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EPILOGUE

CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, forced isolation, property destruction, explicit language, dark themes, morally grey characters, references to past violence, corporate corruption, and survival situations.

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

"Take Me to Church" — Hozier

"River" — Bishop Briggs

"Gold Dust Woman" — Fleetwood Mac

"Skinny Love" — Bon Iver

"Dissolve" — Absofacto

"Summertime Sadness" — Lana Del Rey

"Devil I Know" — Allie X

"The Less I Know the Better" — Tame Impala

"Dangerous" — Big Data ft. Joywave

"Fade Into You" — Mazzy Star

"The river knows what it carries. The question is whether you can hold on long enough to find out if it's gold or ruin — and whether, by then, you'll know the difference."

— Elliot Cade, Letters from the Silt Line

For everyone who stayed when the water rose.

You know why.
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The Claim

CAL

She came to bury my river. I let her stay because I wanted to bury something worse.

The float plane appeared over the eastern ridge at ten in the morning, a white scratch against a sky so blue it looked manufactured. June in the Interior, and the Sixmile was running low and gold beneath me, silt catching the light in patterns I'd spent seventeen years learning to read. The water was warm by Alaska standards. Sixty-two degrees at the surface. I'd checked it before dawn, the way my father used to check it, palm flat against the current like a doctor feeling for a pulse.

The plane banked south, dropped altitude, and lined up with the long straight where the river widened between the gravel bars. I watched from the ridge above camp with the Bushnells pressed to my face and my breath held against the glass. The pilot was Mercer. I knew his approach the way you know a neighbor's truck by the sound of the engine. But the person behind him in the second seat was new, and I'd been expecting her for three months.

Auden Voss. USGS. Fluvial geomorphologist. Twenty-eight years old, according to the assessment filing I'd pulled from the federal register. University of Oregon, then a master's at Colorado School of Mines. Published twice in the Journal of Geophysical Research. Assigned to complete the environmental assessment that would determine whether the Sixmile River watershed qualified for reclassification as critical habitat under the Endangered Species Act.

In plain language: she was here to decide if my river belonged to me or to the federal government. And the answer, if she found what I knew was upstream, would be the government. Every time.

I lowered the binoculars. Rook sat beside me in the fireweed, his gray ears forward, watching the plane with the polite interest of a dog who has opinions about visitors but keeps them to himself. I scratched the coarse fur between his shoulder blades and felt my own pulse in my fingertips, harder than it should have been, faster.

The plane's pontoons touched the water. Two silver lines splitting the current. Mercer cut the engine and the river swallowed the sound, the way it swallows everything eventually.

I touched the scar on my forearm. A reflex. The cable had snapped five years ago, whipped across the skin and laid the muscle open to the fat. I'd stitched it myself with fishing line and a curved needle because the nearest hospital was a bush flight and a three-hour drive away, and by the time I got there the blood had stopped on its own. The scar was a ridge now, pale against the brown of my arm, and I ran my thumb along it the way some men touch a rosary. When I was nervous. When I was lying to myself.

The plan was simple. Had been simple since January, when I first found the USGS assessment notice in the Federal Register and understood what was coming. Keep her away from the upper tributary. The main river was significant but not decisive: good habitat, healthy population, but nothing that would guarantee reclassification on its own. The upper tributary was different. The upper tributary was a grenade with the pin half-pulled, and I had been standing on it for two years, keeping my weight steady, keeping the world from learning what I knew.

I had found the spawning beds in my second year on the claim. Side channel, quarter mile above the fork. Gravel beds so perfect they looked designed. And in August, the fish. A char subspecies I didn't recognize, running in numbers that turned the shallow water dark. I'd looked them up in a battered field guide my father had left in the wall tent, spine cracked, pages bloated with humidity. Arctic char. Salvelinus alpinus. The Interior Alaska population was listed as a species of concern, one administrative decision away from endangered.

I didn't report it. I didn't tell anyone.

I could have. I understood what I was looking at. I understood that a man who finds an endangered species on his mining claim and keeps his mouth shut is making a choice that most people would call selfish and some would call criminal. I understood all of that, and I kept my mouth shut anyway, because my father had bled into this river and I was not going to let a fish take it from me the way a man had taken him.

Emmett Bane. Died on this claim seventeen years ago. Official cause: accidental fall near the sluice during spring runoff. Unofficial cause: his mining partner put a rock to the back of his skull over a dispute about the season's take. I was seventeen. I inherited a claim, a wall tent, a dog that died the following winter, and the absolute conviction that every person who gets close to this river wants to take it.

The float plane was drifting now, Mercer guiding it toward the gravel bar I used as a landing strip. I could see the second passenger more clearly. She was standing on the pontoon, one hand on the strut, the other holding a clipboard against her hip. Boots too clean for this country. Cargo pants with creases. A field vest with more pockets than anyone actually needs.

She stepped onto the gravel and her boots sank an inch into the silt. She looked down, then up, scanning the camp: the wall tent, the sluice, the generator under its tarp, the drying racks, the woodpile. Taking inventory. That's what geologists do. They inventory the world and tell you what it's worth.

Something moved in my chest that had nothing to do with anger. A tightening, low and specific, like the first warning vibration of a cable about to snap. I pressed my thumb harder against the scar.

She was not what I'd expected. I had imagined someone older. Someone institutional. Clipboard bureaucrat, thinning hair, government-issue fleece. Instead: lean and precise, the kind of body that came from fieldwork rather than exercise. Auburn hair in a French braid. The way she moved across the gravel was purposeful, each step chosen, the walk of someone who has spent years learning how to navigate terrain that wants to trip you.

I could see her face now. Not beautiful in a way that announced itself. But specific. The kind of face that gets more interesting the longer you look at it, and I was already looking too long.

I made myself stop.

The plan. The plan was the only thing that mattered. Five days. She had a five-day survey window. The upper tributary was accessible but I controlled the access trail, and the main river path to the fork was prone to flooding with even moderate rain. I needed to keep her in the lower river. Busy, productive, collecting enough data to feel professional about her visit. Not enough data to guarantee the reclassification.

And the weather. I looked west, where the sky was still blue and clean. But I'd been watching the pressure drop on the barometer since yesterday, and the weather radio had scratched out a warning before the batteries died: severe thunderstorm system, stalled front, potential for extended heavy precipitation across the Interior. The kind of storm that turns a manageable river into a monster.

Most people would call that bad news.

I stood up. Rook stood with me, tail low, reading my posture the way he always did. I brushed the fireweed pollen from my pants and started down the ridge toward camp, toward the gravel bar, toward the woman who had come to take everything my father died for.

I told myself the tightness in my chest was anger. I told myself the quickening of my pulse was territorial. I told myself that the way I'd memorized the line of her shoulders from three hundred yards away was strategic observation, nothing more.

I touched the scar on my forearm.

I was lying.
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Core Sample

AUDEN

The silt swallowed my boots on the first step, and I thought: this river is hungry.

Not a scientific observation. Not the kind of thing I would write in my field notes, where I had already logged the water temperature (16.7°C, surface), the turbidity (low, NTU pending), and the GPS coordinates of my landing point on the gravel bar. But the thought came anyway, the way thoughts do in places that are larger than the person standing in them, and this place was larger than anything I had prepared for.

The Sixmile River cut through a valley so wide and green it looked like the earth had been split open and something living had poured out. Spruce forests climbed the ridges on both sides, dark and dense, giving way to alpine scrub and then bare rock where the peaks scraped the sky. The river itself ran gold. Not metaphorically. The glacial silt suspended in the current caught the morning light and turned the water the color of old honey, and the gravel bars where the silt deposited were blonde and fine, the kind of sediment you could read like a text if you knew the language.

I knew the language. I had a degree in it.

Mercer handed down my field kit from the cargo hold and I took it with both hands, feeling the familiar weight of the Pelican cases, the sample bottles, the portable spectrometer that had cost more than my car. He also handed me a smaller dry bag.

"Satellite phone," he said. "Same frequency as Bane's. Range is garbage in the canyon, but the relay tower downstream picks it up most days."

"Thank you."

He looked at me the way people in the bush look at newcomers: measuring how long before the country breaks them. "Five days," he said. "I'll be back Thursday at oh-nine-hundred. If the weather holds."

"And if it doesn't?"

He looked at the western sky, then back at me. "Then I'll be back when it does."

He taxied out without saying goodbye. The plane lifted off the water and the sound of the engine rose and thinned and then there was silence, or what passed for silence here: the river, the birds, the mosquitoes, and the vast, breathing quiet of a place where no road had ever reached.

I turned to face the camp.

It was more established than I'd expected. The USGS file on the Sixmile claim described a "seasonal mining operation, single operator, minimal infrastructure." What I was looking at was something closer to a homestead. A canvas wall tent, military surplus by the look of it, twelve feet by eight, set on a plywood platform above the flood line. A sluice operation on the near bank, the metal troughs and riffles cleaned and stacked for the season's start. A Honda generator under a blue tarp. A woodpile, split and stacked with the obsessive precision of someone who has run out of firewood in a bad month and never forgotten it. Drying racks for fish. A bear fence, electric, ringing the camp perimeter. And sitting in the shade of the wall tent, watching me with amber eyes and a proprietary calm, a malamute the size of a small couch.

The dog stood. Approached. Pressed his gray head against my thigh and looked up with an expression that was less greeting than assessment.

"Hello," I said. "I'm here to reclassify your home."

The dog appeared to consider this. He sniffed my hand, licked my wrist once, and then returned to his shade as if the interaction had satisfied some internal protocol.

I heard the footsteps before I saw him.

River gravel shifts under weight in a particular way, a sound like teeth grinding in sleep, and I registered the approach before I turned. When I did turn, the first thing I saw was his hands.

They were large, square-palmed, the fingers blunt and thick. Stained. Not dirty, stained, the way wood absorbs varnish: the silt had been ground into the creases and around the nail beds so thoroughly that the skin had taken on a permanent amber tint. Working hands. Hands that had been in this river so long the river had marked them.

The rest of him followed the hands. Tall. Wide through the shoulders in a way that had nothing to do with a gym and everything to do with hauling sluice components and swinging an axe. Dark hair cut short. A face that would have been handsome if it had ever learned how to relax: sharp jaw, straight nose, a mouth set in a line that suggested the default expression was refusal. And eyes. Grey, pale, the color of the river stones drying on the bank behind him. Light enough to look almost silver in the direct sun.

He was wet. River-wet, his shirt clinging to his chest, silt streaking his forearms. He'd been in the water. He did not look like a man who had cleaned up for company. He looked like a man who had been interrupted and resented it.

He did not extend his hand.

"Voss?"

"That's right. Auden Voss, USGS. I sent the survey notification in April."

"I got it."

A silence. The river filled it.

"You have five days," he said.

I held his gaze. I had been warned about uncooperative claim holders. My supervisor in Anchorage, Dr. Margolis, had briefed me on the politics: independent miners on federal land viewed USGS assessments the way most people viewed tax audits, as an institutional mechanism designed to end their way of life. Be professional, she'd said. Be thorough. Be firm.

"The survey window is determined by the scope of the assessment and the conditions on the ground," I said. "Not by the claim holder."

Something moved behind his eyes. Not anger, exactly. Recognition. As if he had expected me to fold and was recalibrating.

"The survey window is determined by the river," he said. "And right now the river says five days. After that, the water does what it wants."

I looked at the sky. Blue, deep, clean. "The forecast is clear through next week."

He looked at me with an expression I would spend the next four days trying to decode. Not a smile. Not contempt. Something closer to the expression of a man watching a fuse burn toward a powder keg, knowing exactly how long the fuse is and choosing not to mention it.

"Set up in the survey tent," he said. "East side of camp, past the generator. The bear fence covers it, but the bears know it's not mine."

He turned and walked back toward the river without waiting for a response. I watched him go. I watched the way the silt dried on his forearms in the heat, turning from dark amber to gold. I watched his hands hang at his sides, still and deliberate, as if even walking required a kind of restraint.

I opened my field notebook. At the top of the page I wrote the date, the coordinates, and the preliminary site description. At the bottom, in the margin where I logged operational notes that would never make it into the official report, I wrote: Claim holder: Calloway Bane. Uncooperative. Resistant to timeline negotiation. Physically present in the survey area. Note: maintain professional distance.

I closed the notebook. I picked up my field kit. I walked toward the survey tent, past the generator, past the woodpile, past the dog who watched me with the serene confidence of an animal who has seen many things arrive on this gravel bar and knows that the river decides what stays.

The silt was in my boot treads already. Fine, gold, gritty. The kind of sediment that works its way into everything: seams, stitching, the creases of your palms. I would learn, over the following days, that you don't wash it out. You carry it. You learn to stop noticing, and then you learn that not noticing is its own kind of surrender.

But I didn't know that yet.

What I knew was this: his hands were the color of the river, and I had written "maintain professional distance" in a margin I would read every night by headlamp, and the words would feel less like a note and more like a warning I was already failing to hear.
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Claim Stake

CAL

She set up the survey tent like someone who had done it before: stakes first, then the corners, then the rain fly, checking the pitch with a practiced eye. No wasted movement. No hesitation. I watched from the sluice, my hands in the water, pretending to check the riffle alignment while I catalogued the way she moved across my camp.

Efficient. That was the word. Not the word I wanted it to be, which was something closer to insignificant. I wanted her to be a desk scientist in the wrong boots, someone who would poke at the riverbank for four days, fill her sample bottles with water she wouldn't know how to analyze, and fly home with an assessment so thin the reclassification committee would shelve it for another cycle.

Instead, she dropped to her knees at the water's edge, pulled a Secchi disk from her kit, and measured the turbidity with the smooth automatism of someone who has done it five hundred times. She recorded the reading without looking at the scale. She knew the numbers by feel.

This was a problem.

I pulled my hands from the water and dried them on my pants. The silt left its mark the way it always did: a fine, gold residue that settled into every line and crease, a second skin I had long stopped trying to wash away. My father's hands had looked like this. His father's before him. The Bane family's only inheritance was the color of this river ground into our palms.

Rook had abandoned me. He was lying three feet from her survey tent, his massive gray head resting on his paws, his eyes tracking her movements with an interest he usually reserved for salmon. Traitor.

I needed to check the upper tributary.

The trail branched off the main river path about half a mile upstream, cutting through a spruce stand and up a narrow canyon to the fork. In normal conditions, it was an easy forty-minute walk. After a heavy rain, the lower section flooded: ankle-deep at first, then knee, then waist. There was a secondary path, a ridge route I had cleared myself three summers ago, that bypassed the flood zone entirely. Almost nobody knew about it.

I walked the main trail first. Dry. The river was low, the gravel banks exposed, and the trail to the upper tributary was clear and passable. A problem. If she asked to go upstream, I had no environmental excuse to refuse. Just the truth, which I could not tell.

I walked the ridge path next. Also dry, also clear, the deadfall from the winter storms already broken down and pushed aside by snowmelt. I needed to think about this. If she took the main trail and the weather held, she'd reach the upper tributary in two hours. If she found the spawning beds, the assessment was over and I was finished.

I stood at the junction for a long time, listening to the river. It sounded the way it always sounds in June: full, steady, confident. The sound of a thing that knows where it's going.

By the time I got back to camp, the sun had moved but hadn't set. It wouldn't set for another twelve hours. Wouldn't fully set for another six weeks. The midnight sun in Interior Alaska is not a poetic expression. It is a physical condition: light that persists, that refuses to grant you the privacy of darkness, that strips away the merciful amnesia that nightfall provides. You live in a perpetual golden hour, every expression visible, every reaction lit.

She was at the river, taking water samples. I watched her from the woodpile where I was splitting kindling for the evening fire. She'd changed her boots since morning, swapped the clean ones for a pair of chest waders, and she was thigh-deep in the Sixmile, bent over a sample rack, her braid hanging over one shoulder. The current pressed the waders against her legs. The light turned the river gold around her.

I split a piece of spruce and the wood cracked like a rifle shot. She didn't flinch. Most people flinch at sudden sounds in the bush. She didn't even look up.

I split another piece. Then another. The repetition was useful. It gave my hands something to do that wasn't watching her.

I heard the radio crackle from inside the wall tent. Mercer. I leaned the axe against the chopping block and went inside, ducking through the canvas flap into the dim, close air that smelled like kerosene, spruce resin, and seventeen years of a man living alone.

"Bane." Mercer's voice was thin with static. "You copy?"

"Copy."

"Your guest settled in?"

"She's here."

A pause. Mercer was a man who communicated in silences the way other people communicated in words. "Schedule's the same? Thursday pickup?"

"Thursday."

"Listen." Another pause. "Anybody ask you about the survey? Any calls, anything from Anchorage?"

Something about the question landed wrong. Not the words but the weight behind them, as if Mercer were asking on behalf of a conversation I hadn't been part of. "No. Why would they?"

"No reason. Just wondering how much attention this one's getting. Some of these assessments, they fly under the radar. Others, they get eyes on them."

"Whose eyes?"

Static. Then: "Nobody's. Forget it. Thursday, oh-nine-hundred. Weather permitting."

He signed off. I stood in the tent with the radio in my hand and felt the first cold finger of a suspicion I couldn't name. Mercer had been flying my supplies for six years. He was reliable, closemouthed, and uninterested in my business. The question about "eyes" was unlike him.

I set the radio down. Filed it away. I had more immediate problems.

She was coming up the bank.

I stepped out of the tent and met her at the fire ring. She had shed the waders and was in cargo shorts and a field shirt, the sleeves rolled to her elbows. Her forearms were pink with sunburn. She carried a rack of sample bottles, each labeled in a handwriting so small and precise it looked like the markings on a ruler.

"The turbidity readings are lower than the USGS baseline for this watershed," she said, as if we were mid-conversation. "Your mining operation doesn't seem to be generating the sediment load I'd expect from an active sluice."

"I run clean."

She looked at me. Green eyes, not the bright green of contact lenses or cheap fiction, but a deep, complicated green, the color of river moss in low light. Assessing.

"The riffle design on your sluice is unusual," she said. "The angle of the baffles suggests you're targeting fine gold rather than nuggets. Which means slower water, less disruption. Did you design it yourself?"

"My father designed it."

"It's good work."

I didn't know what to do with the compliment. It sat between us like an object neither of us wanted to pick up. She was being professional. She was being fair. She was looking at my operation with the objective precision of a scientist and finding, to her visible surprise, that it wasn't the environmental catastrophe she'd been sent to document.

I should have felt relieved. Instead, I felt the opposite: a cold recognition that her fairness made her more dangerous, not less. A biased assessor could be challenged. A thorough one was bulletproof.

"Dinner's at eight," I said. "Smoked salmon and camp bread. If you want to cook for yourself, the propane stove is in the supply cache."

"Eight is fine."

She walked past me toward the survey tent. I smelled the river on her. The mineral tang of glacial water, the faint sweetness of willow pollen that the current carries downstream in June. And underneath it, something warmer: a soap or a lotion, something that did not belong in this camp, a scent from a world with plumbing and appointments and offices where people filed reports that ended other people's lives.

I watched her go. Rook fell into step beside her as if he'd been hers all along. She scratched his ears without looking down, a reflex, the touch of someone who has always had dogs and knows where they like to be reached.

I turned back to the woodpile. The axe was where I'd left it, leaning against the block. I picked it up. The handle was worn to a polish by my grip and my father's grip before me, the grain so smooth it felt like bone.

I split wood until the pile was twice what I needed and my shoulders burned and the thoughts about her hands and her competence and the way she'd said "It's good work" had been hammered down to something I could almost ignore.

At the western edge of the sky, where the sun wouldn't set for another seven hours, the first cloud was building. A single thunderhead, dark at the base, white at the crown, rising like a fist. I watched it. I knew what it meant. The barometer in the tent had been dropping since yesterday, and the weather patterns in the Interior are written in a language I learned before I could speak, from a father who read the sky the way his daughter-in-law never got the chance to read him.

The storm was coming. Three days, maybe four. And when it came, the river would rise, the trail would flood, and the woman in the survey tent would learn what it means to be stuck on the Sixmile with a man who has decided that her departure is not in his best interest.

I didn't tell her about the cloud.

I watched it build in the western light, gold at the edges, dark at the heart, and I thought: good.
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Sediment

AUDEN

By the second day, I understood why people ruin themselves for rivers.

The Sixmile was one of the most pristine alluvial systems I had ever surveyed. The water chemistry was textbook. The benthic macroinvertebrate diversity exceeded every Interior Alaska baseline in my database. The riparian vegetation along both banks was dense, intact, and showing no signs of the erosion or degradation that active mining typically produces. In twelve years of environmental assessment, across fourteen field sites in three states, I had never seen a mining operation leave so little trace on its watershed.

The man running it was either exceptionally careful or exceptionally lucky. I suspected both.

I spent the morning waist-deep in the river, positioning my sampling grid along a hundred-meter transect below Cal's sluice. Standard protocol: upstream samples for baseline, downstream samples for impact assessment. The data would tell me what his operation was doing to the water column, the sediment load, the dissolved mineral concentrations. The data, so far, was telling me almost nothing. His impact was negligible.

I wrote this in my field notes with the clinical detachment my training required and a frustration my training hadn't prepared me for. I had come here expecting to find what USGS expected me to find: an environmental justification for reclassification. The Sixmile was ecologically significant. That much was clear. But ecological significance alone didn't trigger the ESA process. I needed evidence of habitat that was critical, irreplaceable, and threatened. The lower river was significant but not
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