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EPILOGUE

CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, geographic captivity and forced proximity, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, survival situations, prolonged isolation, grief, deception, morally grey characters, and dark romantic dynamics. 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.
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"Dissolve" — Absofacto
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"Skinny Love" — Bon Iver
"Motion Sickness" — Phoebe Bridgers
"Like Real People Do" — Hozier
"Apocalypse" — Cigarettes After Sex
"I Found" — Amber Run
"Saturn" — SZA
"Liability" — Lorde
"The Night We Met" — Lord Huron

"There are people who draw maps and people who burn them. The dangerous ones are the people who do both — who trace your borders with one hand and set fire to them with the other, and call it love."

Elara Cross, The Cartographer's Confession

For everyone who's ever loved a blank space more than a fixed point.
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I deleted a man from the map on a Thursday.

Not figuratively. Not poetically. I opened the survey file on my DNR workstation at 9:47 AM, selected the tidal datum field for Section 14-NW, Orcas Island, San Juan County, and adjusted the 2009 baseline variance by forty meters. The cursor blinked once. I clicked CONFIRM. The high-water boundary shifted inland, and the cove that had been flagged for public-trust reclassification vanished from the actionable queue like it never existed.

Seventeen keystrokes. That's what it takes to make a place disappear. I should know. I've spent my entire career making sure nothing disappears. I've pinned fourteen hundred miles of American coastline to a grid, measured the space between ocean and ownership with instruments calibrated to the centimeter, and certified every line with my name and my license number and the quiet arrogance of a woman who believed that if you could measure something, you could keep it.

The file sat in my outbox for three days before I sent it.

Maren would review it. She'd see the variance adjustment. She'd see the 2009 notation I cited. She'd run the numbers, and the numbers would hold, because the numbers were real. The discrepancy between the 1987 datum and the 2009 survey was documented. The tidal range had shifted with sea-level rise. The adjustment was defensible. Publishable. Legal.

It was also a lie. Not in the data. In the intent. I adjusted that line because a man with scarred knuckles and grey-green eyes asked me not to erase the only home he'd built since the world taught him that structures fail and the people who design them get buried with the wreckage.

He didn't ask with words. Joss Vane has never asked me for anything with words. He asked with a hand on the back of my neck and a silence that lasted four years before I paddled into it and broke it open, and a single sentence spoken in a doorway while the fog ate the channel behind us: You mapped me. That's enough.

Enough. He said it the way a man says it when he's been rationing. When the portion is smaller than the hunger but he's trained himself to stop reaching.

I closed the laptop. I didn't sign the certification page. Not yet. The signature was mine and so was the consequence and so was the vertigo of standing at the edge of the one principle I'd never compromised: the map doesn't lie.

But that was before I learned that maps are only as honest as the people who draw them. Before I found my mother's name in a San Juan County property record, written in a hand I'd forgotten, attached to coordinates ninety miles from the house where I grew up believing she'd fallen off the edge of the world. Before I understood that the most dangerous blank space on a map isn't an error. It's a choice. Someone, at some point, decided not to draw the line. Decided that what lived in that space mattered more than the record of it.

I used to think that was negligence. Now I know it's the closest thing to love a cartographer can offer.

My phone buzzed on the desk. My father's name on the screen. I let it ring. Cal Sinclair, retired Army Corps of Engineers, a man who taught me to read contour lines before I could read cursive. A man who knew exactly where my mother went and chose to leave that square of the map blank for twenty years while I traced every shoreline in Washington State looking for a pattern that would explain why people vanish.

He would call again tomorrow. He always did. Measured, patient, predictable. A man built on the same grid I was built on, the grid I had just broken with seventeen keystrokes and a tidal variance I could defend to any review board in the country.

I stood up. I went to the window.

Olympia in November looked like it always did: grey sky, grey pavement, grey water in the distance. Institutional. Legible. Every street on a grid, every building permitted, every tree in a setback. A city that existed because someone surveyed it first, drove stakes into dirt, and declared the measurements sovereign.

I pressed my forehead against the glass and thought about a cove I couldn't see from here. A cove on the wrong side of an island, accessible only by kayak at slack water, invisible from any road, absent from any satellite view because the tree canopy closed over it like a fist. A cabin built by a man who understood load-bearing walls and structural tolerances and the mathematics of what holds versus what collapses, and who used that knowledge to construct a life that no system could find, no survey could reach, no map could claim.

I'd lived in that cove for seventeen days. I'd slept in his bed. I'd kissed him against a doorframe he'd built with his own hands. I'd watched him clean a wound on my forearm with the precision of a surgeon and the breathing of a man trying very hard not to fall apart. I'd found the newspaper clipping about the two dead workers in Anacortes folded into a tide table, and I'd read it three times, and I'd put it back without saying a word because some truths don't need a confrontation. They need a witness.

I witnessed him. That's what happened in the fog. Not captivity. Not Stockholm syndrome. Not the predictable collapse of a lonely woman in a confined space with a dangerous man. I witnessed who he was beneath the silence and the self-imposed exile and the hands that shook when he said the word Anacortes. And he witnessed me. The woman who measures everything because the one thing she couldn't measure left without a trace.

He saw what the maps hid. The coordinates I'd been circling my whole life without knowing the center point.

I pulled my jacket from the back of my chair. I picked up my keys. I left the unsigned survey on the screen and walked out of the DNR building and crossed the parking lot to my car and sat in the driver's seat with the engine off, looking north.

Five hours to Anacortes. Two hours on the ferry to Orcas. Forty minutes by car to the trailhead. Three hours by kayak to the cove.

I'd done it once in June, half by accident, chasing a survey assignment I didn't know would ruin me. The kayak hit basalt. The fog closed in. A man with no phone, no address, and no intention of letting the world find him stood at the tree line and watched me wash ashore like something the ocean delivered without his permission.

The second time would be on purpose.

I started the engine.

The map on my dashboard showed every road between Olympia and Anacortes in clean blue lines. I knew every mile. I'd driven it a hundred times for fieldwork, for ferry connections, for the comfort of movement along a plotted route.

But the map ended at the water. Beyond the ferry terminal, beyond the channel, beyond the fog line where satellite signal scattered and GPS coordinates became suggestions instead of certainties, there was a cove that I had officially, professionally, and with full cartographic authority, left blank.

I drove north. Toward the edge of the map. Toward the place where the lines stopped and the blank space began.

Toward him.

ACT I

WHITEOUT WATER
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Fixed Points
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I'VE MAPPED FOURTEEN hundred miles of American coastline, and not one of them prepared me for a man who doesn't exist on paper.

The kayak cuts clean through the strait. Flat water, no wind, the kind of morning the San Juans serve up in late June when the marine layer hasn't decided whether it's staying or going. I paddle with long, even strokes, my GPS unit sealed in its waterproof case against the foredeck, my survey notebook in the dry bag between my knees. The paddle blade catches light on every backstroke. The world smells like brine and cedar and the diesel ghost of a crab boat that passed an hour ago.

I love this. I love it the way some people love church or whiskey or the sound of their own name said by someone who means it. The solitude. The precision. The absolute clarity of work that doesn't require another human being's opinion. My assignment is simple: resurvey the western coastline of Orcas Island, ground-truth the tidal boundaries against the 1987 datum, flag discrepancies for the updated NOAA charts. Two weeks of solo fieldwork. No open-plan office. No team meetings. No small talk about weekend plans I don't have with colleagues who've stopped inviting me to things I wouldn't attend.

Just me, a paddle, and the mathematics of where water meets land.

My field notes list four coves on the northwest face that haven't been ground-truthed since the Reagan administration. The first three were straightforward. I paddled in at slack water, located the benchmark, shot the tidal line with my total station, recorded the coordinates, paddled out. Textbook. Clean. The kind of work that makes me feel like the world is legible, that every line has a location, and that if you measure carefully enough, nothing can vanish without leaving a trace.

The fourth cove is different. My assignment notes flag it: no recent survey data, no access road, possible private upland, tidal classification unclear. Someone at the county assessor's office wrote "verify on-site" in the margin of the 2009 report, and nobody verified. Fourteen years of bureaucratic shrug. The cove exists in a gap between jurisdictions, the cartographic equivalent of a sentence nobody finished.

That's the one I'm heading for now.

I round the northwest headland and the channel opens wide, grey-blue and streaked with current. The GPS puts me forty minutes from the target coordinates. I settle into rhythm. Stroke, pull, recovery. Stroke, pull, recovery. The paddle does the thinking. My body does the work. My mind does what it always does when I'm alone on the water, which is run calculations I didn't authorize.

Tide: ebbing. Current: building to peak, maybe three knots, running south-southwest through the channel. Visibility: five miles, but deteriorating on the western horizon where a white band sits on the water like a scar. Fog. Marine layer. Not uncommon for June in the San Juans, but I watch it the way I watch anything I can't measure from where I'm standing.

The fog isn't moving fast. I have time.

I always have time. That's the trick of this job. The tides operate on schedules published six months in advance. The weather follows patterns. The coastline changes, but slowly, in centimeters per decade, the kind of pace that rewards patience and punishes impatience. I am very, very patient. I have built my entire career on the willingness to stand on a rock for three hours waiting for the water to reach a line.

My phone buzzes in the dry bag. I ignore it. It'll be Maren, checking in from Olympia, or my father, calling from his kitchen in Anacortes to ask if I've eaten breakfast. Cal Sinclair, retired Army Corps of Engineers, a man who believes in three things: structural integrity, regular meals, and the conviction that his daughter will eventually stop paddling away from the mainland and come home to a life that includes furniture.

I'll call him back tonight. Or tomorrow. He's patient too. He gets it from the same place I do, which is the bone-deep understanding that measurement is a form of love. You measure the things you want to keep.

The fog is closer now.

I notice it the way you notice a door closing in a room you thought was empty. Not sudden. Just present in a way it wasn't three minutes ago. The white band has lifted off the water and thickened into a wall, soft-edged but absolute, moving east across the channel like a curtain being drawn. I check the GPS. Twenty minutes to the cove. The fog is maybe forty minutes out.

I can make it. Probably.

I increase my stroke rate and aim for the coordinates on the screen. The headland takes shape ahead of me: dark basalt cliffs, thick-crowned cedars, a shoreline that looks like it was designed to keep people out. No beach visible from this angle. No dock. No sign of habitation. Just rock, trees, and the deep silence of a place that has not been visited on purpose in a very long time.

I round the point.

The cove opens like a held breath. Narrow entrance, maybe fifteen meters between the rock walls, then widening into a sheltered basin the size of a small parking lot. The water is glass-still in here, protected from the channel current by the headland. The basalt drops to a shelf at the waterline, slick with algae and barnacles, and above it a strip of cobble beach leads to a tree line so dense the canopy closes overhead like a cathedral ceiling.

A dock. Rough-cut cedar planks, hand-built, extending fifteen feet from the cobble beach into the water. The pilings are sunk deep and braced with cross-members that look, even from twenty meters out, like they were designed by someone who understood the load dynamics of tidal surge.

A cabin. Set back from the tree line, partially hidden by old-growth cedar and Douglas fir, roofed with corrugated metal that's gone the color of storm. Smoke rises from a chimney pipe.

Smoke.

Someone lives here.

My assignment notes said "possible private upland." They did not say "occupied." The county assessor's file listed no structure, no address, no utility connection, no septic permit. This cabin doesn't exist on paper. Neither does whoever built it.

I paddle closer. The current is gentle inside the cove, a lazy clockwise rotation I can feel in the hull. The basalt shelf extends underwater, and I can see it through the clear water, a submerged ledge jagged with volcanic fractures. I angle toward the dock.

The fog hits.

Not gradually. Not with the slow thickening I watched from the channel. It drops like a hood. One stroke, I can see the dock and the cabin and the tree line. Next stroke, I can see the dock. Next stroke, the dock is a shadow. Next stroke, white. Nothing but white. The fog is so dense it has texture, a damp, cold weight that settles on my arms and face and turns the world into a ten-foot sphere of grey visibility around my kayak.

I lose my heading. The current, gentle as it was, rotates me and I can't tell which direction is the dock and which is the open channel and which is the basalt wall that I know, with the cold certainty of a woman who has spent her career measuring rocks, will crack my hull if I hit it at speed.

I back-paddle. The stern bumps something hard. I hear the scrape of fiberglass on volcanic rock and feel the kayak shudder and list to starboard. Water. Cold, immediate, flooding the stern compartment through a crack I can't see. I brace with the paddle and try to stabilize, but the current has me now, rotating me against the shelf, and the hull scrapes again and the list deepens.

I make the calculation in under a second. The kayak is compromised. The stern compartment is flooding. The basalt is everywhere I can't see, and the fog is everywhere I can. I have maybe three minutes before the hull takes enough water to capsize, and in this water, in this visibility, capsizing is not an inconvenience. It's hypothermia in forty minutes and drowning before anyone knows I'm here.

I abandon the kayak.

I grab the dry bag, loop it over my shoulder, and roll out of the cockpit into water that hits my legs like a slap. Cold enough to tighten every muscle between my ankles and my ribs. I find the basalt shelf with my feet, slipping on algae, and I haul myself onto the rock with the graceless efficiency of a woman whose priority list has been rearranged by physics. The kayak rolls behind me, stern-heavy, taking on water. I drag it as far up the shelf as I can, which isn't far. The hull is cracked from bow to stern, a fracture line I can feel with my fingers in the fog. It's not sinking. It's not going anywhere either.

I stand on the basalt shelf with water running from my field pants and my hands bleeding from barnacles and the fog pressing in from every direction, and I hear footsteps.

Not on water. On rock. Steady, deliberate, unhurried. The footsteps of a person who knows this terrain by feel and is not adjusting their pace for the woman who just crashed into it.

He comes out of the fog the way a coastline comes out of a chart: gradually, feature by feature, starting with the boots and ending with the face. Tall. Work-built. Dark hair pushed back and stiffened with salt. A jaw designed for silence. Hands at his sides, large and scarred across the knuckles, and eyes the color of the cove water on an overcast day. Grey-green. Flat. Assessing.

He looks at my wrecked kayak. He looks at my bleeding hands. He looks at me.

"You're on private land," he says. His voice sounds unused, rusty at the edges, like a gate that hasn't swung in years.

My hands are burning from the barnacle cuts. My survey notebook is in the dry bag over my shoulder, and my GPS unit is in the flooded kayak, and the fog is so thick I can't see the water I just climbed out of.

"I'm a state surveyor," I say. "I need to use your radio."

He looks at the fog. Looks at my hands. Looks at me with an expression I can't read, something between irritation and a calculation I'm not invited to witness.

"I don't have one," he says.

The fog presses closer. The water laps at the basalt shelf. Somewhere inside the cove, a raven calls and gets no answer.

I am standing on a rock I can't see the edges of, bleeding, soaked to the waist, with a ruined kayak and a dead GPS and no radio and no line of sight to anything, and a man who lives in a cabin that doesn't exist is telling me he has no way to contact the outside world.

I believe him. That's the part that scares me. Not the isolation or the fog or the blood on my palms. The fact that I look at this man standing in the white air like he grew out of the rock itself, and I believe every word he says.

That's never happened to me before. I'm a cartographer. I don't believe things. I measure them.

He turns toward the tree line. "You'll need dry clothes," he says, without looking back. "Come on."

He doesn't wait to see if I follow. He walks into the fog and the fog swallows him and I stand on the rock with my bloody hands and my ruined boat and the absolute, disorienting knowledge that I am nowhere.

Not on any map I carry. Not within range of any signal I can send. Not anywhere the instruments agree exists.

I follow him.
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Chapter 2

Trespasser
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FOUR YEARS OF SILENCE, and the ocean sends me a woman with a government ID and a notebook full of boundary lines.

I saw her thirty minutes before she landed. I always see them. The kayakers, the whale-watch tours that drift too close, the occasional sailboat that thinks the cove is a good anchorage until the current teaches them otherwise. I sit on the bluff above the eastern headwall every morning with my coffee and I watch the channel the way a man watches a door he bricked shut and doesn't trust to hold.

She was a yellow dot on grey water. Solo paddler. Long strokes, efficient, someone who'd spent time in a cockpit. Heading northwest with purpose, not pleasure. Not a tourist. Tourists paddle like they're apologizing to the water. This woman paddled like she had coordinates and a deadline.

I thought about going down to the cove mouth and redirecting her. I've done it before. A whistle, a wave, a gesture toward Eastsound that most kayakers read as friendly local advice. But the fog was moving and she was moving faster than I expected, and by the time I put down my coffee and started down the trail, I could hear her paddle catching rock.

The impact was louder than it should have been. Fiberglass on basalt carries through fog like a gunshot in a cathedral. I ran the numbers without thinking, the way I still run numbers four years after swearing off the practice: speed of approach, angle of impact, estimated force per square inch on a standard touring kayak hull. The crack was inevitable. Probably a longitudinal fracture, maybe eighteen inches, enough to flood a compartment but not enough to lose the boat entirely.

She'd be wet. She'd be stuck. She'd be here.

I stood at the tree line and watched her drag herself onto the shelf. Small for a fieldworker, but solid. Tanned forearms, the practical kind of tan you get from sleeves rolled to the elbow nine months a year. Auburn braid, soaked, stuck to the back of her neck like a rope she couldn't cut. Hands already bleeding from the barnacles. Competent hands, though. She moved like someone who'd been trained to prioritize. Dry bag first, body second, kayak last.

Smart. Wrong cove, wrong day, wrong man to be stranded with. But smart.

I gave her the cabin.

Not because I'm generous. I don't know the man generous describes anymore. I gave her the cabin because the cabin has one door and two windows and I know where both windows face and how far the sound carries from the door to the tree line. She's inside a perimeter I can monitor. If she were camped on the beach, she'd be a variable. Variables make me tighten my grip on things I should let go.

She's sitting on my bed now, wrapped in a wool blanket that smells like woodsmoke and the mineral scent of a cabin that breathes sea air through its walls. I gave her dry clothes. Mine. A flannel shirt that hangs past her thighs and a pair of wool socks she rolled to her ankles. She accepted them with the brisk, unsentimental efficiency of a woman who's been cold before and doesn't confuse warmth with kindness.

I like that she doesn't confuse warmth with kindness. Most people do.

The cabin is fourteen feet by twenty. I built it in the first year, working from a plan I drew on the back of a tide table with a carpenter's pencil and the obsessive specificity of a man who had just learned that imprecision kills. Douglas fir frame. Cedar siding, hand-split. Corrugated metal roof pitched at eight degrees for rain drainage. The stove is cast iron, salvaged from a decommissioned fishing vessel Hale found in a boatyard outside Friday Harbor. It throws heat disproportionate to its size, which is the only thing it has in common with the woman sitting six feet from it.

She's examining the cabin. I can see her doing it. Her eyes move the way a camera pans: systematic, left to right, top to bottom, measuring distances and angles and structural relationships. She catalogues the beam placement. The mortise-and-tenon joints where the ridge beam meets the post. The cross-bracing in the gable wall.

She sees the engineering. I can tell by the way her gaze pauses on the joints. Not admiration. Recognition. Like reading a language she didn't expect to find out here.

"This is well built," she says. The first sentence she's spoken since she followed me up from the beach that isn't about radios or rescue.

"It keeps the rain out."

"It does more than that. Your beam-to-post connection is overbuilt for this span. You're carrying load you don't need to carry."

I pour coffee into a tin mug and set it on the table between us. The table is a slab of red cedar I milled with a chainsaw and sanded until my palms bled. She wraps her hands around the mug and I notice the barnacle cuts again. Shallow, but they'll sting for days, especially in salt air.

"There's iodine in the first-aid kit," I say. "Under the bench."

"I'll clean them later." She drinks coffee the way she paddles: efficiently, without ceremony, like the act is a task on a list she's already optimized. "How long does the fog usually last?"

I know the answer. I've lived inside this fog system for four years. I know its moods, its schedules, its deceptions. June fog in the San Juans can burn off in an afternoon or sit on the water for a week, and the difference is barometric, not visual. You can't tell from looking. You can only tell from the instruments. My barometer, a brass analog Weems & Plath bolted to the wall above the stove, reads 29.72 and dropping. Dropping means the fog isn't going anywhere. Dropping means the marine layer is thickening, not thinning, and the channel will be invisible for at minimum forty-eight hours.

I don't tell her forty-eight hours. I don't tell her anything specific.

"Depends on the pressure," I say. "Could be a day. Could be longer."

"I need to contact my office. My check-in window is eighteen hundred today. If I miss it, they'll flag me as overdue."

"Nearest phone is in Eastsound. Three hours by kayak in good visibility."

"My kayak is cracked."

"I know."

She stares at me over the mug. Brown eyes with something warm that catches the stove light the way a survey marker catches sun. She's running her own calculations. I can see the math behind her expression: distance, current, visibility, resources, risk. She's assessing the situation with the systematic precision of someone who's been trained to evaluate terrain.

She's also assessing me. Threat analysis. I recognize it because I did the same thing when she crawled onto my shelf. What are you. What can you do to me. How much of what you say is true.

"Your kayak," she says. "Is it functional?"

"Yes."

"Could you take me to Eastsound?"

"Not in this fog."

"You said you've lived here for years. You must know the channel."

"I know the channel well enough to know that paddling it blind will kill you. The current runs four knots at peak ebb. There are rock ledges at the surface that don't appear on any chart you're carrying. And the fog reflects sound, so you can't navigate by ear. You think the ferry horn is north and
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