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EPILOGUE

CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, captivity, possessive behavior, power imbalance, isolation, survival situations, explicit language, morally grey characters, toxic attraction, deception, and references to a missing person. The male main character is not a safe hero. He controls the water. If dark, possessive, slow-burn tension on a floating platform in a Louisiana bayou isn't your thing, this book isn't for you. Reader discretion is advised.

PLAYLIST

Wicked Game — Chris Isaak
Apocalypse — Cigarettes After Sex
Movement — Hozier
Do I Wanna Know? — Arctic Monkeys
Godspeed — Frank Ocean
Summertime Sadness — Lana Del Rey
Sweater Weather — The Neighbourhood
Myth — Beach House
Strange — Celeste
Harvest Moon — Neil Young
Line Without a Hook — Ricky Montgomery

"I learned to love him the way you learn to walk on a boat: by falling until the floor stopped being solid and started being home."

— Margaux Verlaine, The Architecture of Drowning

For the ones who stayed on the dock when they could have swum away.
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PROLOGUE

The Water or the Man
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THE BLOOM BURNS BEFORE it blisters.

I know this because my arms are in the water up to the elbows and the skin is already screaming, a chemical heat that has nothing to do with the Louisiana sun overhead and everything to do with the billions of cyanobacteria turning this bayou channel into something that looks like antifreeze and feels like battery acid. The green is so thick I can't see my own wrists. My fingers are dissolving into soup-colored nothing, and I'm pulling forward anyway, kicking, because behind me is an airboat with a man I've never met and ahead of me is a pontoon with a man I should never have touched and the math is simple: the stranger has a boat motor and bad intentions, and the man on the pontoon has a drawknife and hands that smell like cypress and I have already made my decision. I made it somewhere around the fourth day, or the sixth, or the night he said my name like it was something he'd carved out of hard wood and couldn't put down.

The water tastes like sulfur and pennies. I spit it out and keep swimming.

Seventeen days ago, I drove a rented flat-bottom up this channel with a court order in a waterproof sleeve and a company car parked at the parish access lot seven miles south. I had a collared shirt tucked into pressed slacks. I had a phone with full signal. I had a job, a title, a salary, and a very specific understanding of who I was: Coralie Dunn, field agent, Garrett & Massey Associates, asset seizure and enforcement. I was good at my job. I was good at walking into spaces that belonged to other people and telling them, with practiced calm, that the space was no longer theirs.

I am still good at it. I am just no longer sure it's a skill worth being good at.

Something bumps my shin underwater. A branch, maybe. Or a cypress knee. Or the imagination of a woman swimming through poison in August in the Atchafalaya Basin because she is too stubborn, too stupid, or too far gone to do the rational thing, which is: get on the stranger's airboat, accept the ride to solid ground, drive back to Baton Rouge, take a shower, and never return to a floating workshop in the middle of a swamp where a man with scarred knuckles and no electricity told her she could leave when the bayou said so and not a minute before.

I kick harder. My shoulders are on fire. Not metaphor. The water is doing something to the skin beneath my shirt, raising welts I won't see until later, until I'm standing on the dock dripping green water onto planks I've memorized by grain pattern and he's looking at me with an expression I can't categorize because it sits somewhere between fury and the other thing, the thing neither of us has named, the thing that lives in the four inches of air between his mouth and mine when he's close enough to taste and stubborn enough not to close the gap.

The airboat behind me revs. The fan rotor chews the air into ribbons. I don't turn around.

Here is what I know: the man on that airboat works for Prosper Landry. Landry wants the pontoon demolished. Not seized. Demolished. Reduced to scrap wood and rusted bolts at the bottom of this channel, because somewhere inside its forty-by-twenty-two-foot frame is evidence that links Landry's marine salvage company to a money-laundering operation that stretches across three parishes and enough shell corporations to fill a filing cabinet. I know this because I found the evidence. I read it. I held wire transfer receipts in my hands in a workshop that smelled like sawdust and sweat and something I'm not ready to call desire, though my body has been calling it that for days, ignoring my brain's formal objections.

Here is what else I know: I was the weapon. My firm, my court order, my professional authority. All of it aimed at one man's floating home by another man who wanted it gone. I walked up the dock with legal paper and good posture and I was Landry's bullet, chambered and fired, and the target had green-brown eyes and forearms like braided rope and a brother who vanished eighteen months ago and I nearly took everything from him because that's my job. That's what I'm good at. Taking things from people who can't stop me.

The pontoon is thirty yards away. I can see the dock, the workshop roof, the rain-collection barrel. I can see him. He's standing at the edge, and he's not jumping in after me. He's not yelling. He's holding a boat hook extended over the water, the aluminum pole catching sun, and he's waiting. Patient. The same patience he brings to a chisel and a block of cypress. The same measured control he used when he told me I wasn't leaving and meant it, when he rationed my water by the cup, when he put his hand on the back of my neck and didn't pull and didn't push and let the weight of his palm be the entire conversation.

Twenty yards. The blistering has reached my collarbones. The shirt is useless. Cotton holds the toxins against skin. I should have stripped before I jumped, but there wasn't time and there wasn't thought, there was only the motor sound and the men and the direction my body chose: toward the pontoon. Toward his dock. Toward the forty feet of wood that stopped being an asset to seize somewhere around the night the generator died and we sat in the dark and I told him things about my life I've never told a living person and he listened the way he listens to wood, with his whole body, with the kind of attention that makes you feel less like you're being heard and more like you're being read. Translated. Understood in a language you didn't know you were speaking.

Fifteen yards.

He adjusts the boat hook. Extends it farther. I can reach it in six more strokes if I push. My arms are going to look like raw meat when I get out. I don't care. I have cared about exactly two things for the past seventeen days: staying alive and the expression on Viggo Strand's face when he thinks I'm not watching him and his guard drops for one half-second and I see the man underneath the silence, the one who carves birds that can't fly and faces he won't finish and who keeps a burner phone with one saved contact he never calls because calling would mean admitting that the person on the other end might not answer.

Ten yards. I reach for the boat hook. My hand closes around aluminum, slippery, burning in the sun. He pulls. Steady. No rush. He draws me toward the dock the way he draws a blade toward his body when he's working a long cut. Controlled. His boots are planted. His weight is back. He's pulling a hundred and thirty pounds of woman and waterlogged clothes through toxic soup and his arms don't shake.

My hands hit the dock planks. He grabs my wrist. Hauls me up. I come out of the water trailing green slime and gasping and smelling like a chemical plant, and my skin is already welting from collarbone to ankle and my eyes sting and my lungs are full of air that tastes like poison, and he's holding my wrist and looking at me with that expression, the one that lives between fury and the unnamed thing, and he says:

"You swam."

Not a question. An accusation and an observation and something else, something softer buried so far under the hard surface that you'd miss it if you weren't listening the way I've learned to listen to him, which is: with everything. Every nerve. Every pore. The way the bayou listens to weather.

"You swam back."

I spit green water onto his dock. I wipe my mouth with the back of a hand that's already blistering. I look up at him, this man I came to dispossess, this man who held my water and my freedom and my sleep schedule in his calloused hands for seventeen days, this man whose brother is a ghost and whose home is a raft and whose drawknife catches the light like a promise he hasn't decided whether to keep.

"I swim fast," I tell him.

He doesn't smile. He almost does. His mouth moves a fraction, the corner lifting, then stopping, like the muscle forgot how.

Behind us, the airboat idles in the channel. Then the motor shifts. Retreats. The fan sound dissolves into the cicadas and the frogs and the thick, breathing silence of the Atchafalaya in August.

He's still holding my wrist.

I'm not pulling away.

The bloom burns before it blisters. I know this now. I know it the way I know his hands: through exposure, through proximity, through the specific, irreversible chemistry of staying too close for too long to something that will mark you.

Some marks wash off.

Some don't.

I stopped caring about the difference around day six.

ACT I

STILL WATER
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Chapter One

Paper Trail
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THE GPS GIVES UP AT mile four.

I'm not surprised. The Atchafalaya doesn't want to be found on a screen. The channel narrows between walls of bald cypress, their knees breaking the water surface like the knuckles of something buried underneath, and the rented flat-bottom is too wide for this passage. Branches drag against the hull. Spanish moss catches on the outboard housing. The map on my phone is a grey void with a blue dot pulsing in the center like a heartbeat that's lost its rhythm.

I cut the motor and drift. Listen. Somewhere ahead, according to the parish filing, there's a moored pontoon-workshop registered to one Viggo Strand, listed as primary residence and sole asset against a $14,000 debt held by Landry Maritime Holdings LLC. Court order 24-CV-7182, signed by Judge Arceneaux, Terrebonne Parish. My copy is in a waterproof sleeve inside my work bag, along with the asset assessment forms, a digital camera, two pens, and a granola bar I won't eat because the heat has turned it into a substance that no longer qualifies as food.

The heat. I need to talk about the heat.

It's August in southern Louisiana and the air isn't air. It's a material. It has weight, texture, a physical presence that presses against my face like a damp hand. The thermometer in the boat rental office read 98 degrees at ten this morning, but temperature is meaningless out here. What matters is the humidity, which is somewhere north of 90 percent and climbing, which means my collared shirt is glued to my spine, my slacks are a punishment, and the sweat running between my shoulder blades has formed a small river system with tributaries I can feel but can't reach.

I restart the motor. Push forward. The channel opens slightly, and I see it.

The pontoon is not what I expected.

In my experience, which is three years and roughly two hundred seizure cases at Garrett & Massey Associates, people who owe $14,000 and live on floating structures in bayous tend to live in decay. Rotting hulls, listing platforms, tarps instead of roofs. I've documented houseboats held together by rope and denial. I've photographed fishing shacks on stilts where the stilts were more optimistic than structural.

This is none of that.

The platform is solid, maintained with a precision that reads as obsessive even from fifty yards away. Pressure-treated lumber, recently sealed. A workshop structure on the left side, open-walled on three sides, with tools hanging on pegboard in a pattern so orderly it looks curated. A living quarters structure on the right, smaller, enclosed, with actual windows and a roof that doesn't sag. A rain-collection barrel on the roof, plumbed with PVC into a filtration system. Solar panel on the workshop roof, small, angled south. Dock planks replaced recently, the newer wood slightly lighter. Mooring ropes taut, the pontoon holding its position in the channel with the stubbornness of something that intends to stay.

I tie the flat-bottom to a cypress knee twenty feet from the dock. Protocol: never tie your vessel to the debtor's structure. Maintain independent access. Rule one of field seizure work, taught to me by Dale Garrett himself during my first week, his hand on my shoulder, his voice the practiced warm of a man who's perfected the art of sounding like your father while calculating your utility.

I step onto the dock. My closed-toe shoes, required by company policy, are already soaked from the bilge water in the flat-bottom. They squeak against the wood. The sound is obscene in the silence.

"Mr. Strand?"

Nothing. Cicadas. Water against the hull. A woodpecker somewhere in the canopy, working through dead bark with mechanical insistence.

I have the legal right to board. The court order authorizes inspection of the named asset. I pull it from the waterproof sleeve, hold it in my left hand, and step onto the pontoon proper.

The workshop hits me first. Not visually. By smell. Cypress shavings, turpentine, linseed oil, and beneath all of it the green-metal scent of the bayou itself. The shavings are everywhere, curling on the floor like pale question marks. Tools line the pegboard wall: drawknives, chisels in graduated sizes, gouges with curved blades, a coping saw, mallets. Each one clean, oiled, hung on its specific peg. I count fourteen cutting tools without trying.

A workbench runs the length of the back wall, scarred with use but clean. On it, three pieces in progress: a heron, wings half-spread, head turned in a gesture so precise I can almost hear the neck feathers rustling. A hand, open-palmed, fingers slightly curled, the grain of the wood becoming the lines of the palm. And a face. In profile. Male, young, sharp jaw. No eyes. No finished features on the far side. Just the angle of a jaw and the suggestion of a person who isn't fully here.

I document. Camera out, systematic shots of the workshop, the living quarters, the mooring system. I note the newer planks in the workshop floor. They're a different wood than the rest of the platform. Lighter color, slightly raised at the seams. Structural inconsistency. I write it in my assessment notes because I write everything in my assessment notes. That's my job. That's what I'm good at: seeing the details other people walk over.

The living quarters are sparse. A sleeping platform with a thin mattress, clean sheets. A camp stove, a percolator, a shelf with canned goods. A second sleeping area behind a canvas curtain, narrower. A cabinet with dishes, a drawer with clothes. A separate drawer with a second set of clothes, smaller, folded with less care. A woman's, I assume. Or someone who was here once and left things behind.

I'm photographing the rain-collection system, standing at the dock edge calculating the pontoon's market value in my head (structural integrity, location disadvantage, material quality versus accessibility, carrying the math the way I carry every number, in a column, no rounding), when the silence changes.

Not a sound added. A sound subtracted. The woodpecker stops.

I turn around.

He's standing at the far edge of the pontoon, where the dock meets the water, and he wasn't there thirty seconds ago. He's wet. Not rained-on wet. Submerged wet. Water runs from his hair, down his neck, into the collar of a shirt that clings to shoulders and arms that don't belong in a courtroom. They belong here, in this workshop, gripping the handles of the tools on that pegboard. His forearms are roped with muscle and tendon, the kind built by years of pulling blades toward the body, resisting the wood's resistance. Sun-darkened from the elbows down, paler above where sleeves usually sit. His hands are at his sides, dripping.

He was in the water. He was in the water while I boarded his home and photographed his bedroom and counted his canned goods and measured his sleeping platform with my eyes.

He watched me arrive. He chose not to announce himself.

"Mr. Strand." I lift the court order. "I'm Coralie Dunn, field agent with Garrett and Massey Associates. I have a court-ordered asset seizure notice for this property, filed under case number 24-CV-7182."

My voice is level. It's always level. I learned early that the voice is the only tool that matters in this job. Not the paperwork. Not the badge I don't carry because I'm not law enforcement. The voice. Steady, professional, human enough to prevent escalation but firm enough to prevent negotiation.

He pushes wet hair off his forehead. The movement is slow, deliberate, performed with the economy of a man who doesn't waste gestures. His eyes are green-brown, the exact color of the bayou water at this depth, and they move across my face with the same attention I watched him give to a block of wood.

He doesn't speak.

He extends his hand. Not to shake. Palm up. Fingers open. He's asking for the court order.

I don't give it to him.

His hand stays out.

The cypress shavings on the workshop floor catch a breeze I can't feel anywhere else. The heron on the workbench watches us with its turned head, frozen mid-pivot, trapped between looking and leaving. The heat presses down on both of us like a thumb on a bruise. I can smell the turpentine from here, and under it, the salt-mineral scent of the man himself, standing three feet away with his hand open and his mouth closed and water still dripping from his jaw onto the dock planks in a rhythm that sounds, absurdly, like a clock counting down to something I don't understand yet.

"The court order stays with me," I say. "You're welcome to read it in my presence."

His hand drops. He looks at me for three more seconds. Then he turns and walks into the workshop, leaving wet footprints on the wood. He picks up a drawknife from the pegboard, examines its edge, and begins to work on the heron's wing as though I'm not here.

I stand on his dock, court order in hand, sweat running into my eyes, shoes full of bilge water, and think: this is not going to be a standard seizure.
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Chapter Two

Grain
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SHE HOLDS THE PAPER like it's a weapon. It's not. It's a warrant, and warrants are just paper with teeth, and the woman standing on my dock in ruined shoes and a collared shirt dark with sweat doesn't know that the teeth in this particular paper belong to someone other than the court.

I saw her coming up the channel from underwater.

Not a figure of speech. I was below the pontoon, checking the port-side mooring line where it wraps the submerged anchor post. The rope has been softening for weeks, the fibers swelling in the heat, and if it gives, the pontoon swings into the channel current and I lose six months of positioning work. I was three feet under, mask on, feeling the rope with my fingers, when the flat-bottom's motor buzzed through the water like a mosquito whine amplified to a vibration in my chest.

I surfaced behind the stern. Watched her tie up to the cypress knee. Smart. Independent vessel, independent access. Not her first seizure.

She stepped onto my dock in shoes that cost more than my monthly fuel bill and announced herself to the empty air, and I stayed in the water because I wanted to see what she would do when she thought no one was watching.

What she did was: her job. Efficiently, methodically, with the precision of someone who inventories other people's lives the way I inventory wood stock. She counted my tools. She measured my sleeping platform with her eyes, and I could see the calculation running behind her face, the square-footage math, the resale value, the asset column filling in real time. She photographed the rain-collection system, the mooring hardware, the solar panel. She paused at the workshop floor. Noticed the newer planks. Wrote something in her notebook.

I stepped around the stern and let the silence change.

She turned fast. Good instincts. Not afraid. Not performing bravery, either. Just alert, the way an animal is alert, all assessment, no panic. Dark brown skin flushed at the cheeks from the heat, hair pulled into a low bun that was losing its argument with the humidity. Sharp cheekbones. A mouth set in a line that says I'm in charge and means it. Small, lean, the kind of build that comes from discipline, not leisure. She was already sweating through her shirt, dark patches at the collar and under the arms, and she didn't adjust, didn't wipe her face, didn't apologize for the body's response to a climate it wasn't designed for. She stood in her own discomfort and delivered her introduction like she was reading it off the inside of her forehead.

Coralie Dunn. Field agent. Garrett and Massey Associates.

Garrett.

I know that name. Not from the court documents. From a different file, one I've assembled over eighteen months from fragments and silences and the single document Ren left behind before he vanished. Dale Garrett. Managing partner. A man with a boat he can't afford and a debt to
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