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EPILOGUE

CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of domestic abuse (past and referenced), psychological manipulation, captivity, obsessive and possessive behavior, power imbalance, vigilante violence (off-page), explicit language, morally grey characters, survival situations, and dark romantic dynamics. The MMC is not a safe hero. He is not your therapist. He is not your friend. If that's not your cup of poison, this book is not for you. Reader discretion is advised.

PLAYLIST

"Sweater Weather" — The Neighbourhood
"Sunlight" — Hozier
"From Eden" — Hozier
"Dark Paradise" — Lana Del Rey
"Mystery of Love" — Sufjan Stevens
"Falling" — Harry Styles
"Body" — Wet
"Skinny Love" — Bon Iver
"Apocalypse" — Cigarettes After Sex
"Warm Water" — BANKS
"Gooey" — Glass Animals
"Do I Wanna Know?" — Arctic Monkeys

"The safest place I ever found was in the hands of a man everyone else was afraid of."

— Margaux Laine, Salt and Scar

For the ones who walk toward the light, even when it burns.
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PROLOGUE

Four Minutes
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SHE BITES ME BEFORE I get her head above water.

Teeth against the meat of my forearm, hard enough to break skin, and I know three things at once: she's conscious, she's fighting, and she didn't come out here to be saved. The Gulf is warm and black around us, 84 degrees and thick as something alive, and the rip current has her by the hips, pulling her south at two knots while I kick north with her spine locked against my chest and her blood in my mouth from where the salt water is washing both our wounds into the same taste.

Four minutes. That's how long a rip current holds before the lateral release. I've counted it a thousand times in twelve years of rescue swimming. Four minutes of the ocean deciding whether to keep you. Most people panic at the ninety-second mark. They claw. They climb. They try to use your body as a ladder and push you under because the drowning brain doesn't care about anything except one more breath.

She's not panicking. She's aiming.

Her elbow catches me under the jaw, a clean strike, and my teeth snap together hard enough to taste copper. I tighten my arm across her collarbone and pin her tighter. She's maybe a hundred and thirty pounds, lean, strong in the wrong places for a casual swimmer. Her muscles fight with purpose. This isn't someone flailing against the water. This is someone who has practiced fighting a body pressed against hers.

I hold her tighter and kick.

The station light cuts the dark behind us. One yellow cone on a black coast, the only light for eleven miles in either direction. I've swum toward it so many times the sight is reflex, not thought. My legs do the work. My arms hold her. She stops biting and starts breathing in sharp pulls through her nose, which means she's calculating. Adjusting. Deciding whether the man holding her is more dangerous than the water.

Good question. I don't know the answer tonight.

The rip releases us at the three-minute mark. The current lets go like a fist opening, and the Gulf goes slack, and I sidestroke toward shore with her body against mine and her fingernails drawing four parallel lines down my left forearm. I count the lines. Four. She's precise even in the water. Even at four in the morning. Even with the ocean trying to take her somewhere she didn't want to go. Or maybe exactly where she wanted to go. I don't know that either.

My feet find the sandbar. Then the bottom. I stand and the water drops from my chest to my waist, and the August air hits my wet skin like a second ocean, heavier, hotter. The kind of heat that doesn't let you dry. The kind that replaces water with sweat so the salt never leaves.

She goes limp when my feet touch sand. Not unconscious. Strategic. Testing whether I'll carry or drag. I carry. I shift her weight against my chest, one arm under her knees, one behind her shoulders, and I walk out of the Gulf with a woman I pulled from a rip current at 4:07 AM who doesn't feel like someone who was drowning.

The flare canister is where I left it on the sand, next to my boots. The emergency kit. The flashlight. I laid them out before I went in because I saw her from the station window. A shape that wasn't a wave. A rhythm in the water that wasn't tide. I've been watching this coast for three years, and the ocean has a syntax I can read in the dark. She was a wrong sentence. A verb where a noun should be. Movement with direction in a place where nothing should have direction at four in the morning.

I lay her on the sand above the tide line and reach for the flashlight.

She catches my wrist. Fast. Not a grab. A hold. Specific finger placement, thumb on the pulse point, four fingers wrapped on the inside of the tendons. Someone taught her where to grip to control a larger hand. Or she learned it by living through situations that required it.

"Don't." Her voice is raw, salt-scraped, and underneath the rawness something measured. She's choosing her words the way she chose her elbow strike. With aim.

I don't pull free. I hold the flashlight in my other hand and click it on and point it at the sand between us, indirect, a puddle of light that catches the edges of both our bodies without blinding either of us.

I see the bruises.

Four on her left rib cage, spaced like fingers, purple going green at the margins. Three days old, maybe four. The pattern is specific. I've seen it before. Not in the water. In base housing. In hospital reports I wasn't supposed to read. In the photographs the DA showed me of my sister's torso laid out on a steel table while a pathologist explained the stages of bruise coloration the way a man explains a weather pattern.

I know what four fingerprints on a rib cage mean. I know the hand that made them was gripping, not hitting. Holding her in place while the other hand did something else. I know the bruise on her right shoulder blade, visible now as she shifts, is from impact against a flat surface. A wall. A counter. A floor. I know the scrapes on both her knees mean she fell forward onto something hard, or was pushed.

These are not ocean injuries. The ocean doesn't leave fingerprints.

She watches me look. She doesn't cover herself. She doesn't explain. She lies on the sand in a sports bra and running shorts, soaking wet, salt crusting in the chopped-short black of her hair, and she watches me study her injuries with the flat attention of someone who has been cataloged before.

"What's your name?" I ask.

Nothing.

"I'm going to take you to the station. It's the building with the light. I have a first-aid kit. I need to tape those ribs."

Nothing. Her eyes on mine. Dark eyes, almost black in the flashlight spill, steady and assessing. She's reading my face the way I read the water. Looking for the current underneath.

"You can tell me your name or not. I'm going to tape your ribs either way."

She lets go of my wrist. The four points of her grip stay on my skin like a counter-bruise, hers to match his. She sits up. Winces. Hides the wince immediately, an autonomic reflex, a flinch pressed flat before it finishes. I've seen that too. The trained concealment of pain. Not tough. Not stoic. Conditioned. Someone punished her for showing pain, and her body learned the lesson her mind hasn't forgotten.

I pick her up again. She doesn't fight it this time. She's made a decision. Not trust. Assessment. She's weighed me against the alternatives and decided I'm the least dangerous option available. I can work with that. For now.

The walk to the station takes four minutes. Same as the rip current. I count every step because counting keeps me from thinking about the hand that made those marks, about the size of the fingers, about the man attached to them who is somewhere between here and wherever she came from, asleep or driving or filing a report, a man with hands the right size to grip a woman's ribs and leave four purple shadows that will yellow in a week and disappear in two and leave nothing visible at all.

I count my steps and carry her toward the light.

The station door opens with my hip. One room. Concrete floor, corrugated steel walls, a cot, a metal table, a radio with its red dial glowing like an open eye. I lay her on the cot. She grabs the frame with both hands, a reflex, anchoring herself to a fixed object. Another learned behavior. Another lesson from a room I wasn't in.

I pull the first-aid kit from the locker. Gauze, medical tape, antiseptic, ibuprofen, a SAM splint I won't need. I kneel beside the cot and wait for her to look at me.

She looks.

"I'm going to touch your ribs," I say. "Flat hand, light pressure. I'm checking for fracture. Tell me when it hurts."

She nods. One degree of movement. Permission measured in millimeters.

I press my palm to her left side, below the bruises first, then across them. She doesn't flinch. She holds her breath. My hand is twice the size of the marks on her skin, and I'm aware of this the way I'm aware of the tide schedule. As a fact that determines everything.

Cracked, not broken. The bones flex but hold. I tape them with the efficiency of a man who has taped a thousand injuries in twelve years of Coast Guard rescue and never once had hands that shook. My hands are shaking now. Not visibly. Inside. In the small muscles between the metacarpals, in the tendons that connect intention to action. The tremor is from effort. The effort of being gentle with someone whose body has learned that hands mean damage.

I tape her ribs. I clean the abrasions on her knees. I leave water on the table beside the cot. She watches every movement without speaking, and when I step back, she closes her eyes, and the closing is not sleep. It's dismissal. She's done with me for now.

I walk to the door. I lock it. I close the shutters, all four, the steel louvers that block the windows and turn the station into a sealed box. I reach into the flare locker and pull a distress canister, the orange kind for scheduled testing, and I carry it outside and fire it into the dark. The red light arcs over the Gulf and dies on the water. Tuesday at 0430. Scheduled flare test. The county dispatcher will log it and move on. No one will ask why the station was active at four in the morning. No one will come.

I go back inside. I sit on the floor between her cot and the door. My back against the concrete wall. My wet shorts dripping salt water onto the floor. The air in the station is 91 degrees and climbing because I've just sealed every vent, and the heat sits on my skin like a second body, and I can hear her breathing behind me, shallow with the taped ribs, steady with the discipline of a woman who has taught herself to breathe quietly in the dark.

I don't call the police.

I don't call anyone.

I reach up and touch my scar, the thin line from ear to jaw that I've been touching for nine years when I'm making a decision that will cost me something.

The decision is already made. It was made when I saw the fingerprints. When I recognized the spacing, the pressure, the intent behind the grip. When I looked at the hand-shaped bruise on her rib cage and understood that somewhere between here and wherever she came from, a man is waking up and checking his phone and wondering where she went, and he is not wondering because he loves her.

I'll keep her in this station until I know who he is.

Then I'll find him.

And I'll do what should have been done to the last man who left marks like that on someone I was supposed to protect. What I was too late to do for Lena. What I will never be too late for again.

The woman on the cot shifts. The metal frame creaks. The Gulf hums through the walls.

I don't sleep. I listen. I plan.

The heat tightens around both of us, and outside, the first smear of light blurs the eastern edge of the water, and the day begins the way every day begins on this coast: slow, heavy, and already too warm.

ACT I

UNDERTOW
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Station
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I LOCKED THE SHUTTERS before the sun came up, and I told myself it was protocol.

The lie lasted about as long as it took to slide the fourth bolt home. Protocol would be a radio call to county dispatch. Protocol would be an ambulance request, a sheriff's deputy, a report filed in triplicate with a case number she'd never remember and a result that would amount to exactly nothing. I've watched protocol work. I watched it work on my sister. Seven years for the man who killed her, out in four on good behavior, and the behavior wasn't good. It was just quiet.

I don't do protocol anymore.

The woman on the cot hadn't moved since I set her down. She lay on her right side, knees drawn up just enough to protect the taped ribs, her breathing shallow and measured, her eyes closed with the kind of deliberateness that told me she was tracking every sound I made. The bolt on the last shutter. The click of the flare locker closing. My wet feet on the concrete, leaving salt prints that would dry white by noon.

She wasn't asleep. She was collecting data.

The station's single room is sixteen feet by twenty. I know this because I measured it my first week, like you'd measure a cell or a cockpit or any space where the walls are also the boundaries of your life. Concrete block walls, corrugated steel roof, four louvered shutters that open to cross-ventilate or close to seal. One door, steel-framed, with a drop bar I built myself from a length of rebar and two welded brackets. A cot against the east wall. A metal table bolted to the floor. The radio on a shelf above the table, its red dial the only color in the room besides the orange of the first-aid kit and the fading purple on her ribs.

I filled a tin cup with water from the five-gallon jug and set it on the floor beside the cot. Close enough to reach without sitting up. The small kindness felt tactical, and I let it be tactical. Kindness without strategy is just sentimentality, and sentimentality is how you end up nine hours late to a crime scene with your sister's name on the report.

The heat was already settling in. With the shutters sealed, the station had no airflow. The concrete held the previous day's temperature like a memory it couldn't release, and the corrugated roof would start absorbing new heat within the hour. By noon, the interior would be over a hundred degrees. By three, closer to a hundred and ten. I'd lived through worse. Three summers in this box had taught me that the human body can tolerate almost anything if the water holds out.

She'd need more water than I'd planned for.

I sat against the wall opposite the cot, my back to the concrete, my knees up. The position put me between her and the door. Not because I thought she'd run. Because something in me, something I stopped trying to name after Lena, needed to be the thing between her and whatever came through that door next.

The first-aid tape on her ribs was holding. I'd used the waterproof kind, the wide strips that adhesed even to wet skin, and her skin had been wet with the Gulf and with sweat and with something that might have been tears but that I chose not to identify because identifying it would make her real in a way I wasn't ready for. She was a patient. A situation. A tactical problem with four bruises and no name.

I touched my scar. Ear to jaw, thin as a razor line, nine years old and still sensitive to humidity. The man who gave it to me was trying for my throat and missed because the boat pitched. Coast Guard cutter, night interdiction, a smuggler with a fillet knife and bad timing. I broke his wrist and his nose and held him facedown on the deck until the blood ran into the scuppers. I got twelve stitches and a commendation. The scar healed flat and white, and I touch it when I'm deciding things. A nervous habit, my CO used to say. He was wrong. It's not nervous. It's a compass reading. The scar reminds me what a blade feels like. What commitment feels like. What it costs to let someone get that close.

The woman on the cot opened her eyes.

Not slowly. Not groggily. One instant closed, the next open, and her gaze found mine without searching, as if she'd known exactly where I was the entire time. As if she'd been watching me through her eyelids.

Dark eyes. Nearly black in the shuttered dimness. Steady. The kind of steady that isn't calm but controlled, like a drawn bow is steady, all the energy in the system held in check by control rather than relaxation.

"Water's beside you," I said.

She didn't look at it. She looked at me. At my hands first, then my arms, then the scar. She read me top to bottom with the efficiency of someone who has learned that the first ten seconds in a room determine whether you survive it.

"Where am I?"

"Station 4-South. Beach rescue. County-contracted. Eleven miles from the nearest town."

"Eleven miles."

"By beach road. Fourteen by the highway, if the highway's accessible, which it isn't in high tide."

She processed this. I watched her process it. The information rearranged something behind her eyes, some internal map adjusting, and I recognized the arithmetic because I'd seen it in every survivor I'd ever pulled from the water: the assessment of options. The ranking of threats. The silent question that every rescued person eventually asks, which isn't "Am I safe?" but "How dangerous is this particular version of safety?"

"What's your name?" I asked. Third time.

She picked up the water. Drank half the cup in one continuous swallow, throat working, eyes on mine the whole time. Set it down. Wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and I saw the tattoo sleeve on her left arm for the first time in real light. Flowers. Dense, detailed, botanical in their precision. Not decorative. Studied. Specific.

"Those shutters lock from the inside," she said. Not a question.

"Yes."

"You locked them."

"Yes."

"Is the door locked?"

"Yes."

"Are you planning to unlock it?"

The honest answer was: not until I understand who put those bruises on your ribs, and not until I've decided what to do about it. The answer I gave was silence, which was the same thing without the explanation.

She set the cup down and lay back on the cot. Eyes on the ceiling this time. The corrugated steel above us, riveted and rust-spotted, ticking faintly as the roof began its daily expansion. The sound of metal warming is the sound of this station: a low, intermittent percussion that marks the hours better than any clock.

"You saved my life," she said.

"You were in a rip current."

"You saved my life and then you locked me in a room."

"I locked the room. You're in it. Those aren't the same thing."

She turned her head on the thin pillow and looked at me with an expression I couldn't read, and I've spent three years reading the ocean's face in the dark. Her mouth, which was full and split on the lower lip where salt or impact had cracked it, did something that wasn't quite a smile. Something closer to recognition. As if I'd confirmed a hypothesis she'd been testing.

"You've done this before," she said.

My hand went to the scar. I caught it halfway and forced it down.

"I've pulled people from the water before."

"That's not what I mean."

The fan on the table rotated, pushing heat from one side of the room to the other without reducing it. The motor whined at the peak of each arc. I counted the whines. Twelve per minute. One rotation every five seconds. Each rotation moving approximately nothing.

She closed her eyes again. This time the closing was different. Not surveillance. Exhaustion. The real kind, the kind that ambushes you after adrenaline metabolizes and the body remembers it's been beaten and nearly drowned and carried by a stranger into a locked room on an empty coast.

She was asleep in under a minute. Real sleep. I could tell by the breathing, the way it deepened and lost its discipline, the way her taped ribs rose and fell with the unguarded rhythm of someone whose body had overruled her mind.

I sat against the wall and watched her sleep.

I watched her hands. The left one curled loosely against the cot's edge, the right one open on her stomach, fingers relaxed. Her hands were precise things. Short nails, no polish, the kind of hands that do detailed work. Steady hands, even in sleep. Even with cracked ribs and bruises that someone else's hands had left on her.

Outside, the Gulf exhaled against the beach. The tide was going out. By midmorning, the sand flat would extend two hundred yards, and the station would sit on its concrete pad like a monument to nothing, surrounded by heat and silence and the particular loneliness of a coast that no one visits on purpose.

I didn't sleep. I took inventory.

The bruises. The behavioral markers. The precision of her assessment when she woke. The way she drank the water with her eyes on me, tracking my hands, checking for the telltale shift in posture that precedes a grab. She'd been studying threat response for longer than a single bad night. This was practiced. Embedded. Written into her nervous system by repetition. Months. Maybe years.

Someone had trained her to be afraid of rooms with locked doors. And I'd just put her in one.

The difference, I told myself, was intent. His locked door kept her in. Mine kept something else out.

The difference was real. Whether it was enough remained to be seen.

I touched my scar. Let myself this time. The thin ridge of tissue under my fingertip, the familiar geography of old violence. I traced it from ear to jaw hinge and stopped where the scar stopped and the skin became ordinary again.

Then I picked up the first-aid kit, checked the inventory, and started planning for a guest I hadn't invited and wasn't going to release.

The sun hit the roof and the steel sang, and the day started the way every day starts in this station: too hot, too early, with no one coming.

No one except whatever was following her here.
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Chapter 2

Inventory
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HE THOUGHT I WAS ASLEEP. I was counting exits.

One door, steel frame, inward swing, drop bar across the brackets. I'd heard him set the bar when he carried me in. The sound was specific: metal on metal, a weight settling into cradles. I cataloged it the way I catalog everything. Pattern recognition. The pitch of a lock engaging. The rhythm of footsteps on concrete. The distance between a man's breathing and my body. Two years of practice has given me perfect pitch for danger.

Four shutters, louvered steel, locked from the inside with slide bolts I could hear him throw. That meant they opened from the inside too. Which meant they were designed to keep things out, not in. A structural note: this was a rescue station, not a prison. The locks were for hurricanes, not hostages.

One ventilation gap above the shower wall, on the west side. Too narrow. Eight inches, maybe ten. I could see the sky through it when the light changed: a strip of blue that went white as the heat climbed. That gap was the only fresh air in the room, and it wasn't fresh. It was August on the Texas coast, which meant the air outside was the same temperature as the air inside, just with a breeze that carried salt and the faint petroleum smell of offshore rigs.

The radio sat on a shelf above the metal table. Red dial glowing. Functional. I could see the frequency markings from the cot if I turned my head. Channel 16 was the Coast Guard emergency frequency. I knew this because Nolan kept a marine radio on the boat he chartered in Galveston last October, the weekend he told his chief of surgery he was at a conference in Houston, the weekend he held my head under bathwater for eleven seconds because I'd answered his phone while he was in the shower and seen the text from the nurse in oncology.

Eleven seconds. I counted. You learn to count when counting is the only thing you control.

The man who pulled me from the water was sitting against the far wall with his back to the concrete and his knees drawn up. He was large in the way that functional bodies are large. Not gym-built, not sculpted. Built by the work of pulling weight through water, by ropes and tides and the constant negotiation between human muscle and the Gulf of Mexico. His forearms were ropy with tendon. His hands were wide and cracked at the knuckles, the skin between his fingers raw from salt. The scar on his jaw was thin and deliberate-looking, a single line that followed the bone from ear to chin, and he touched it the way Nolan touched his watch before deciding what to do to me: a ritual of decision, a countdown to action.

I'd watched him tape my ribs with hands that trembled.

Not his hands. The muscles inside his hands. The micro-tremor that comes from throttling force into gentleness, from taking a body capable of carrying a woman through a rip current and calibrating it down to the pressure required to lay medical tape across cracked bone without causing pain. I'd felt that calibration on my skin. The precise weight of his fingers, the way he held the tape between placement and press, the pause before each strip that was him checking his own pressure the way a surgeon checks a scalpel angle.

Not a surgeon. I don't think about surgeons.

I don't think about Nolan.

I think about the phone. The phone is behind the third flare canister in the steel equipment locker on the east wall. I slid it there when he carried me from the sand, while his eyes were adjusting to the dark interior, while he was laying me on the cot, while his attention was divided between my injuries and the lock on the door. I had one hand against his chest for balance. The other hand dropped the phone behind the canister with a movement I've been practicing since March: the palm pass, the silent deposit, the hand returning empty to a neutral position before the other person registers the gesture.

Nolan's phone. The one I took from his jacket pocket while he was on the kitchen floor, holding his face where I'd hit him with the cast-iron skillet. Not the skillet itself. The handle. The skillet was too heavy for a clean swing, but the handle had reach and precision, and I'd been thinking about it for three weeks. Not using it. Thinking about the geometry. The arc. The point of contact. I am a woman who works with her hands at microscopic tolerances, and when I decide to hit someone, I think about leverage.

I hit him once. He went down. I picked up the knife because the knife was on the counter and my body moved toward weapons like a compass swings toward north: automatically, without decision, without moral deliberation. I held the knife for forty-five seconds. I counted those too. Forty-five seconds of standing over a man who had spent two years taking me apart, holding a blade that could have ended everything, while he lay on the tile with blood running from his eyebrow into the grout lines.

I put the knife down. I took the phone. I drove his car to the coast because my car wasn't my car. Nothing was my car. Nothing was my name, my account, my lease, my license. Nolan had dismantled my ownership of my own life with the same meticulous precision he used to reconstruct shattered kneecaps. One tendon at a time. One connection severed, one document redirected, one account consolidated, until the woman who'd had a thriving tattoo practice and a studio apartment and a car with her name on the title was a patient in his house, breathing his air, wearing the clothes he chose, sleeping on the schedule he set, eating the food he permitted.

I don't
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