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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, voyeurism, captivity through environmental circumstance, explicit language, morally grey characters, depictions of dehydration and heat-related medical danger, emotional abuse, toxic power dynamics, and dark romance elements. The MMC is not a safe hero. He watches without permission. He controls resources. He chooses restraint, but his restraint is its own form of cage. If that’s not your cup of poison, this book is not for you. Reader discretion is advised.
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“Slow Dancing in the Dark” — Joji
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“i can’t breathe” — Bea Miller

“Motion Sickness” — Phoebe Bridgers

“The things we return to own us more than the things we keep. I learned this from a woman who swam in stolen water and a man who watched her do it. Neither of them survived what they were before. That’s not a tragedy. That’s a quarry — something hollowed out until it holds.”

— Margaux Leclerc, The Cartography of Want

For the ones who trespass.

For the ones who watch.

For the water that remembers.
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Three years before.

The splash reached him before anything else. Not a rock falling or a branch dropped by wind. A body entering water with purpose, the sound clean and deliberate, and Silas stopped on the gravel path between the equipment shed and the farmhouse and listened.

He hadn't expected company. Nobody came to the quarry after dark. Nobody came to the quarry at all, unless they were hauling gravel from the working side or Wade needed water for the cattle. The quarry lake sat at the center of the property like a held breath, 90 feet deep at its lowest point, spring-fed from the northeast, surrounded by limestone walls his father's operation had carved into the hill 20 years ago. The water was so clear in daylight you could see the submerged ledges 30 feet down. At night it went black. Reflective and absolute, like a mirror laid flat in the earth.

Silas walked to the overlook.

The path was already there, a narrow strip of beaten grass connecting the farmhouse to the limestone ledge that jutted over the quarry's deepest section. He used it to check the water level, to monitor the spring output, to make sure the safety cables along the eastern wall hadn't corroded. He did not use it to watch women swim naked in moonlight. That was new.

She was in the center of the quarry. Arms cutting the surface in slow, measured strokes, her body a dark line against the reflected sky. No splashing. No noise beyond the whisper of displaced water. She swam the way certain people walk into rooms: like the space already belonged to her and everyone else was visiting.

He sat on the ledge.

He didn't call out. He didn't reach for the phone in his back pocket or calculate the trespassing fine or the liability exposure of a stranger drowning on his property at midnight. He sat on the warm limestone that still held the day's heat and he watched a woman swim in water she had no legal right to touch.

She dove. Disappeared for a count of eight, ten, twelve. He leaned forward without deciding to. She surfaced thirty feet from where she'd gone under, gasping once, then settling into a float. On her back with her arms spread and her face to the sky and her hair fanning in the water like something botanical, dark tendrils reaching for the edges of her body.

The moon was three-quarters full and the light hit the water in a way that made the surface look like hammered metal, and she floated in the center of it, and he sat above her in the dark, and neither of them made a sound.

She swam for an hour. He counted the minutes without meaning to, the way you count the gap between lightning and thunder, needing to know how close the dangerous thing is. She alternated between laps and floating, methodical and unhurried, as if the quarry were a bathtub and midnight were an afternoon. She didn't look up at the overlook. She didn't know he was there.

When she finished, she pulled herself onto the flat rock at the south access point. The same rock the quarry workers used to eat lunch on when the operation was active, smooth and tilted toward the sun. She sat on it naked, water running off her body in the moonlight, and she didn't reach for a towel because she didn't have one. She sat and let the air dry her skin, and the patience of it was more intimate than the swimming. She was in no hurry. She knew this place. She'd done this before.

She dressed on the rock. Jeans over damp legs, a T-shirt that stuck to her back, sneakers with no socks. She picked up the flashlight she'd left by the fence gap and clicked it on. The beam swung across the quarry wall and he pressed himself flat against the overlook rock, invisible in the shadow.

She left through the gap he'd known about for years. The one between the third and fourth fence posts on the south perimeter, where the wire had sagged and someone had bent back the barbed strand long ago. He'd meant to fix it. He never did.

Her car started in the distance. Headlights swept across the access road and disappeared.

He sat on the overlook for another hour. The water settled from her swimming into perfect stillness, and the moon moved from above the eastern wall to above the western one, and the quarry absorbed her absence the way it absorbed everything: slowly, completely, as if she'd never been there.

Except that the flat rock was still dark with water where she'd sat. And his hands were gripping the limestone ledge hard enough to feel the grain in his palms. And something had shifted in the architecture of his evenings, some internal schedule he hadn't known existed clicking into place around this new variable: a woman in his water, after dark, without permission.

He went back to the farmhouse.

He didn't sleep.

In the morning, he drove to the hardware store in Collinsville and bought towels. White, cotton, medium weight. He folded two and left them on the flat rock at the south access point, weighted down with a smooth quarry stone so the wind wouldn't take them.

He fixed the sagging fence wire on the north perimeter, the east perimeter, the west perimeter.

He did not fix the gap on the south.

ACT I — STILL WATER
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CHAPTER 1
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Trespass

The asphalt softened under my tires at mile marker six.

I felt it before I saw it: the steering going loose, the sedan drifting right like the road had opinions about where I was headed. The dashboard thermometer read 108 and climbing. My AC had stopped pretending an hour outside of Birmingham, pushing air that tasted like warm tin through the vents until I killed it and rolled the windows down. The wind was worse. Like opening an oven to check on something burning.

Hardin County in July looked like a photograph left in a hot car. The color had leached out of everything. Fields the color of straw. Trees holding their leaves like clenched fists, conserving whatever moisture the roots still found. A dead armadillo on the shoulder, so desiccated it looked ceramic. I passed it and checked the rearview and it didn't get any smaller for a long time because I was barely doing thirty on the warped road.

The turnoff for the quarry wasn't marked. It never had been. A gravel track splitting from the county road between two post oaks that had grown together at the canopy, forming an arch that looked intentional but wasn't. My father used to say the trees were shaking hands. I was nine the last time he said it. I was nine the last time a lot of things.

I parked where I always parked: fifty yards past the gate, on the grass shoulder where the gravel widened into a clearing the quarry trucks used to use for turnaround. The gate was padlocked. Chain-link, eight feet, topped with barbed wire that Silas Thatcher had installed the year after he came back from wherever he'd been. Afghanistan, Wade Brixton had mentioned once at the gas station in Collinsville. Two tours. I didn't ask follow-up questions. I didn't need his biography. I needed the gap in the south fence, and it was still there.

I'd been coming for six years.

The first year was grief. Raw, stupid, the kind of trespassing that's really just a tantrum aimed at the universe for taking things. My father had been dead for two years and the quarry had been someone else's property for twelve, and I drove three hours from Birmingham on a Tuesday night and swam in water that used to be ours because I couldn't think of another way to feel close to a man who'd let this place kill him slowly from a distance.

The second year was habit. The third was ritual. By the fourth I'd stopped pretending I came for my father. I came for the water. Fifty-two degrees at depth, spring-fed from the northeast aquifer, so clean it tasted like cold stone. I'd written my senior thesis on this water. I knew its mineral composition, its pH, its conductivity, the rate of its seasonal temperature variation. I knew it the way a doctor knows a patient's chart. Clinically. Completely. And none of that knowledge touched what it felt like to dive into it on a July afternoon when the air above was hot enough to cook on.

I squeezed through the fence gap. The barbed wire had been bent back years ago, and someone maintained it. Not fixed. Maintained. The gap stayed the same size year after year, the wire carefully positioned so it wouldn't catch clothing or skin. I noticed this the way I noticed a lot of things about this property: with the peripheral awareness of someone who knows she's somewhere she shouldn't be.

The quarry opened in front of me.

Sixty feet of limestone wall dropping to water so green it looked lit from below. The afternoon sun was directly overhead and the light went into the quarry like a blade, illuminating the first thirty feet of depth in graduated bands of emerald and teal. Below that, black. The spring that fed the lake entered from a cave system at the northeast corner, and the water there was the coldest, the clearest, the most vivid color. I could see the submerged ledges stepping down into darkness like a staircase designed for something larger than human.

I stripped on the flat rock.

Shoes first. The rock surface was almost too hot to stand on barefoot and I moved fast, pulling my shirt over my head, stepping out of my shorts, unclasping the sports bra that was soaked through with sweat. I left everything in a pile. I didn't fold. I didn't hesitate.

I dove.

The cold seized my chest and my lungs locked and my skin went from overheated to shocked in the space of a heartbeat. I opened my eyes underwater and the world was green glass, clear enough to see my own hands in front of me, fingers spread in the filtered light. I kicked deeper. Twenty feet. Thirty. The temperature dropped with every stroke, the thermocline like crossing a border into a different country. At forty feet the cold was absolute. My body adjusted, the shock shifting to something that felt like clarity, like the heat hadn't just been temperature but noise, a constant static I'd been living in for three hours, and the water had turned it off.

I surfaced.

Gasped. Floated. Let the quarry hold me.

The sky was a flat white glare from down here, the limestone walls rising on every side, and the echo of my breathing came back to me from the rock like a second set of lungs. I turned onto my back and spread my arms and floated in the center of the quarry, naked and weightless and absolutely alone.

Except I wasn't.

He was standing on the overlook.

I saw him when I rolled my head to the right, a peripheral shape against the white sky. Tall, motionless, arms crossed. Standing on the limestone ledge that jutted over the quarry's deepest section, sixty feet above me. He wasn't hiding. He wasn't crouching or leaning or positioning himself at an angle. He was standing in the open, looking down at me, and he'd been there long enough that I knew he hadn't just arrived.

My body reacted before my brain did. Adrenaline. The cold water amplified it, turning my heartbeat into something I could hear in my own skull. I treaded water and looked up at him and calculated the distance to my clothes, the distance to the fence gap, the time it would take to climb the access path versus swimming to the south rock versus.

He didn't move.

I stopped calculating.

I'd been swimming in this man's quarry for six years. I'd known the risk every time. I'd mapped his schedule, his patrol patterns, the times his truck left the property and the times it came back. I'd been careful and smart and precise, and I'd been caught, and covering myself now would be an admission that I was doing something wrong, and I refused to give him that.

I treaded water. I looked up. I waited.

His voice came down the rock walls, carried by the echo the way sound carries over water: clear, undistorted, close enough to feel directional.

"You're earlier this year."

Four words. Calm, unhurried. No anger. No authority performed for effect. Just a man making an observation about a pattern he'd been tracking.

My stomach dropped. Not fear. Something adjacent to it. Something that recognized the implication in those four words and turned it over in my hands like a stone pulled from deep water: heavy, cold, polished smooth by time.

He knew my schedule.

He'd been watching long enough to know my schedule.

I opened my mouth to respond. To lie, to deflect, to say something cutting and dismissive that would put me back on the offensive. What came out was the truth, because the water had stripped everything else away.

"Traffic was light."

A pause. Then he uncrossed his arms, and the gesture was so deliberate it looked like he'd been holding the position for a long time and had finally given himself permission to stop.

He turned and walked away. His boots on the gravel path were audible for thirty seconds, then swallowed by distance and heat. Just before the sound disappeared, his voice carried back, not shouted but projected with the confidence of someone who knows how sound moves across rock.

"Gate locks at sundown. Your choice."
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Inventory

She didn't leave.

I checked from the kitchen window at four, at five, at quarter to six. The sedan sat in the clearing where the quarry trucks used to turn around, a white Civic with a Birmingham plate and a parking permit sticker on the windshield from the state environmental office. I'd looked up the plate two years ago. Delphine Margaux Voss. Twenty-five at the time. Water quality analyst, Alabama Department of Environmental Management. Daughter of Rémy Voss, who'd owned this quarry before my father turned it into something else.

I knew who she was.

I'd known since the second summer, when the towels disappeared from the rock and reappeared the following week, folded neatly, washed, placed where I'd left them with a precision that told me she understood the transaction. I leave towels. She uses them. Neither of us acknowledges the other exists. The arrangement worked because it required nothing from either of us beyond the willingness to maintain a fiction.

The fiction ended today.

I walked through the farmhouse room by room, taking inventory the way I did every week but with a different urgency now. The heat advisory had escalated twice since morning. The National Weather Service was calling it a dome, a high-pressure system parked over central Alabama like a fist pressed against the land, holding the hot air down. Forecast: 112 degrees tomorrow, 115 by Thursday, no relief for at least a week. The power grid was already stuttering. I'd felt the lights dim at noon, a brownout that lasted six seconds and left the refrigerator humming at a different pitch.

Kitchen: 40 gallons of potable water in the sealed containers I kept stocked year-round. Enough for one person for three weeks. Two people, half that. The spring-fed tap at the back of the property produced another 8 gallons per day, gravity-fed from the quarry's overflow. Nonperishable food: rice, canned beans, canned tomatoes, peanut butter, jerky. Two weeks' worth for one. The propane stove worked without electricity. The refrigerator did not.

Generator shed: the diesel generator held 25 gallons, enough for approximately 50 hours of runtime. At two hours per day, that was 25 days. But two hours per day only covered the essentials: the water pump, the fan in the main bedroom, and enough charge to keep the handheld radio alive. The radio was the only link to Collinsville once the cell towers went down, and they would go down. They always did when the temperature held above 110 for more than 48 hours, the electronics overheating in the relay boxes on the ridge.

Bedroom: mine. Queen bed, cotton sheets, stone walls. The farmhouse was 80 years old, built by someone who understood Alabama summers. The walls were limestone block, eighteen inches thick, and they held the night's cooler temperatures until midmorning like a sponge holding water. After noon, even the stone surrendered. The cellar was the only room that stayed below 80 degrees around the clock, but the cellar was eight by ten feet and smelled like mineral dust and the particular stillness of underground air.

Office: the desk, the filing cabinet, the map of the quarry property my father had commissioned when he bought the land. Framed on the wall behind the desk, next to a geological survey from 1994, was a document I'd found in a university database three years ago, printed and mounted in a black frame. "Hydrogeological Assessment of Limestone Quarry Aquifer Systems in North-Central Alabama: Seasonal Variation and Spring-Fed Sustainability." University of Alabama, 2021. The author's name was in 10-point font at the top of the first page. I didn't need to look at it. I had it memorized.

Delphine Voss.

I picked up the phone and called Wade. He answered on the second ring, which meant he'd been holding the phone already, which meant things were bad on his side too.

"Road's going," Wade said. "Asphalt buckled near mile marker four. Looks like someone took a crowbar to it. My truck cleared it but anything lower than a half-ton is going to bottom out."

"How are the cattle?"

"Hot. Miserable. Running through water faster than I can haul it." A pause. "You got company out there?"

I looked out the window. The white Civic, patient in the heat. "Trespasser."

"The swimmer?"

I didn't answer that, because answering it meant admitting I'd mentioned her, and admitting I'd mentioned her meant admitting she occupied enough of my thoughts to make conversation, and I wasn't interested in opening that particular inventory today.

"The swimmer," Wade repeated, taking my silence as confirmation. "You finally going to say something to her?"

"Already did."

"And?"

"She's still here."

Wade laughed, a short dry sound that carried no moisture. "Well. At least she's not boring." He paused. "You need anything? I'm heading into Collinsville before the road gets worse."

"I'm good."

"You're a lot of things, Silas. Good isn't the one that keeps me up at night."

He hung up. I set the phone on the desk and looked at the framed thesis and felt the house settle around me the way old houses do in heat, the wood expanding, the joints speaking in a language of creaks and sighs that I'd been translating since I was fifteen and my father put a hammer in my hands and said, Fix it.

I fixed everything in this house. The porch rail he'd cracked with a bourbon bottle. The hallway wall he'd dented with his shoulder on the way to the bedroom. The kitchen cabinet doors he'd torn from the hinges looking for a glass. I fixed it all, and the house held together the way I held together: through force and routine and the absolute refusal to examine what was underneath the repairs.

I looked out the window again.

Six forty-five. Sun low but the heat undiminished, the air shimmering above the gravel like something liquid. Her car sat in the clearing and the windows were down and the driver's seat was empty.

She was still on the property.

Gate locked at sundown, and sundown was in 30 minutes, and she was inside the perimeter, and I was going to lock the gate because I locked the gate every night at sundown, and whatever happened after that was her decision, not mine.

I walked to the gate. The padlock was warm enough to sting my fingers. I threaded the chain through the links, pressed the shackle home, and heard it click with the specific finality of a mechanism doing exactly what it was designed to do.

The Civic sat fifty yards away, locked inside with me.

I went back to the farmhouse and closed the door and did not look out the window again.

But I stood in the hallway for a long time, in the place where the plaster still held the faint shadow of bourbon, and I listened to the night come down on the quarry like a hand settling on a surface, and I knew she was out there, and the knowing was the same temperature as the air: impossible to escape, everywhere at once, displacing everything else.
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The Road

My neck woke me up.

I'd slept curled in the passenger seat with the door open and my feet on the gravel, and the angle had done something to the vertebrae between my shoulders that felt personal. Like the heat had found a weak point in my posture and worked it all night. I sat up and the first thing I registered was the temperature: already over 100, and the sun had barely cleared the eastern wall of the quarry. My phone said 6:47 a.m. No signal. The single bar I'd had yesterday was gone.

The Civic was an oven with leather seats. I'd left every window down and the air had still gone thick and dead inside the cabin by midnight. Sleep had come in fragments, broken by my own sweat and the sound of something I couldn't identify: a rhythmic ticking from the direction of the farmhouse, metallic, measured. A cooling pipe, maybe. Or the contraction of a tin roof giving back the day's heat. The sound carried across the quarry property with the clarity that comes when everything else is silent. No crickets. No frogs. Even the cicadas had been quiet, which meant the heat had crossed some threshold that even insects refused to work in.

I got out of the car and assessed.

No cell signal. No movement from the farmhouse, which sat 200 yards uphill, visible from the clearing as a one-story rectangle of grey stone with a porch that ran the full width of the front. Smoke from a chimney would have been absurd in this heat, but the absence of any sign of life was its own kind of signal. He was awake. The absence was deliberate. A man who locked his gate at sundown didn't sleep past dawn.

I walked to the gate. Locked. The chain was threaded in a way that couldn't be unwound without the key or bolt cutters, and I had neither. I could climb it, but the barbed wire at the top was new, tight, and angled outward. I'd cut myself getting over. I could go back through the south fence gap, but my car was inside the gate, and I wasn't leaving the Civic.

The road.

I walked down the gravel track to the county road. The turnoff was 200 yards from the gate, and the county road stretched in both directions, straight and heat-warped, vanishing into shimmer. I turned left toward Collinsville. The asphalt felt different under my sneakers. Softer. I walked half a mile before I found it.

The road had buckled.

Not cracked. Buckled. A section of asphalt the length of a school bus had lifted and split, the surface folding up on itself like a book left open in the rain. The edges were ragged, the underlayer of gravel and clay exposed, the gap between the risen sections deep enough to swallow a wheel. My sedan would not clear this. A truck might. A military vehicle would. My Civic would high-center and die.

I kept walking. Another quarter mile, another buckle. This one wider, the road surface not just cracked but liquefied in places, the tar melting under sustained heat and reforming into ridges and pools that looked more geological than man-made. I checked my phone. No signal. I held it above my head and turned in a slow circle. Nothing.

The walk back was worse than the walk out. The sun had risen high enough to remove the shadows from the road, and the asphalt radiated heat from below while the air pressed it down from above, and the space between was my body. I was sweating through my clothes by the time I reached the gravel turnoff, and the sweat wasn't cooling me. It was just leaving, taking water I needed and giving nothing back.

He was on the porch.

Sitting in a wooden chair with a glass of water that had condensation running down the sides, and the sight of that water was the most obscene thing I'd ever seen. Not the man. Not the chair. Not the porch with its repaired rail and its swept floorboards. The water. Cold enough to sweat.

He watched me walk up the gravel path. His face gave me nothing. He was wearing a white T-shirt and work pants and boots despite the heat, and the limestone dust in his hair caught the morning light and made his temples look silver. His hands rested on the arms of the chair, relaxed, and I noticed the scar on his right palm because his skin was tanned dark enough that the scar tissue stood out like a white seam in leather.

"Road's out," I said.

"I know."

"My car can't clear it."

"I know that too."

I stood at the bottom of the porch steps and felt the distance between us measured in wood and shadow and the fact that he had cold water and I did not. "I need to get to Collinsville. Or anywhere with a cell signal."

He took a drink from the glass. Unhurried. "Cell towers will be down by tonight. They overheat past 110." He set the glass on the arm of the chair. The condensation left a wet ring on the wood. "Power's already out across the county. Rolling brownouts since yesterday. Grid'll fail completely by tomorrow."

"You're saying I'm stuck."

"I'm saying the road won't be passable until the heat breaks. The county road crew won't come out until the temperature drops below 105 for 48 consecutive hours. Earliest forecast for that is ten days."

Ten days.

The number landed in my body like the cold water had landed in the quarry yesterday: a shock that my physiology registered before my brain processed the meaning. Ten days without a car, without a phone, without any way off this property except a 15-mile walk on melting asphalt in 112-degree heat. Ten days with a man I'd been hiding from for six years. A man who'd watched me swim naked in his quarry and whose first words to me were a statement about my schedule.

"You have options," he said. The word sounded deliberate in his mouth. Chosen. "Your car has gas. You can run the AC and sleep in the clearing. You've got shade from the post oaks until about noon. The quarry is open for swimming at 6 a.m. and 7 p.m." He paused. "Or."

I waited.

"I have a room. Stone walls, stays cool until midmorning. Spring-fed tap for drinking water. Generator runs two hours a day for the fan and the water pump." He stood up from the chair, and his full height was something the seated position had concealed. He filled the porch the way a wall fills a doorway. "This is my property. My rules. You stay inside the house, you follow them."

Rules. The word sat between us like a third object on the porch, neither his nor mine. My father's quarry, bought by his father, lived on by his son. My rules, he said, and I heard the echo of every man who'd ever claimed ownership over something that existed before him.

But the water in his glass was cold. And the air in my lungs was fire. And the road was broken. And ten days in a car with no AC in 112-degree heat wasn't an option. It was a death sentence delivered politely.

I climbed the porch steps. He moved aside. Not far, just enough. I passed close enough to register the smell of him: limestone dust, clean sweat, and something underneath both. Something mineral and cool, like the quarry water itself, as if the land had gotten into his skin the way it had gotten into mine.

"I want the room," I said.

He nodded once.

I stepped inside the farmhouse and the air changed. The stone walls held the night's coolness the way a cellar holds wine: contained, deliberate, a temperature preserved by eighteen inches of limestone block and the physics of thermal mass. The hallway was dim after the white blaze of outside, and my eyes adjusted in stages. Wooden floor, worn smooth. A doorway to the left, kitchen. A doorway to the right, a room with a desk. Straight ahead, two closed doors.

The hallway smelled like old bourbon. Not fresh, not recent. Embedded. The kind of smell that lives in wood the way a stain lives in fabric, permanent and specific. I breathed it in and something in my stomach turned over, not nausea but recognition. My father's house had smelled like this too, at the end.

I followed Silas down the hallway. He opened the second door on the right. A bedroom. Narrow bed with a white cotton sheet, no blanket. A window with a wooden shutter, closed against the heat. Stone walls, same as the hallway. A chair. A small table. Nothing else.

"Water's in the kitchen," he said. "Spring tap, left handle. Don't use the right. That's the well, and the well is unreliable in sustained heat
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