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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, grief and parental abandonment, domestic violence (referenced, off-page), accidental death and cover-up (referenced, off-page), extreme weather and survival situations, property dispute, explicit language, and morally grey characters. The MMC withholds information, controls resources, and makes decisions for the FMC without her consent. This is a DARK romance. The hero is not safe. If that's not your cup of poison, this book is not for you. Reader discretion is advised.

PLAYLIST

Wicked Game — Chris Isaak
Do I Wanna Know? — Arctic Monkeys
Apocalypse — Cigarettes After Sex
Liability — Lorde
West Coast — Lana Del Rey
Like Real People Do — Hozier
Coastline — Hollow Coves
i love you — Billie Eilish
Sweater Weather — The Neighbourhood
Motion Sickness — Phoebe Bridgers
The Less I Know the Better — Tame Impala
Cherry Wine — Hozier

"Some people build walls to keep the world out. He built a yard full of wrecks and called it a life. I broke in anyway."

— Delia Voss, The Salvage Notebooks

For the ones who stayed through the storm. And the ones who came back after.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE

The Yard
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THE YARD SMELLS LIKE a man who's given up on being loved.

Diesel and rust and the low green stink of pluff mud at low tide, and under all of it, the particular sweetness of metal that's been sitting in salt air long enough to forget it was ever new. I catch it through the open window of my rental car as the asphalt turns to gravel, then to dirt, then to something that's barely a road at all. The GPS died fourteen minutes ago. The air conditioning quit twenty minutes before that. My shirt is stuck to the seat back and peeling away takes a sound like adhesive tape ripping free from skin.

August in coastal South Carolina. The dashboard thermometer reads 101. The actual number is worse because the car has been crawling at eight miles an hour for the last half mile, and the engine is producing its own weather system. My mascara melted somewhere around Walterboro. My legal folder is damp at the edges. The documents inside represent fourteen months of probate hell, two attorneys I couldn't afford, and one boat I'm not leaving without.

The sign appears through a break in the live oaks. Hand-painted. Pine board warped by humidity, bolted to a creosote post.

ASHE SALVAGE & MARINE RECLAMATION PRIVATE PROPERTY NO TRESPASSING

I park directly beneath it.



The yard is twenty acres of organized death. I see it before I understand it, the way you see a car accident before you register the damage. Boats everywhere. Not floating. Not functional. Stacked, leaned, overturned, hauled out of the water and left to be consumed by the coast. Sailboat masts jutting at angles like broken fingers. Trawler hulls inverted on concrete blocks, their keels pointed at the sky. A shrimp boat with its nets still rigged, draped over the deck like mourning veils. Everything rusted. Everything marked by salt and sun and time.

Chain-link fencing runs along the property's edge, but it's more suggestion than barrier. Sections lean inward, bowed by years of storm wind. Spanish moss hangs from live oaks at the perimeter, and the trees themselves seem to be leaning away from the yard, as if even they know better than to get involved.

I kill the engine. Step out. The heat hits me like a physical thing, not a temperature but a presence, a weight that settles on my shoulders and presses down. My flats sink into the shell-and-dirt surface. A cicada starts screaming from somewhere in the oak canopy, and within seconds, there are dozens, hundreds, a wall of sound that turns the yard into something alien and pulsing.

I open the trunk. Take out the legal folder. Close the trunk. Lock the car, which is absurd because the nearest human being is probably four miles away at the gas station I passed outside of Folly Beach, but I am a woman alone in a strange man's territory and some habits are survival.

I walk toward the fence.

The Compass Rose is at the back of the property. I spot her before I reach the gate. My father's boat. A 1978 Pearson 365 sloop, thirty-six feet of fiberglass and teak and the only physical object in the world that ever made me feel like I belonged somewhere. She's sitting in a shallow berth behind the last row of wrecks, her mast still standing, her hull still white under the grime. The waterline is stained with algae, and the deck hardware has gone green with oxidation. But she's afloat. She's intact. She's breathing.

My throat closes.

I haven't seen this boat in sixteen years. The last time I stood on her deck, I was twelve and my father was teaching me to cleat a dock line. He smelled like Coppertone and engine oil and the specific combination of salt and cheap beer that I will associate with safety until the day I die, regardless of how unsafe he actually turned out to be.

I reach the gate. It's padlocked. A new padlock, too, bright brass against the corroded hasp. Someone is paying attention to what comes in and out.

I climb the fence.

It takes me about ten seconds, which is nine seconds longer than it should because my pencil skirt was not designed for chain-link and my right shoe catches in the links and I have to pry it free with fingers that are already slick with sweat. My legal folder gets tucked into my waistband. Dignity left the building around the time the AC died.

On the other side, I land on crushed oyster shell and something in my ankle objects. I ignore it. The Compass Rose is two hundred yards ahead, and I am walking toward it the way you walk toward something you lost so long ago you'd stopped believing it was real.

The yard is silent except for the cicadas and the soft lap of tidal water somewhere to my left. The boats loom on either side of the path. Some of them are marked with spray-painted numbers. Some have names still visible on the transoms: Lady Luck. Second Wind. No Regrets. The irony of boat names in a graveyard is not lost on me. I'm a lawyer. I notice irony the way mechanics notice engine sounds.

I reach the Compass Rose. I put my hand on her hull.

The fiberglass is warm under my palm. Not the sharp, burning heat of the metal hulls I passed. A living warmth, sun stored in the skin of a thing that was built to move. I press harder. I can feel the curve of her, the slight flex where the hull meets the waterline, the roughness of bottom paint that hasn't been renewed in years but hasn't failed either.

"Hey," I say. My voice comes out rough. "It's me."

I sound insane. I know I sound insane. I'm talking to a boat in a junkyard in ninety-eight-percent humidity with mascara on my chin and a legal folder going soft in my waistband. But this boat held me when no one else did. This boat was the last place my father was fully present, fully mine, before he started his long project of leaving me by inches.

"I'm getting you out of here," I tell her. I press my forehead against the hull. Close my eyes. The warmth against my skin is a heartbeat. It's his heartbeat. It's mine. "I promise."

I stand there for too long. I know this because the light changes. The cicadas shift pitch. The tide is turning somewhere beyond the tree line, and the water sounds are different. More insistent. The pluff mud smell intensifies to something thicker, more alive, and a breeze finds me for the first time since I left the car. It brings salt. It brings the rotting-wood scent of something dying in the shallows. It brings a sound I don't immediately identify.

Boots on gravel.

Slow. Deliberate. The cadence of a man who knows exactly where he's going because everything in this place belongs to him. I hear it behind me, closing the distance with the patience of someone who's in no hurry because hurry implies uncertainty and this man, I realize as I turn around, has never been uncertain about anything in his life.

He's standing thirty feet away. Between me and the gate.

The first thing I notice is his hands. They're at his sides, relaxed, and they're enormous. The kind of hands that wrap around tools and rope and the throats of outboard motors, wide across the palm, scarred at the knuckles, stained in the creases with something dark that might be grease or might be the permanent residue of a life spent pulling things apart. His forearms are brown from the sun and roped with the kind of muscle that doesn't come from intention but from repetition. A white scar runs from his left wrist to the inside of his elbow, thin and clean, the kind of mark that comes from a single decisive act rather than an accident.

He's tall. Over six feet. Wearing a grey T-shirt dark with sweat at the collar and the chest, and jeans that should be too hot for this weather but that he wears like they're skin. His hair is dark brown, shorter at the sides, lighter where the sun has been working on it. His jaw is the kind that would look good in a courtroom. On a witness stand. In a mugshot.

His eyes are the color of the water in the shallow creek behind me. Grey-green. Still. Fixed on me with the absolute attention of a man who is accustomed to watching things and not being watched back.

He doesn't smile. He doesn't scowl. His face does nothing at all, and somehow that's worse than hostility.

The silence stretches. The cicadas scream. My hand is still on the hull of the Compass Rose, and I don't take it off because taking it off would feel like conceding ground, and I am a woman who has spent fourteen months in courtrooms and I know what concession looks like even when it's disguised as courtesy.

He looks at my hand on his boat. He looks at my face. He takes four more steps forward. Not rushed. Measured. The gravel barely sounds under his boots.

He stops.

"You're trespassing," he says.

His voice is low, unhurried, and carries the particular cadence of the Carolina coast, not thick but present, like salt dissolved in water. You don't hear it until you taste it.

I take my hand off the hull. I pull the legal folder from my waistband. My fingers leave damp prints on the manila.

"Calista Vane," I say. "This is my boat."

His expression doesn't change. But his eyes do. They move from my face to the folder and back, and in the half second between his gaze landing on my last name and returning to me, I see something. A recognition. Not of me. Of the name. Of what it means to him, whatever it means to him, which is something I don't understand yet but will.

"Ronan Ashe," he says. "It isn't."

He turns his back and walks toward the wheelhouse at the edge of the yard. He doesn't look over his shoulder. He doesn't invite me to follow.

I follow.

ACT I

SALVAGE RIGHTS
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Chapter One

Chain of Title
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I HAVE FOURTEEN DAYS, a folder of documents that should make a grown man flinch, and a rental car with a check engine light that's been on since Savannah.

The folder is more reliable than the car.

Ronan Ashe leads me to his wheelhouse without looking back, which is either confidence or dismissal, and I follow because following is not the same thing as conceding. Following is what I do in depositions. I let the witness talk. I let them fill the silence with rope. Then I use it.

The wheelhouse is a converted tugboat cabin bolted to a concrete slab at the yard's western edge. I understand this in pieces as I approach: the riveted steel skin, painted white at some point in the previous century, now gone to a patchy grey that matches the Spanish moss overhead. A set of wooden steps leads to a door that was once watertight and now stands open, letting the heat in because there's nowhere for it to go anyway. A window unit air conditioner juts from the side wall, humming with the desperate energy of a machine that knows it's losing.

He goes in first. I stop at the bottom of the steps.

"You coming?" he asks from inside. Not an invitation. An observation about my hesitation.

I climb the steps.

Inside, the wheelhouse is smaller than my first apartment in Brooklyn, and my first apartment in Brooklyn could be measured in anxiety. A desk against the far wall, scarred oak, covered in paper. A filing cabinet with three drawers, one of which doesn't close all the way. A corkboard with tide charts, marina notices, and a calendar turned to August. A mini fridge. A coffeemaker that looks like it's been through a firefight. A framed photograph on the desk, face down.

The air conditioner is doing its best. The temperature in the room is probably eighty-five, which is an improvement over the hundred and one outside, and Ronan Ashe stands behind his desk like he's the judge and this is his courtroom and I'm here at his convenience.

I don't sit. Neither does he.

"The Compass Rose," I say. "Pearson 365, 1978. Hull number PA365782. Registered to Alistair Vane of Beaufort, South Carolina, until his death eight months ago. Probate court identified it as a sole remaining asset of the estate. The estate transferred to me as sole heir. I have the death certificate, the probate filing, the title search, and the chain of custody documentation going back to original purchase."

I set the folder on his desk. Open it. Fan the documents like a poker hand. Death certificate. Probate order. Title abstract. Chain of custody. Letter from the Beaufort County Clerk confirming the vessel's last known location: Ashe Salvage & Marine Reclamation, Folly Creek, Charleston County.

He looks at the documents. He does not touch them.

Then he opens the top drawer of his desk and pulls out a folder of his own. Thinner. Cleaner. No water damage.

"Bill of sale from the Charleston County estate auction," he says. "Dated March 14 of this year. Lot 47. One Pearson 365 sloop, sold as-is, no warranty. Purchase price: six thousand two hundred dollars." He lays the paper on the desk. "Receipt of payment." Another paper. "Registration transfer filed with the South Carolina Department of Natural Resources." A third.

The papers sit side by side. Mine and his. Two perfectly valid sets of documentation pointing in opposite directions.

My stomach drops, but my face doesn't. I learned that separation in law school, and I perfected it in three years of litigation. The body can panic. The face is a wall.

"That auction was invalid," I say. "The estate was still in probate when the county disposed of the asset. The probate court hadn't authorized liquidation. The sale was premature and legally deficient."

"The county says otherwise."

"The county processed a standard unclaimed property disposal. They didn't check the probate status because they didn't have to. South Carolina allows expedited auction for abandoned vessels under Section 29-15-10. But that statute doesn't apply to vessels in active probate. The Compass Rose was never abandoned. It was being adjudicated."

He tilts his head. Just slightly. The way a dog tilts when it hears a frequency it wasn't expecting.

"You're a lawyer," he says.

"I was."

"Was."

"The bar is not relevant to this conversation."

"Seems relevant to me."

"What's relevant is that you're in possession of property that was improperly auctioned by a county clerk who didn't do due diligence. I have the superior claim. The probate filing predates the auction. My father's title was never legally extinguished."

He leans forward. Puts both hands flat on the desk. Those hands. I catalog them even now, even while I'm trying to take something from him. The width of his palms against the scarred oak. The blackened lines in his knuckles that no amount of scrubbing could reach. The scar on his left forearm, white and deliberate, running from wrist to inner elbow like a river drawn on a map.

"I paid six thousand dollars for that boat," he says. "I paid it to the county of Charleston. I got a bill of sale. I filed the transfer. I've maintained the vessel for five months. I've replaced dock lines, serviced the through-hulls, treated the bottom paint, and kept her floating in a berth that costs me money every month. That's not possession. That's ownership."

"Ownership doesn't transfer through a defective sale."

"Take it up with the county."

"I'm taking it up with you."

Silence. The air conditioner shudders. A drip of condensation hits the floor from the window unit and neither of us looks at it. His eyes are on mine and mine are on his and the space between us is the desk and the documents and six thousand two hundred dollars and sixteen years and a dead man whose name neither of us has said with any softness.

I take out my phone. It has one bar of signal. Good enough.

"I'm calling the magistrate's office," I say. "I'm requesting an emergency hearing and a temporary restraining order preventing removal or alteration of the vessel pending resolution."

"It's four thirty on a Thursday in August. You'll get voicemail."

He's right. I get voicemail.

I call again. Different number. Judge Eleanora Cottle's direct line, which I obtained from the Beaufort County Clerk's office two days ago through a combination of professional courtesy and mild deception.

Three rings. A voice. Tired, efficient, carrying the specific authority of a woman who has been a magistrate for longer than I've been alive.

I explain the situation in ninety seconds. I am concise because conciseness is respect and Judge Cottle sounds like a woman who does not tolerate waste. I present the facts: contested vessel, competing documentation, active probate versus county auction, both parties present at the vessel's location, risk of removal or destruction.

She asks three questions. I answer all three.

Ronan watches me.

"Ms. Vane," the judge says, "I'm issuing a temporary injunction. Neither party is to remove, alter, damage, or relocate the vessel until the hearing. The hearing is scheduled for"—a pause, the sound of a calendar being consulted—"August 22. Ten days from today."

"And if one party vacates the premises in the interim?"

"The injunction protects the vessel, not the claimants. If you leave, the boat stays. If he leaves, the boat stays. But the court's protection only extends as far as the court's attention, Ms. Vane. I'd suggest both parties maintain a presence."

She hangs up. I set my phone on the desk.

"Temporary injunction," I say. "Ten days. Neither of us can move the boat. Neither of us can alter it. There's a hearing on August 22."

He straightens. Takes his hands off the desk. The absence of those hands on the surface feels like a temperature change.

"So you're staying," he says.

"I'm not leaving the boat."

"There's a motel on Folly Road."

"I'm not leaving the boat, Mr. Ashe."

He looks at me for a long time. The kind of long time that in a courtroom would get an objection for intimidation and in a bar would get a phone number and in this overheated converted wheelhouse in a boat graveyard on the Carolina coast gets exactly what it's designed to get: a flush that starts at my collarbones and climbs.

"Ronan," he says. "If you're going to be on my property for ten days, you're not calling me Mr. Ashe."

"It's not your property. It's disputed."

He almost smiles. Almost. The left corner of his mouth lifts a fraction, and then he kills it, and the killing of it is worse than the smile would have been because it tells me he found something in my answer that pleased him and he'd rather die than let me know.

"There's no bathroom," he says. "There's no kitchen. The nearest water source is my cistern and you're not touching it without asking. The yard floods at high tide on the eastern side, and the mosquitoes after dark will eat you alive. You can sleep in your car. You can sleep on the boat if she'll have you. But you do not touch my equipment, you do not enter my structures, and you do not go past the red fence at the south end of the property."

"What's past the red fence?"

"My business."

"What kind of business needs a fence inside a fence?"

He picks up my folder. Holds it out to me. "Ten days, counselor. Try not to get tetanus."

I take the folder. Our fingers don't touch. The space where they don't touch is four inches of August air that I feel on every nerve in my hand.

I walk out of the wheelhouse. Down the steps. Into the yard. The heat envelops me like a mouth. My shirt is soaked through to transparency and I don't care because caring about appearance is a luxury reserved for people who aren't sleeping in a rental car to protect a dead man's sailboat.

I walk back to the Compass Rose. I climb aboard. I sit in the cockpit, in the same spot where my father sat sixteen years ago, and I put my legal folder on the bench and I look at the yard and the wheelhouse and the man who is standing at his window watching me. I can see his silhouette. The width of his shoulders against the glass.

I don't wave.

He doesn't look away.

The sun is dropping toward the tree line. The cicadas are shifting to their evening register, lower, more rhythmic, the pulse of a coast that doesn't care about property law. The tide is turning. I can hear it, or maybe feel it, the particular vibration that moves through a floating hull when the water beneath it changes direction. The Compass Rose adjusts, settles, accepts the new current without protest.

Ten days. This man. This yard. This heat that doesn't break even when the sun goes down.

I open my legal folder and start reading the documents again, not because I need to review them but because I need my hands to be doing something that isn't thinking about his.
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Chapter Two

Perimeter
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SHE PARKS HER CAR AT the entrance to my yard like she's planting a flag.

I watch her from the wheelhouse window. She's sitting in the Compass Rose's cockpit with her legal folder open on her lap, reading documents she already knows by heart. She's not reading. She's performing ownership. She's making sure I can see her, sitting on that boat with the authority of someone who believes possession is nine-tenths of everything.

Calista Vane.

Vane.

I heard the name and my hands went quiet. Not still. Quiet. The difference matters. Still is a decision. Quiet is what happens when every sound inside you stops at once, and you have to restart each one manually, like tripping breakers after a power surge. Heart. Lungs. Thought. In that order.

She doesn't know what her name means to me. She doesn't know what her father's name means to this yard. She walked in here with her legal folder and her dead phone charger and her sunburn already starting across the bridge of her nose, and she looked at the Compass Rose the way people look at coffins. Like if she opens it, she'll find the man she buried.

She won't find him. He was never in the boat. The boat was the thing he left instead of himself, which is what Alistair Vane always did. He left objects where a person should have stood.

I turn away from the window. The face-down photo on my desk catches the fading light. I don't touch it. I haven't turned it over in two years, since the day I put it face down, and the dust has settled on the back of the frame in a way that would show fingerprints if I did. I'm not interested in leaving evidence of my own weakness.

The coffeemaker gurgles. I pour a cup. Black, no sugar, a habit I picked up from Dell because that's how he drank it, and some inheritances are too small to notice until they're permanent. The coffee is burned. I drink it anyway. Everything in this yard is a little damaged and I take it in regardless.

I step outside. The evening air is marginally cooler than the afternoon air, which means it's ninety-three instead of a hundred and one. The difference is theoretical. Sweat forms on the back of my neck before I reach the bottom step.

My nightly perimeter walk starts at the wheelhouse and runs counterclockwise through the yard. Twenty acres. I know every inch of it the way a body knows its own nervous system. I know which hulls shifted last week and which cables are holding their load. I know where the water comes first at high tide, which is the eastern flats near the old shrimp dock. I know which sections of the yard will flood in a moderate rain and which will hold through a tropical storm. I know the specific sound each boat makes when the wind hits it from the southeast, and I can tell from inside the wheelhouse, eyes closed, which direction the weather is moving.

This yard is not my home. It is my body.

I start walking.

The first section is the sailboat row. Twelve vessels, ranging from a twenty-two-foot Catalina to a fifty-foot Hans Christian that someone loved deeply and then stopped loving all at once, based on the condition she was in when I bought her at auction six years ago. I check the dock lines on the three that are still floating. I check the jack stands on the four that are hauled out. I run my hand along the chines and feel for stress fractures, corrosion, the particular softness that means water has gotten into the core. My hands know the difference between sound fiberglass and compromised fiberglass the way a doctor's hands know the difference between healthy tissue and tumor. I don't think about it. I feel it.

The second section is the powerboat yard. Fourteen center consoles, eight trawlers, two sportfishers with towers rusted into permanent salutes. This is the commercial heart of the operation. Parts. Engines. Hardware. The stuff that pays the electric bill and keeps the diesel in my work truck. I pull a corroded prop off a bin and set it aside for cleaning. I tighten a turnbuckle on a cradle. I notice that the port sponson on the larger sportfisher has developed a crack I didn't see last week. I mark it with a grease pencil and move on.

The
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