curving north.

I pressed my thumb into the scar.

The seventh match had held. And now I was back in the place it burned, standing in a house I couldn't afford to keep, next door to a man I couldn't afford to face, on a spit of rock about to be swallowed by a storm I couldn't outrun.

Some people believe in God. Some believe in karma. I believe in geography. The coast doesn't forgive. It doesn't forget. It just waits for you to come back, and then it locks the door behind you.

The first drop of rain hit the broken window upstairs.

Somewhere on the ridge, Declan Harte finished his coffee, and I knew without looking that he was smiling.

Not because he was happy.

Because he was right.

ACT I

THE SURGE
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Dead Water

Brynn
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THE KEY DOESN'T FIT.

I stand on Marguerite's porch with my thumb bleeding where the fake rock sliced it open, jamming a brass key into a lock that has swollen shut with five years of salt air and neglect. The door is warped in its frame, the wood bloated with moisture, and the knob is coated in a green patina that comes off on my fingers like powdered jade.

I should have brought tools. I should have brought a lot of things. Instead, I brought a duffel bag, a box of garbage bags, a crowbar I bought at a gas station in New Hampshire, and the kind of determination that only functions when you refuse to look at what's behind you.

I refuse to look at what's behind me.

Specifically, I refuse to look at the ridge. At the fortress of cedar and glass. At the deck where a man stood ten minutes ago drinking coffee like he owned the sunset. Which, given what I'm starting to suspect about the property lines on this peninsula, he might.

The key catches. I throw my shoulder into the door and it gives with a sound like a shin cracking, and the smell that pours out is so thick I take a step back. Mildew. Dead mice. Lavender sachets that stopped working sometime during the Obama administration. And beneath all of it, the particular staleness of a house where someone died alone and wasn't found for nine days.

I breathe through my mouth and step inside.

The hallway is narrow and dark. Wallpaper peeling in long, lazy strips. A braided rug bunched against the baseboard like something tried to crawl under it. The light switch produces nothing. I flip it twice more out of some pavlovian faith in electricity, then give up and pull out my phone. The flashlight catches dust motes turning slow circles in the dead air.

Marguerite's house. I spent six summers here as a kid, back when my mother still pretended we were a family that did things like visit grandmothers. The kitchen with the cracked linoleum where I learned to shuck oysters. The back bedroom where the ceiling sloped so low I hit my head every morning until I learned to roll sideways out of bed. The porch where Marguerite sat every evening with a glass of sherry and a cigarette, watching the tide like she was waiting for someone to walk out of it.

She never told me who.

The kitchen is worse than I expected. The fridge is unplugged, door ajar, the interior furred with black mold. The faucet produces a cough of rust-colored water, then nothing. A stack of newspapers on the counter dates from March, four months before she died. The obituary section is on top, folded open, and I don't look at whether she circled any names.

I set my duffel on the kitchen table and open the window over the sink. It resists, then jerks up with a screech, and the evening air pushes in, heavy and briny and close. No breeze. The trees outside are motionless. Even the gulls have gone quiet.

I check my phone. The weather app shows the tropical disturbance I'd seen earlier, now upgraded to a tropical storm. Tropical Storm Merritt, spinning at latitude 33, forward speed twelve knots, projected track curving northeast. The cone of uncertainty covers the entire coast of Maine like a bruise.

Projected landfall: four days.

I close the app and open my messages. Nothing from my brother, which is normal. Nothing from anyone, which is also normal. I send a text to the lawyer confirming I've arrived and asking about the status of the property survey. The text sits in the green bubble, unsent. One bar of signal.

The peninsula has always been a dead zone. I remember Marguerite laughing about it, how the ridge blocked the cell tower, how you had to drive to the bridge to get enough bars for a phone call. She liked it. She said silence was the only honest thing left in the world.

I pull the garbage bag out of the broken upstairs window and tape a piece of cardboard over the opening. The bedroom up here is small, the ceiling low, the bed stripped to a bare mattress with a stain in the center that I choose not to think about. I cover it with the sleeping bag from my duffel and sit on the edge.

Through the cardboard-patched window, I can see the ridge.

His lights are on. Every window of that fortress glowing warm against the dimming sky. I count three floors of glass and cedar, a wraparound deck, a detached garage that's bigger than this entire house. Five years ago, Declan Harte lived in a Cape Cod he was renovating by hand, driving a pickup with a cracked windshield, building boats in a boathouse that smelled like varnish and sawdust and the particular brand of aftershave he wore that I cataloged once and have been trying to forget since.

Now he lives in a monument to spite.

I rub the scar on my palm. The skin there is smooth and tight, a topography of damage that never quite learned how to be skin again. The doctors in Virginia said it healed well. They meant the tissue. They weren't talking about anything else.

My phone buzzes. One voicemail, delayed. My brother's voice, tinny and rushed: "Brynn, call me. I need to talk to you about the house. Don't sign anything until you talk to me, okay? It's important. Call me."

I delete it.

Outside, the air has gone completely still. Not calm. Vacant. The kind of stillness that precedes a shift in pressure so dramatic you can feel it in your molars. The water in the cove below is flat, oily, reflecting a sky that's turned the color of a week-old bruise. No wind. No birds. No insects.

Dead water. That's what the lobstermen call it. When the ocean goes so still it looks solid, and the barometric pressure drops so fast your ears pop. It means something bad is coming and the sea knows it first.

I go downstairs and onto the porch. The boards groan under my weight. The railing is soft with rot in two places. From here, I can see the dock, what's left of it. Three pilings still standing, the rest collapsed into the rocks. Marguerite's rowboat is upside down in the marsh grass, its hull split open like a walnut.

I can also see Declan's dock. Solid, industrial, immaculate. His two boats tied with the kind of precision that comes from a man who believes disorder is a personal insult. The sloop's rigging is already stripped for storm prep, the sails bagged and stowed. He knows what's coming.

The screen door on the ridge opens again.

He walks across the deck carrying something. A toolbox. He sets it on the railing and looks down at the cove, then at my porch, then at me standing on it with my arms crossed and my bleeding thumb pressed against my hip.

The distance is too great for me to read his face. But I can read his posture. He stands the way he always stood: like the ground arranged itself around his feet and not the other way around.

He turns away. Walks to the far end of his deck and begins inspecting his storm shutters, running his hands along the tracks, testing the hardware. Methodical. Unhurried. He doesn't look at me again.

He doesn't need to.

The message was delivered when I pulled into the driveway and he came outside. The message isn't in his face or his posture or the coffee mug or the shutters. The message is the fortress itself. Three stories of reinforced coastal architecture rising from the ridge like a fist, built on the ashes of the thing I destroyed, paid for with the money I cost him.

Every window says: I turned your worst act into my foundation.

Every beam says: You didn't break me. You funded me.

I go back inside and lock the door, which is meaningless because the door doesn't sit flush in the frame and the lock is corroded and a strong gust could push it open. But the motion matters. The ritual of it. I am in my space. He is in his. Two hundred yards of rocky slope and wild roses between us.

Four weeks. Gut the house, list it, sell it, leave. I don't need to speak to him. I don't need to acknowledge him. The peninsula is small, but I've survived smaller spaces with worse men.

I fill a glass with bottled water and drink it standing at the kitchen window, watching the light drain from the sky. The clouds on the southern horizon are stacked in columns, dark at the base, illuminated at the peaks by a sun that's already below the tree line. They look architectural. They look like they're building something.

I finish the water and rinse the glass in the dry sink out of habit, then set it on the counter next to Marguerite's newspapers.

The obituary section is still faceup. I turn it over.

I don't want to know who she was waiting for.

I have a strong suspicion I'm about to find out.
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Boarding Up
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THE FIRST THING SHE did was check the lock.

I watched her through the scope on the deck. Not the rifle scope. The surveyor's scope I use to check the waterline on the bulkhead after high tide. It swivels on its mount and gives me a clean line of sight to every structure on this peninsula, which is to say it gives me a clean line of sight to hers.

She jammed the key in wrong. I could see the angle of her wrist, the way she was forcing the brass against the tumbler instead of lifting the handle and pulling the door toward her before turning. Marguerite's door has always stuck. You have to pull it toward you, lift the knob a quarter inch, then turn. Everyone on the peninsula knew that.

Brynn forgot.

Or she never knew, which would mean she never paid attention during those childhood summers, which would mean she showed up at a dead woman's house without understanding the first thing about the building she plans to sell. Both options track.

I drank my coffee and watched her shoulder the door open. She disappeared inside for six minutes. Then a light moved through the second floor. Flashlight. The power company hasn't reconnected service. I know because I handle the utility inquiries for the peninsula through the homeowners' board, which consists of me, because I own every property on this point except the one she's standing in.

She appeared in the upstairs window, pulling the garbage bag free. The last of the evening light caught her profile. Sharper than I remember. Thinner jaw, harder lines around the mouth. She cut her hair, or it broke off. It hangs past her shoulders in the kind of sun-streaked tangle that suggests she doesn't own a brush or doesn't care, and I couldn't decide which irritated me more.

I set down the scope and picked up the toolbox.

The storm shutters on the east face need greasing. The tracks accumulate salt residue from the ocean spray during high wind events, and the rollers seize if you don't maintain them quarterly. I maintain them monthly. I maintain everything monthly. The house, the dock, the boats, the generator, the well pump, the drainage channels I cut into the granite to redirect runoff away from the foundation during heavy rain.

This peninsula has tried to kill me every season since I built on it. I've responded by making every surface, every joint, every bolt answer to my specifications. The house is rated for a Category 3 hurricane. The dock can withstand a six-foot storm surge. The generator runs on diesel with a backup propane line, enough fuel for ten days of full operation.

Marguerite's house is rated for a stiff comment.

I work my way around the deck, testing each shutter. East face, four windows, all operational. North face, three windows, the middle track slightly binding. I apply lithium grease, rack the shutter twice, confirm smooth travel. South face, six windows including the sliding glass door to the living room. All clean. West face, five windows. The bathroom shutter has a bent guide rail from the nor'easter in April. I straighten it with a rubber mallet, test it, test it again.

Beneath me, the dock is secure. I walked every piling this morning, checked every bolt, inspected every cleat. The sloop is stripped and storm-ready, sails bagged, boom secured, halyards tied off. The workboat is drained and chocked on the trailer in the garage. If Merritt tracks north as projected, I'll have the sloop hauled by tomorrow afternoon.

I go inside and pull up the NOAA forecast on the laptop. Tropical Storm Merritt, sustained winds sixty-five knots, moving north-northeast at fourteen. The models are diverging. The European model pushes it out to sea. The American model drives it into the Maine coast. The Canadian model splits the difference and buries it in Nova Scotia.

The marine forecast for the peninsula is less ambiguous: small craft advisory tonight, storm warning tomorrow, hurricane watch possible by Wednesday.

I close the laptop and stand at the kitchen counter, eating cold chicken from the fridge with my fingers. Through the kitchen window, I can see the cove. The water is flat. Dead still. The mud at the tide line is exposed, black and gleaming. The air smells like sulfur and brine, that particular low-tide rot that tourists find disgusting and locals read like a gauge. The marshes are venting. Barometric pressure is in free fall.

She has no storm shutters.

I take another bite of chicken and consider this. The clapboard siding on Marguerite's house is original, forty years old, never sealed properly. The windows are single-pane. The foundation sits on a ledge six feet above mean high water, which means a significant storm surge would put seawater in the first floor. The porch roof is already compromised. The chimney mortar is cracked. I know all of this because I had the property inspected eighteen months ago when I considered buying it.

I didn't buy it. I bought the debt instead. The mortgage, three years of delinquent taxes, the outstanding utility balance. I bought it through a holding company registered in Portland, and I've been servicing it quietly, paying just enough to keep the county from seizing the property, waiting.

Not for her. I wasn't waiting for her. I was waiting for an opportunity, a strategic one, to consolidate the peninsula. That's what I told myself. That's the version that lets me eat cold chicken at my kitchen counter without examining why I memorized the sound of her car before she turned onto the peninsula road.

She has no storm shutters and no power and no running water and a house that will come apart in a sustained fifty-knot wind.

I rinse my hands at the sink and dry them on a towel. Through the window, I can see her porch light is out because she has no porch light. The only illumination from her house is a faint glow in the second-floor window. Flashlight or candle.

She's sleeping there tonight.

I fold the towel precisely in thirds and hang it on the oven handle. I check the generator fuel level. Diesel tank at ninety percent. Propane backup full. Water cistern on the roof filled from last week's rain, four hundred gallons, enough for two people for twenty days with rationing.

Two people.

I catch the thought and hold it up to the light the way you hold a fish hook you've stepped on. Not with panic. With clinical attention to how deep it's set and how much tissue it'll take with it when you pull.

Two people. I've been alone on this peninsula for three years, since the last summer resident sold out and moved inland. I bought that property too. I own the road, the bulkhead, the shared well system. I own the peninsula the way a man owns his skin. Every nerve ending accounted for. Every boundary defined.

And now she's inside my perimeter, sleeping in a house I technically hold the note on, and the barometric pressure is falling, and the storm is coming, and she didn't bring storm shutters or a generator or enough water to last three days.

She brought a crowbar.

I turn off the kitchen lights and stand in the dark living room. The glass wall faces south, toward the open Atlantic. The clouds on the horizon have organized into bands, dark and rhythmic, the spiral architecture of a
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