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Prologue: Silas

Silas Blackwater woke up with three things on his mind: the empty propane tank, the hole in his brother's boot, and the man he was going to kill by noon.

But there was an order to things. Chores came before murder.

Inside the double-wide trailer, wedged into the back of a dead-end canyon in the Davis Mountains, there was no dust.

Yet Silas swept the linoleum floor with the rhythmic focus of a monk. Left to right. Corner to center. At twenty-five, he moved with a stillness that belonged to a much older man. He was tall, six-foot-even, his skin the deep bronze of his Comanche father.

He was wire-thin—not meant for the gym, but for starvation and sudden violence.

It had been seven years since the night the world ended in a spray of glass and gunfire, leaving his parents cold on the living room floor and Silas standing in the wreckage, eighteen years old and terrified. The state didn’t see a tragedy; they saw paperwork. They saw four wards to be scattered into the foster system, split up and swallowed whole by a machine that chewed up indigenous kids and spit out statistics.

Silas still remembered the smell of the social worker’s cologne—cheap musk—right before he broke the man’s jaw for trying to take an infant Toby from Kaia’s arms. The Blackwater siblings had been running ever since. They lived in wheel wells and under overpasses, sleeping in shifts to fight off the rats and the traffickers, moving every time a cop looked at them too long. It wasn't living; it was dodging. Until they found the canyon. Two hours from the nearest gas station, off the map, a place where the roads dissolved into deer trails and the silence was deep enough to hide in.

But that was all about to change. He was done running. Done hiding.

His jet-black hair was pulled back tight, revealing the sharp angles of his face—high cheekbones that looked like they could cut glass.

He had been up since 5:00 AM. The dishes were scrubbed and stacked by size. The younger kids’ clothes—mismatched thrift store finds—were folded into squares on the counter.

It was a fortress. It was a home. It was the only thing standing between his family and the predators. And they’d faced their share. Traffickers under the old overpass where they used to sleep. Rednecks who’d thought his twenty-three-year-old sister was “a fine piece,” and—worst of all—government types who were “just trying to help.”  

"I got a bar!"

The shout shattered the silence. Silas looked up, his broom pausing.

Kaia was perched precariously on top of the dented mini-fridge in the corner of the kitchen, her knees pulled to her chest, holding her cracked smartphone up toward the aluminum ceiling like it was a holy relic. At twenty-three, she was the second oldest Blackwater, wearing a faded leopard-print robe over a Slipknot t-shirt, her hair a wild mane of dark waves and bleached streaks.

Kaia loved “trash-glam." She was soft where Silas was hard, curvy and relaxed, but she could run just as fast as him if the cops showed up.

"Don't fall," Silas said quietly.

"I'm serious, Si. One bar of LTE. It’s hovering," she said, her eyes wide behind oversized pink sunglasses she wore indoors. "If I breathe, I lose it. Ricky from the gas station hasn't texted back in six hours. I think he's ghosting me."

"Ricky steals lighter fluid," Silas said, sweeping the pile of dust into a pan. "He's not ghosting you. He's probably in jail."

"You're a cynic," Kaia shot back, though she didn't move a muscle, terrified of losing the signal. "You're a joy-killing, dust-sweeping cynic."

On the floor near the wood stove, eight-year-old Toby was ignoring them both. He was sitting cross-legged, feeding bits of dried venison jerky to a massive, one-eyed crow that had hopped in through the open window. Toby, feral and shirtless, murmured to the bird in a language of clicks and whistles. Elara, twelve going on forty, sat at the wobbly kitchen table, her nose buried in a water-damaged calculus textbook they’d lifted from a library donation bin in Marfa.

"Silas," Elara said without looking up. "We're low on propane. The gauge is in the red."

"I know," Silas said. "I'm handling it."

"And Jett needs new boots. He taped his soles again."

"I know."

Silas leaned the broom against the wall. He walked over to the hallway where Jett, fifteen, was lacing up those taped boots. Jett had Silas’ dark eyes but lacked the patience behind them. 

"Grab your kit," Silas said. "We're going."

Jett looked up, eyes lighting. “Poaching run? The mule deer are moving through the lower wash."

"Something like that," Silas said.

He grabbed his jacket—a canvas Carhartt stained with oil and blood—and headed out the door.

The morning air was crisp, smelling of sagebrush. The "yard" was a self-sustaining garden fenced with chicken wire that thrived in the rocky soil—tomatoes, squash, peppers—watered by a gravity-fed drip system Silas had engineered from stolen PVC pipe. 

They walked past the garden to the vehicle hidden under a camouflage tarp.

It was a gray sedan, a Ford Taurus they’d liberated from a parking lot in Albuquerque three years ago. The VIN plates were filed off, the license plate was gone, and the registration didn't exist. 

"Here," Silas said.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a sheath. He tossed it to Jett.

Jett caught it, fumbling slightly. He pulled the knife free. It was beautiful—a four-inch drop-point blade made from a leaf spring Silas had forged in a pit fire, the handle wrapped in rough, cured deer hide and bound with sinew.

"You finished it," Jett whispered, turning the blade in the light. He looked at Silas, the teenage angst momentarily replaced by pure hero worship. "For me?"

"You're getting older," Silas said, popping the trunk of the Taurus. "You need a proper tool. Keep it sharp. A dull knife is dangerous."

"I will," Jett said, sliding it onto his belt. He stood a little taller. "So, the lower wash? I saw tracks there on Tuesday."

Silas didn't answer immediately. He checked the backseat. Lying across the cracked upholstery was his compound bow—a matte black PSE he’d bought from a pawn shop for twenty dollars and rebuilt himself. It was silent, lethal, and untraceable. He practiced every night—it helped him relax.

He’d made extra sure to practice last night. Today, he couldn’t afford to miss.

"Get in," Silas said.

They rumbled down the canyon track, the suspension groaning over the rocks. Silas kept the speed low to minimize the dust trail. They drove in silence for twenty minutes, winding their way out of the sanctuary of the mountains and toward the flat, unforgiving expanse of the scrublands.

"We passed the wash," Jett noted, looking out the window.

"I know."

"And the deer trail."

"I know."

Jett turned in his seat, his hand resting on the hilt of his new knife. "Silas, where are we going?"

Silas kept his eyes on the horizon. "We aren't hunting deer, Jett."

"Then what are we hunting?"

"Opportunity." Silas tightened his grip on the wheel. "We're going to a meeting."

"A meeting?" Jett’s brow furrowed. "Like... with people?"

"Business," Silas said. "There’s a landman. Says he represents a group looking for lithium deposits. Says they need guides who know the terrain where the maps go blank."

"We don't talk to outsiders," Jett recited, the family law coming out automatic. "Outsiders are danger."

"Poverty is danger," Silas corrected. "And winter is coming. We need propane. We need boots. We need cash, Jett. Real cash. Not the scraps we grift from the tourists."

The phone in Silas's pocket buzzed.

He pulled it out. It was a burner flip-phone, bought with cash in El Paso. The reception bars flickered, weak but present now that they were out of the canyon.

He flipped it open. "Yeah."

"You're late," a voice rasped. It was smooth and arrogant.

Silas checked the dashboard clock. "I'm forty minutes early."

"My watch says you're late, chief," the voice said. "And my watch costs more than your life. Don't make me wait."

The line clicked dead.

Silas stared at the phone. His jaw clenched, a muscle feathering near his ear. He felt the familiar burn of humiliation—the way people with money spoke to people with brown skin and dirty boots. He wanted to crush the phone. He wanted to turn the car around and go back to his fortress where the only laws were his own.

But then he thought of Kaia sitting on a fridge for a crumb of connection. He thought of Elara reading water-damaged books. He thought of Toby without a clean shirt.

He swallowed the anger. He pushed it down into the deep, cold place where he kept his fear.

"Who was that?" Jett asked, looking nervous.

"Just the money," Silas said. He forced a smile, though it didn't reach his eyes. "Listen to me, Jett. These guys... they think they’re sharks. But they're just tourists with wallets. We're going to make more money today than we’ve seen in five years. Enough to fill the propane tank a dozen times over."

Jett’s eyes went wide. He touched the deer-skin handle of his knife again, grounding himself. "Okay, Si. I'm with you."

Silas nodded, shifting the stolen car into fourth gear. He glanced in the rearview mirror, catching a glimpse of the compound bow in the back seat.

"I know you are," Silas said softly. "Just keep your eyes open. And don't speak unless I tell you to."

He hit the gas, driving toward the heat shimmer on the horizon, praying that for once, he wasn't leading them into a trap he couldn't shoot his way out of.

Because, of course, he had lied.

To his own blood.

But it was for his good. If Jett knew where they were going, he’d tell Kaia. And Kaia would try to stop it.

He was sick of the roadside scams. He was done with the "Broken Down" grift, watching Kaia stand on the shoulder of Highway 118 in a sundress, smiling at strangers while Jett crawled through the dust to siphon gas. The last time, it had gone sideways. A trucker with dead eyes had grabbed Kaia’s wrist, trying to drag her into his cab. Silas had been forced to put an arrow through the man’s radiator to break the standoff, and they’d spent the next week hiding in a drainage tunnel, terrified the Sheriff was hunting them.

They had risked their lives for twenty dollars and a Jerry can of diesel. It was desperate, bottom-feeder survival, and Silas was tired of living like a coyote eating scraps. He wanted a kill.

And in this case?

An actual kill.

He wasn’t going to meet the landman as a guide. He was going to put an arrow through the asshole’s throat and take his watch.

He’d looked it up on the public library computer in Marfa three days ago, hunched over the keyboard while Elara looked for books on botany. He’d typed in the description of the timepiece the man had flashed during their brief initial meet-up at the gas station. Gold casing. Black face. Three dials.

It was worth forty thousand dollars.

Silas had stared at the screen, the number burning into his retinas. Forty thousand. That wasn't just jewelry. That was a new generator. That was a used truck that didn't need to be hot-wired. That was a bribe for a crooked county clerk to get the kids birth certificates so they didn't have to live undocumented anymore.

Forty thousand dollars. He mentally spent every penny as the mile markers blurred past.

It was a future, strapped to the wrist of a man who thought Silas was nothing more than cheap, disposable labor.

"You okay, Si?" Jett asked, his voice cracking slightly. "Your knuckles are white."

Silas forced his hands to relax on the steering wheel. He glanced at his brother. Jett was fifteen, still soft in the places that mattered, still playing with the knife like it was a toy and not a tool for severing arteries. Silas felt a wave of nausea, followed instantly by a cold, steely resolve.

He wasn't taking Jett to be an accomplice. 

But he’d done the math.

He needed help hiding the body.

"I'm fine," Silas lied, his voice steady. "Just thinking about the route. The canyon gets tight up ahead. We have to walk the last mile."

"And the landman?" Jett asked. "He's waiting at the trailhead?"

"Yeah," Silas said. "He's waiting."

He looked in the rearview mirror again. He’d sharpened the broadheads himself, filing the steel until it could shave the hair off his arm without dragging. He knew exactly where he was going to take them—a blind curve in the Slot Canyon where the walls were two hundred feet high and the cellular signal died completely.

He wasn't a guide today. He was an executioner. And the only thing he regretted was that he hadn't brought a shovel.


Chapter 1: Jonathan

I was behind the wheel of a 2001 Dodge Ram that had seen better decades. The paint was peeling like a bad sunburn and the AC sounded like a dying bagpipe, but the engine block was solid and, more importantly, it was dumb. No GPS, no OnStar, no Bluetooth. If the NSA wanted to track me, they’d have to get out of their chairs at Fort Meade and come squint at tire tracks in the dust of West Texas.

I checked the rearview. Empty.

I checked the side view. Empty.

I checked the rearview again.

It wasn't paranoia. It was a rhythmic tic, a habit drilled into my brain stem by instructors at Camp Peary until it was as automatic as breathing. In the trade, we called it an SDR—a Surveillance Detection Route. Out here, fifty miles from a paved highway, it was just a man looking at a whole lot of nothing.

Up ahead, I thought I spotted something through the heat shimmer. A fence line?

Fence line meant a ranch. It was rare to find civilization in this old, lonely terrain.

The final frontier, some called it. Out here, the distance wasn't measured in miles, but in survival. I knew ranchers who had to drive three hours one way just to buy a gallon of milk, planning their grocery runs like tactical insertions because a breakdown meant you were drinking radiator fluid by noon. 

I was running a baseline calibration. Familiar noises. Expected sights. If anything changes, you switch your internal code from yellow to orange. The tires crunched at a steady tempo. The wind hissed through the crack in the passenger window. 

And then, a quarter mile up the service road, the baseline broke.

A sedan was pulled over on the shoulder, near the fence. Next to it, a woman was fighting a losing war with a wrought-iron ranch gate. The thing must have weighed three hundred pounds, and it had jumped its pintle hinge, dragging in the dirt like a stubborn mule.

She was shoving it with a shoulder that looked about as sturdy as a sparrow’s wing.

I took my foot off the gas.

It had been five months since the Ozarks, five months since an FBI agent named Harper Miller had run a fingerprint that likely lit up a silent alarm in a basement at Langley. I knew how the machine worked because I used to feed it. Once that print hit the system, the clock started ticking. They would assume I’d run straight for the one place I still called home, so I did the opposite. I took the scenic route, sleeping in cash-only motels and short-term rentals where the landlords didn't ask for ID.

Now, half a year later, the Texas border was behind me, and the massive spread of my father’s cattle ranch was just two counties over. It had been ten years since I’d stood on that land.

People around here knew my father.

Drive on, the voice in my head said. It was a cold, pragmatic voice—the one that had kept me alive in black sites and border towns. Involvement is a variable. Variables lead to questions. Questions lead to paper trails.

But I have a code. You don’t hurt the good guys, and you don’t leave a grandmother stranded in one-hundred-and-four-degree heat. It’s a pain in the ass, honestly, but it’s the only thing separating me from the people I used to hunt.

I pulled the Ram onto the gravel shoulder and killed the engine. The silence rushed back in, heavy and suffocating.

I grabbed a faded feed-store cap from the dash and pulled the brim low. I let my shoulders slump forward, rounding my spine. Standing straight, I’m six-foot-four and built like a "slab of granite," or so I’ve been told. That kind of silhouette triggers alarm bells. If I slouch, I’m just a big, dumb laborer. I’m part of the scenery. Civilians expect me to point and grunt. Maybe eat a banana.

I stepped out into the oven.

The woman turned, shading her eyes. She looked exhausted, her face lined with stress. She looked vaguely familiar. That alone was enough to make me want to turn and climb back into the truck.

But there was something in those tired eyes that made me think of a woman named Rosa—a woman who spent eighteen hours on her feet most days. The kindest woman I’d known. Another piece of my past.

This woman looked as if she had been dried out rather than aged. The West Texas sun had taken the softness from her face and left only the geometry—sharp cheekbones, a jawline like a cliff edge, and deep, etched lines that mapped out every drought and bad harvest since 1990. She wore a faded denim work shirt that was two sizes too big, swallowing a frame that looked as brittle as dry kindling. But it was her hands that told the real story. They were gnarled and roped with veins, the knuckles swollen with arthritis, yet they were gripping the iron bars of the gate with a strength that had nothing to do with muscle and everything to do with desperation.

She looked like something the wind had been trying to blow away for thirty years, and failed.

"Need a hand, ma'am?" I asked. My voice was rusty. I hadn't used it in two days.

"It jumped the track," she said, breathless. She wiped her forehead with a wrist that looked fragile. "I think the heat warped the metal. I can't budge it."

I didn't say anything. I just walked up to the iron.

I didn't touch it—I audited it. Bottom hinge rusted. Top pintle bent three degrees off-center. Friction coefficient: high. Leverage requirement: significant.

I noticed something else.

I ran my thumb over the fracture point on the bottom hinge. Iron breaks in a jagged, crystalline pattern; it’s a tear, violent and random. But this fracture wasn't random.

The metal on the underside felt smooth to the touch. I leaned in closer, shielding the spot from her view with the bulk of my body. There were striations there. Clean, parallel lines. Someone had taken a hacksaw to the pintle, cutting it eighty percent of the way through and leaving gravity to finish the job.

This wasn't wear and tear. It looked intentional. 

I kept my mouth shut, wiped the grease from my thumb, and went back to work.

I bent my knees, wedging my shoulder under the crossbar. I gripped the hot iron. My left hand is a ruin—a map of burn scars where skin used to be. The pinky is gone, just a gap where the finger should be. It’s ugly as sin, but the grip strength is still there.

I grunted—a short, sharp exhale—and drove my legs upward.

The rust screamed. The metal groaned. I ignored the protest and heaved the three-hundred-pound gate up and over.

Clang.

It dropped onto the pin.

"Thank you," the woman said. She was digging in a purse that looked like it had survived the Depression. She held out a few crumpled bills. "I don't have much, but—"

"Keep it," I said, turning back to the truck. "Buy a cold drink."

"You got big, Jonathan."

I froze. My hand hovered over the door handle.

My brain started running the "Exit Strategy" protocols. Deny? Elicit? Use the "Wrong Statement" technique? I could tell her I was a drifter named Bill. I could tell her I was a mute.

But I don't lie to the people I care about. Or the people I used to care about. Now, I realized why I recognized her.

I turned around slowly. The beard covered half my face, giving me that "mountain man" look, but it didn't hide my eyes. She was looking right at them.

"Hello, Ms. Galloway," I said.

Alma Galloway. The mother of the girl I promised to write. The girl I ghosted ten years ago when I chose the Agency over the ranch, and the Sandbox shadows over the Texas sunlight.

"I didn't think I'd see you again," she said, searching my face for the boy who used to sit on her porch. That boy was dead. He died in a black site prison about four years ago.

"Just passing through," I said.

"Passing through, or running away?"

She still had that sharp tongue. Before I could answer—mostly because I didn't have a good one—the baseline broke again.

A low hum. Tires on gravel. Fast.

I turned my head. A white Chevy Tahoe was coming down the service road, exiting the canyon behind the Galloway estate.

I watched it pass. The driver was wearing wraparound Oakleys. He didn't look at us. He was staring at his side mirror, watching his own six.

"Friends of yours?" I asked.

"StrataTerra," Alma said, sounding hopeful and tired all at once. "Surveyors. They're leasing the back canyon. They're going to save the ranch, Jonathan.”

“Surveyors?”

“Something geological. Studying soil and plate movements. I dunno,” she waved a hand.

I looked at the Tahoe disappearing into the heat haze. Then I looked at the dirt road it had just exited.

The center of the road was muddy from a recent storm. But the Tahoe hadn't left tracks in the mud. It had driven on the grassy verge, hugging the fence line to minimize its signature.

Geologists don't drive like that.

"Surveyors," I repeated. 

Alma wiped her hands on her skirt, watching the dust settle. She looked at the gate I’d just forced back into alignment, then up at the main house on the hill. It was a sprawling Spanish-style structure that had once been white but was now the color of old bone. I could see peeling paint and a sag in the roofline that suggested a structural failure waiting to happen.

"I can’t pay union rates," she said abruptly, cutting through the silence. "But I’ve got a barn roof that leaks every time the wind blows, and a porch that’s rotting out from underneath me. I can offer you a room in the bunkhouse and three meals a day. Real meals. Not whatever you’ve been eating out of gas stations.”

She knew.

Knew I hadn’t been home. Knew I’d been living out of my car.

How? With someone like Alma, you don’t get to keep a ranch like hers afloat without having the measure of people.

I didn't answer immediately. My eyes drifted to the second-story window of the main house. A curtain moved. Or maybe it didn't. Maybe it was just the heat playing tricks.

Is she there?

The question hit me harder than I expected. Tessa. The girl I promised to write. The girl whose heart I broke with a silence that’s lasted ten years. I wondered if she still lived here, if she’d married some nice accountant in Austin, if she had kids who played on that wide, open lawn. I wanted to ask. The words were right there, stacked in my throat.

I swallowed them. Asking meant caring, and I had walked away from caring a long time ago. It was safer for everyone that way.

I looked south. Two counties over. That was the original target. My father’s ranch.

The plan had never been to knock on his door. That door was watched. The Agency knew I wasn't dead now. They’d be sitting on my father’s fence line with high-powered optics and directional microphones. Going there was suicide.

But I had driven all this way just to be close. To see the land. To maybe catch a glimpse of the old man from a ridge line five miles out, just to make sure he was still standing.

Taking a job here, at the High Lonesome... it wasn't the plan. But it was close. It was a staging ground. A way to be near him without triggering the tripwires.

“I’m not stalling,” I muttered to myself.

"What was that?" Alma asked, squinting at me.

"Nothing," I said. "Just thinking."

I looked back at the gate. My thumb ghosted over the spot where the metal had been hacksawed. That wasn't nature; that was malice. Someone had prepped that gate to fail, hoping to trap an old woman on her own property. StrataTerra? Maybe. Or maybe just bad neighbors. 

It made me itch. 

"The bunkhouse," I said. "Is it quiet?"

Alma’s face softened, the tension in her shoulders dropping an inch. "It’s the quietest place in Texas, Jonathan. You know that."

"I'll take the job," I said. "But I handle the repairs my way. And I eat alone."

"Deal," she said.

I walked back to my truck. I wasn't paranoid. I was just... curious. And curiosity is usually what gets the cat killed.  

I’m not stalling, I told myself again. And this time, I almost believed it.


Chapter 2: Jonathan

The bunkhouse was less a living space and more a museum of neglect. It smelled of dry rot.

There was a rusted iron cot shoved against the far wall, a wooden table scarred by decades of pocketknives, and shelves piled high with a chaotic assortment of rusted coffee cans, bent nails, and desiccated leather tack.

I stood in the doorway and felt the itch start behind my eyes.

I see a mess and see a threat. In the field, clutter hides IEDs. 

I dropped my duffel bag—a nondescript canvas cylinder that contained my entire life—and went to work. 

First, the bed. It was positioned directly under the south-facing window. A rookie mistake. If someone throws a Molotov or a flashbang through that glass, you wake up on fire or blind. If a sniper sits on the ridge line, you don't wake up at all.

I grabbed the iron frame. It groaned, heavy and stubborn. I dragged it five feet to the left, positioning it in the "dead space" between the window and the door. Sleep where the glass can’t reach you. That wasn’t CIA training; that was something my father taught me when I was seven, right before he made me sleep in the barn to "toughen up.”

Once the tactical feng shui was sorted, I turned to the chaos.

I swept the floor, moving clockwise from the door.

I was stalling. I knew it. Alma probably knew it. My old man didn’t know it—he didn’t know I was in town. Did I really want to see him anyway?

What would he say when he found out I’d left CIA? What if they’d already talked to him?

He might think I walked away because of the blood. You get used to the blood. It’s just red fluid and iron. 

I left because the mission stopped being about the mission. Somewhere along the line, the empty suits on the Seventh Floor decided that winning the war was less important than winning the news cycle. We’d have a high-value target in our sights—a guy who had been building IEDs to shred American legs for a decade—and the order would come down to stand down. Not because the intel was bad. But because a lawyer in Langley was worried about how it would play on the crawler at the bottom of a broadcast.

They started treating Al Qaeda operatives like clients and their own field officers like liabilities. I watched friends die because the Rules of Engagement had been rewritten by a PR firm. They wanted clean wars. They wanted war without the violence. When the agency started caring more about protecting the enemy’s civil rights than their own operators' lives, I realized I was just a cog in a machine that was eating itself.

I didn't want a pension. I didn't want a medal. I wanted out. I wanted the kind of freedom you can’t get when your soul belongs to the government—the freedom to wake up where you want, drive where you want, and sleep without a lawyer standing over your bed.

I faked my death to get my life back. And I wasn't about to give it up for a crumbling ranch, no matter who lived there.

But I’ll admit, I had the itch.

The operator’s itch. Something… something was going on here. Or maybe it was just memories of Tessa Galloway.

My first kiss. My first real girlfriend. My first heart break.

Just being here dragged a memory out of the archives I thought I’d burned.

It was sophomore year. A Tuesday night. The whole town was asleep, but Tessa Galloway was wide awake and bored, a dangerous combination. She had pickpocketed the keys to the municipal water tower from the sheriff’s belt while he was eating pie at the diner. She didn't want to vandalize it; she just wanted to see the view.

I followed her up the ladder, not because I wanted to break the law, but because I was terrified she’d slip. I was the rule-follower back then, the terrifyingly quiet boy with the harsh father, trying to impose order on my life. Tessa was pure entropy. She sat on the catwalk, legs dangling a hundred feet over the sleeping town, drinking a warm Dr. Pepper she’d stolen from the concession stand.

"You worry too much, Jonathan," she’d said, the wind whipping her hair across her face. "You're built like a tank, but you act like one of those little cars. Dammit… what are they? Buggies?”

“I’m not a buggy.”

I started to argue, to tell her about trespassing statutes and my dad’s new favorite punishment of having me take ice-cold showers. She didn't let me finish. She leaned forward, grabbed the collar of my shirt, and pulled me in. It was my first kiss. It tasted like cheap soda and strawberry lip gloss, and it terrified me more than the height.

She was the chaos I secretly craved. The only thing that made the routine of my life stop making sense.

The memory faded, but it left a faint smile.

Hometown. There’s nothing like it. The memories come fast… But there’s no escaping them either. And this place held other types of memories. The sorts that made my fists curl and my eyes narrow.

I was just finishing with the table—shifting a mason jar two inches to the left so it sat perfectly centered—when the light changed.

The afternoon sun cutting through the open door vanished, blocked by a small silhouette.

I turned, keeping my body loose, my right hand open and visible. My left hand, the ruined one, instinctively tucked itself into the pocket of my jeans.

"Shit," a voice said, six ounces of snark in a five ounce glass of sweet tea. “You gonna scrub the floor or eat off it? It's a bunkhouse, Jonathan, not a damn church."

It was the voice I remembered. A voice that had edges sharp enough to cut glass. It was the voice of a woman who had spent the last ten years fighting men twice her size and winning through sheer, spiteful velocity.

Tessa Galloway leaned against the doorframe.

She wasn't the girl I left behind. The softness was gone, burned away by the sun and bad loans. She was wearing muddy boots, jeans that were more patch than denim, and a flannel shirt with the sleeves ripped off. Her hair was a chaotic storm of curls, pulled back in a messy clip that looked like it was losing the war. She stood with her hips cocked, thumbs hooked in her belt loops, radiating a kind of coiled, feral energy.

"Hello, Tessa," I said.

She didn't smile. She walked into the room, kicking the door shut behind her with a boot heel. She looked at the square pile of dust I’d swept. She looked at the aligned nails. She looked at the bed I’d moved out of the line of fire.

"You always were a weird sumbitch," she said, shaking her head. "I see the government didn't fix that. If anything, they made you tighter than a snare drum."

I didn't flinch. "I was Navy, remember? That was the plan.”

The cover story we’d told the neighbors. Navy.

"Navy. Right." She snorted, a harsh, dismissive sound. "And I'm the Queen of England. You didn't write for ten years, Jonathan. Not a postcard. Not a text. You just fell off the face of the Earth. Navy guys write home."

She walked over to the table. She picked up the mason jar I had just centered. She looked me dead in the eye, that spark of dangerous intelligence flaring up—the same look she had when she stole the Sheriff’s keys in tenth grade.

She slammed the jar back down. Hard. And deliberately off-center.

"Mom says you're the new handyman."

"Just helping out," I said. "For a few days."

"We don't need help. We need money. And maybe a lawyer who isn't sleeping with the DA," she spat, pacing the small room like a caged cat. "You know what we're down to? Two hundred acres. That's it. I’m the one who hires the hands.”

She fixed me with a long stare, one errant curl bouncing over her eye. She reached up, brushing the blonde bangs aside.

“Yeah. Well, your mom offered me the job.”

She shrugged. “Mom’s desperate.”

“Oh?”

Here, Tessa sighed, crossing her arms. She was thin, lithe. Her coveralls and ripped sleeves didn’t hide the femininity.

“StrataTerra is circling like buzzards, waiting for us to starve so they can pick the meat off the bone. Vargo—that dead-eyed prick running their crew—he looks at this land like he already owns it."

She stopped pacing and got in my space. She was a foot shorter than me, but she looked like she was ready to fight God.

"And then you show up," she said, poking a hard finger into my chest. "Looking like a homeless lumberjack, fixing a three-hundred-pound gate with one hand like it was made of balsa wood.”

“Still aggressive, I see.”

“Still stating the obvious?”

She glanced at my pocket. Smirked. The spark of mischief I remembered. "Let me see it."

"See what?”

She wiggled her eyebrows. “You know what.”

I hesitated. “I’m… not sure I…”

"Don't play dumb with me, Jonathan. Mom told me it’s a real piece of work. Your hand."

I hesitated. Then, slowly, I pulled my left hand out. The burn scars shone in the dim light. The missing pinky left a jagged gap.

She stared at it for a long second. She didn't flinch. She didn't offer pity. 

"Well," she said finally. "Looks like you found some trouble out there. Good."

"Good?"

"Yeah. Good." She grinned then, and it wasn't a nice grin.  "Because nice guys are useless out here. We need a monster. And you look like you’ve been practicing."

She walked to the door, yanked it open, and let the heat flood back in.

"I'm going out tonight," she said over her shoulder.

"To town?"

"To the back canyon," she said. "Those corporate assholes set up a perimeter fence. They say it's for 'liability.' I say it's bullshit. I'm going to go down there with a pair of bolt cutters and remind them whose dirt they're standing on."

My internal threat board lit up red. "That’s a felony. And a good way to get shot."

"I don't know shit about felonies," she said, channeling a fearlessness that worried me. "But I know they're stealing something. I can feel it. I'm going to find out what."

She looked back at me, eyes narrowing. "I could use a lookout. Someone who knows how to stay quiet. You in, or are you gonna stay here and organize the roaches by size?"

It was reckless. It was stupid. It was exactly the kind of chaos that had drawn me to her in the first place—the same impulse that made her climb water towers and hotwire tractors.

"Pick you up at sundown," she said. "Don't be late. And bring the truck. Mine's out of gas."

She walked out, stomping through the dust like she was trying to kill it.

I looked at the mason jar. It was off-center. It was chaotic.

I left it exactly where it was.


Chapter 3: Jonathan

There is a specific way to drive a truck in the desert at night if you don't want to be seen. You pull the fuse on the brake lights. You tape over the dome light. And you drive by moonlight, reading the terrain by the contrast of silver sagebrush against black dirt.

Tessa loved it.

"You drive half alright for a guy who organizes nails," she said, bracing a hand against the dashboard as the Dodge bucked over a washboard rut. She was grinning, her teeth flashing white in the dark cab. It was the kind of grin that usually preceded a trespassing charge.

I shifted down into second gear to let the engine braking slow us down without flashing red tail lights across the valley. “Just about knowing the ground."

"Bullshit," she laughed. "You just like driving fast in the dark. Always did."

She was right. The adrenaline was a familiar hum, a frequency I had tuned my life to. But it was seeing her like this—lit up, alive, treating a felony reconnaissance mission like a Friday night joyride—that hit me harder than the speed.

"So," I said, keeping my eyes on the faint twin tracks of the service road. "Ten years. You been good?”

The air in the cab cooled instantly. The grin didn't vanish, but it got brittle.

"Don't do that," she said.

"Do what?"

"Pretend we're catching up over coffee. You don't get the 'Where Are They Now' special, Jonathan. You forfeited the right to the dossier when you skipped town." She propped a boot up on the dash, looking out the window at the passing mesquite. "And I don't want to know where you've been, either. I'm guessing it involved a lot of sand and people who didn't want you there."

"Something like that."

"Figure as much. You got that look. Like you're expecting the dashboard to explode." She glanced at me, her tone breezy, unbothered. "Ten years is a long time. I got a life. You got... whatever this is. Let's just leave it at that. We're here to cut a fence, not braid each other's hair."

She was acting like the gap in our history was nothing more than a skipped track on a record. Maybe it was. Or maybe she just had better armor than I did.

I killed the engine a mile out from the canyon rim. The silence rushed in, heavy and absolute.

"We walk from here," I said. “Another thing.”

“What?”

“This is paid overtime. Just so we’re clear.”

She snorted, shrugged. “Yeah—well, my mom can pay you mostly in meals and tin cans. But I’ll see what I can scrounge up for another stray. Now get your oversized ass moving.”

We moved through the brush. I took the lead, stepping heel-to-toe to minimize the crunch of gravel. Tessa followed, surprisingly quiet for someone who stomped around the bunkhouse like she was trying to murder the floorboards. She had a pair of heavy-duty bolt cutters slung over her shoulder like a rifle.

We crested the ridge. Below us, the "survey camp" glowed like a fallen star.

It wasn't a campsite. It was a Forward Operating Base.

Floodlights cut harsh cones into the darkness. I saw portable sleeping units arranged in a grid, a motor pool of white trucks, and in the center, a massive, grinding piece of machinery that dominated the canyon floor.

We scrambled down the scree slope, stopping fifty yards from the perimeter fence. It was a standard chain-link, topped with razor wire.

"Amateurs," Tessa whispered. She unslung the bolt cutters, her eyes bright with the thrill of it. "Liability fence, my ass. Watch this."

She started forward, jaws of the cutters open, aiming for the links.

"Tessa, stop."

I didn't whisper it. I hissed it. I grabbed her wrist—gently, but with enough torque to stop her momentum.

She spun on me, eyes flashing. "Get off me or I’ll take your other fingers!”

“No. Wait.”

“Jonny, I'm cutting the damn fence."

"Look down," I said.

"It's dirt, Jonathan. It's the same dirt we've been walking on for twenty minutes."

"No," I said, pointing to a patch of earth three feet in front of the fence line. "It's not."

I pulled a small penlight from my pocket, shielding the beam with my hand so only a sliver of light hit the ground.

"See the texture?" I murmured. "The crust is broken. The soil is lighter than the surrounding pack. Someone dug here recently, then tried to blend it back in. They dusted the top with loose sand, but they didn't match the compaction."

She squinted. "So?"

"So, that's a seismic sensor," I said. "A buried geophone. You step on that ground, or you cut that fence and vibrate the post, and a silent alarm trips in the guard shack. Three guys with rifles show up before you even get the chain link open."

She looked at the ground, then back at me. The fun drained out of her face, replaced by a sharp calculation. "Geologists don't use seismic sensors to guard rocks."

"No," I said. "They don't."

"So how do we get in?"

I scanned the perimeter. My eyes locked on a dark shape fifty yards to the left. A concrete pipe, half-choked with tumbleweeds, running under the fence line. A drainage culvert.

"We go low," I said. "The culvert creates a rigid tunnel. It masks the vibration of our movement from the sensors."

"It's a drain pipe," she said, wrinkling her nose. "It's going to be full of mud and spiders."

"Probably rattlesnakes, too," I added.

She stared at the pipe, then looked back at the fence, then at me. "You really know how to show a girl a good time, don't you?"

"After you."

The crawl was tight. It smelled of wet earth and decay. No rattlesnakes. That seemed to disappoint Tessa. We emerged on the other side, inside the wire, covered in dust but undetected.

We stayed low, moving shadow to shadow until we were crouched behind a stack of crates near the motor pool.

From this distance, the machinery was deafening. A low, rhythmic thrum that vibrated in my chest.

"That's not a survey rig," Tessa whispered, wiping dirt from her cheek. "I've seen oil rigs. That looks different."

"It is different," I said. The derrick wasn't vertical. It was angled at a forty-five-degree slant, mounted on a hydraulic sled. "It's a directional drill. A slant rig."

"Why slant?"

"Because they aren't drilling down, Tessa. They're drilling sideways." I traced the angle of the pipe entering the earth. It was pointing due south. "They're punching a hole right under the property line."

"South," she muttered. "That's your daddy's land. The Hunt ranch."

From this distance, the machinery wasn't just loud; it was a physical vibration in the chest. A low, rhythmic thrum that sounded expensive.

"Okay, genius," Tessa whispered, wiping a smudge of culvert muck from her cheek. "Tell me that's a telescope. Tell me they're looking at rocks. Geological surveyors my ass. And that? Not a drill… I know what that is.”

She pointed. In the center of a cleared pad stood a tower. It wasn't the kind of light-duty tripod used for geological core samples. It was a derrick. Sixty feet of steel lattice rising into the floodlights, mounted on a heavy-duty sled.

"That's a rig," she hissed. "They aren't surveying. They're wildcatting. They're drilling for oil on my land."

It certainly looked like a drilling rig. It had the rotary table, the top drive, the pipe racks. But something was off.

"If it's oil, where are the flare stacks?" I murmured. "Where are the mud pits? Where's the smell?"

Oil drilling is a dirty business. It smells like sulfur and diesel. This site was clinically clean. The fluid systems were closed-loop, running through gleaming silver tanks that looked more like a laboratory than a roughneck operation. And the sound... it wasn't the grinding crash of a rock bit. It was a high-frequency hum.

"Sonic drilling?" I whispered to myself.

"What?"

"It uses vibration to cut instead of torque," I said, lowering the glass. "It’s faster. Cleaner. And expensive as hell. You don't use a rig like that to look for a water table, and you don't use it for standard fracking."

"So what are they after?" Tessa asked, her hand drifting to the knife on her belt.

"I don't know," I admitted. And that bothered me. I know industrial sabotage. I know infrastructure. But this setup was strange. It felt precise. Surgical. Like they were looking for a needle in a haystack, but the needle was worth more than the ranch and everything on it.

"They're stealing something," Tessa said, her voice hard. "I'm going to go down there and—"

I pulled her down before she could finish the thought. "You're going to get shredded."

"They're thieves, Jonathan! Corporate suits stealing resources. I can handle suits."

"Look at the guard shack," I said. "Tell me what you see."

She peered in their direction, her jaw tight. "Two guys. Drinking coffee. Rifles leaned against the wall."

"Look at the rifles."

She squinted. "They look like... I don't know. AR-15s? Like what the Sheriff carries?"

"No," I said quietly. "The Sheriff carries a Bushmaster. Those are HK416s. German engineering. Short-stroke gas piston system. And those optics on top? Trijicon thermal scopes. They cost six grand a pop."

I watched the guards. They were scanning their sectors with a terrifying, bored efficiency.

"A survey team hires rent-a-cops," I said. "An oil company hires off-duty deputies.”

“But these are neither?”

“No,” I said.

“So then who’s hiring them?”

I looked at the gleaming, silent rig, boring into the Texas dirt for something secret and immensely valuable.

"You only hire guys with HK416s when you're sitting on a fortune," I said. "This isn't a survey, Tessa. It's a vault.”


Chapter 4: Jonathan

The bunkhouse was empty when I woke up. Next to me, the cot was empty. Tessa hadn't slept over. Not that I’d expected her too.

I still wasn’t quite sure what last night had been.

We’d spent an hour lying belly-down on the ridge line, watching that slant rig punch silent, surgical holes into the earth. They were hunting for something but the frantic, angry pace of the crew suggested they hadn't hit whatever they were looking for. Gold? Oil?

I had my own worries, though. It should have been a tactical reconnaissance mission. Instead, lying in the dirt next to Tessa, breathing in the scent of sagebrush and adrenaline, it felt dangerously like a date. It was the same electric frequency we’d run on at sixteen—breaking curfews, climbing water towers, and daring the world to catch us. The only difference was that back then, the people chasing us carried Maglites.

Now, they carried thermal optics.

I didn’t know if Tessa had hiked back to the main house in the dark or driven off to cut more fences. I didn’t ask myself the question, because the answer wasn't part of the job description. And frankly, my life was simpler without the answers.

I stepped out into the pre-dawn grey. The air was cool, smelling of sage and dust, the only time of day this country didn't try to cook you alive. Pinned to the doorframe with a rusted tack was a scrap of notebook paper.

Gone to town for supplies. Don’t wake Mom. She was up late handling a problem with one of the day laborers. She needs the sleep. Keep it quiet. - T

Beneath the note was a list of chores. Chickens. Fence. Porch. She’d added small little squares next to the list for me to check.

I smiled. A woman’s touch. And Tessa’s family had only ever consisted of women. No brothers. No father.

Her dad vanished when she was a kid, leaving a hole in the ranch that she tried to fill with noise and motion. It was the jagged edge that matched my own. Between my mother’s disappearance and her father’s absence, we’d both grown up in houses full of echoes, finding the only real quiet in each other.

I winced. And I’d also bailed. Two men. Both gone. I hoped she hadn’t learned any lessons from that.

She never talked about her dad—not even when we’d been steady.

That absence didn’t make the Galloway women soft; it made them lethal. Tessa had grown up filling the void where a father or a ranch hand should have been, and the work had hardened her into something sharp and dangerous.

She was a creature of paradoxes—she had the face of a homecoming queen but the hands of a diesel mechanic, her knuckles scarred from slipping wrenches. She moved with a restless energy, like a storm front looking for a place to break. She wasn't looking for a knight in shining armor to save the ranch; she was looking for a co-conspirator to hold the flashlight while she cut the brakes.

She was chaos in cowgirl boots, and God help anyone who crossed her or her mother.

I re-read the note on the door.

There was no "Thanks for the help" or "Good job not getting arrested." Just orders. I respected that. Sentiment is inefficiency.

I checked the perimeter—a habit, not a chore—and then went to work.

There’s a specific kind of peace in manual labor. It’s binary. A fence is broken, or it’s fixed. A board is rotten, or it’s replaced. It’s not like the geopolitical grey zones I lived in for nearly a decade, where "fixing" a problem usually meant creating two new ones that were armed with better missiles.

I found a stack of lumber under a tarp and started on the front porch of the main house. The bottom steps were rotted through. I pried them up with a crowbar, the wood groaning softly, then measured a new plank. I worked silently, using hand tools instead of power drills to respect the note on the door. I aligned the grain of the new wood with the old. I countersunk the screws perfectly flush.

Nothing like hard labor and endorphins to perk the mood. I almost completely forgot about the hard man living two ranches over.

By nine a.m., the sun had burned the mercy out of the air. That’s when the dust cloud appeared.

It wasn't the white Tahoe from the night before. It was a matte-black pickup, lifted high enough to require a ladder, with chrome exhaust tips the size of coffee cans. It roared up the drive, crunching gravel with unnecessary aggression, and skidded to a halt ten feet from where I was working.

Three men got out.

The driver and the passenger were bookends—thickset, heavy in the gut, with the kind of fleshy callousness that comes from hurting people for an hourly wage. They wore sunglasses they didn't take off and cheap blazers over t-shirts that were struggling to contain them.

The third man, the one who hopped out of the back seat, was different.

He was skinny, pale, and moved with a twitchy, chemically enhanced energy. He wore baggy shorts that hung past his knees, a gold chain that looked heavy enough to hurt his neck, and a gold cap on his front incisor that caught the sun when he sneered. He looked like he’d learned how to be a gangster from a YouTube tutorial.

"Hey!" he shouted, ignoring me entirely and looking up at the house. "Tessa! Get your ass out here!"

I didn't look up. I stayed crouched, sanding the edge of the new step with a block of wood. I let my shoulders slump. I let my jaw go slack. Be big. Be dumb. Be invisible.

"I know you're in there, girl!" He slammed the truck door. "Don't ghost me. We got a date."

I stood up slowly, wiping sawdust onto my jeans. I kept my head down, looking at his expensive sneakers.

"She ain't here, boss," I said. My voice was a slow, confused drawl. I sounded like I had a mouthful of marbles and a concussion.

The skinny kid turned. He looked me up and down, sneering at the feed-store cap and the sweat-stained shirt. He saw a handyman. A beast of burden.

"Who the hell are you?"

I mumbled, scratching my beard. "Fixin' the steps. Missus Galloway is sleepin'. Note said keep it quiet."

"Sleeping?" He laughed, a high, barking sound. "It's nine o'clock. Tell the old bat to wake up. I'm here for Tessa."

He started toward the steps.

I stepped sideways. It was a clumsy, lumbering movement, like a cow getting in the way of a tractor. But it put my two hundred and fifty pounds directly in his path.

"I dunno, boss," I said, looking at the ground. "Note said quiet."

"Move, Lurch," the kid said. "You don't know who I am? I'm Derrick. Derrick Sallow. This is my county.”

I didn’t know the name. New money, then. California types were coming in with their tech cash and buying up Texan land. They thought it meant they owned the town.

"It's a nice county, Mr. Derrick," I said.

Derrick’s face flushed a blotchy red. He stepped up to me, invading my personal space. He smelled of cheap cologne and stale beer.

"I said move."

He shoved me.

It was like shoving a refrigerator. I didn't rock back. I didn't brace. I just stood there, letting his momentum die against my chest. I blinked slowly, looking confused by the physical contact.

Behind him, the two bookends stepped forward. The movement was synchronized.

The one on the left reached for his waistband—classic appendix carry. The one on the right rolled his shoulders, and I saw the print of a vertical shoulder holster against his linen jacket. These weren't punchers. They were carrying.

My internal threat board lit up. Primary target: Left Thug. Throat strike. Secondary target: Right Thug. Trap the arm, break the elbow. Derrick is a non-threat.

I could kill all three of them in four seconds.

But that would generate paperwork. And questions. So I just stood there, looking like a confused mountain of meat.

Derrick snarled and pushed past me, scrambling up the stairs. He ignored the fresh wood and started pounding on the heavy oak door with the flat of his hand.

BANG. BANG. BANG.

"Tessa! Open the damn door! You think you’re too good for me? You think—"

The sound tore through the morning silence. I winced, not from fear, but from the violation of the quiet.

KA-POW.

The gunshot was deafening.

Derrick screamed and scrambled backward, tripping over his own feet and tumbling down the stairs to land in the dust.

Alma Galloway stood in the threshold. She was wearing a silk robe that had seen better decades, and her hair was a bird's nest of grey, but the Mossberg 500 pump-action shotgun in her hands was steady as a rock. Smoke curled lazily from the barrel, drifting up toward the porch roof where she’d put a warning shot.

She racked the slide. CLACK-CLACK.

"Get off my porch, Derrick," she croaked. Her voice was raspy from sleep but hard as iron. "Before the next one goes in your knee."

Derrick scrambled in the dirt, his gold chain tangling around his chin. "Are you crazy? You almost killed me!"

"The day is young," Alma said.

"You got a deal with my mother, Alma!" Derrick shouted, his voice cracking. "You forget that? You forget who holds the paper on the south pasture?"

"I have a deal with Francine," Alma said, leveling the shotgun at his chest. "Not with her disappointment of a son. Tessa already told you no. Now I'm telling you."

The two thugs had drawn their weapons—glints of steel in the sun—but they hadn't raised them. They could drop the old woman, sure. But at this range, the buckshot would turn Derrick into hamburger before they got a shot off.

"Put the guns away," I said.

I didn't use the dumb voice this time. I dropped it an octave. Just enough for the thugs to hear.

They looked at me. They looked at the size of my hands. They looked at the calmness in my eyes that didn't match the "confused laborer" act. They hesitated.

"Now!" Alma shouted. "Get. Off. My. Land."

Derrick scrambled to his feet, dusting off his baggy shorts. He looked at the shotgun, then at the house, his face twisted in humiliation.

"You're making a mistake, Alma," he spat. "Big mistake. StrataTerra ain't the only game in town. My family owns this dirt."

He signaled his dogs. "Let's go. This place smells like a nursing home anyway."

They piled back into the black truck. The tires spun, throwing gravel at my shins, and they roared off down the driveway, leaving a cloud of dust hanging in the silent air.

I looked up at Alma. She hadn't lowered the shotgun. She looked frail in the sunlight, her hands trembling slightly now that the adrenaline was fading.

"Sorry about the noise," I said, picking up my sanding block. 

She lowered the gun, engaging the safety. 

She turned and went inside, the shotgun barrel clunking against the doorframe. "Coffee's on. Don't let it burn."


Chapter 5: Silas  

Silas moved like a mountain goat, making no sound on the loose shale. He reminded himself why he was doing this.

For his brothers and sisters. To get them out of that off-grid trailer. To give them a life.

He didn't look back at Jett. He didn't need to. He could hear his brother’s breathing—shallow, fast, the rhythm of a prey animal trying to pretend it was a predator.

Silas checked the sun. High noon. No shadows to hide in.

His hand drifted to the small of his back, checking the knife he’d tucked into his belt. The bow was in the car, a mile back. He’d changed his mind. He wouldn't need it. At this range, a knife was quieter. 

He visualized the landman. The soft hands. The arrogant tilt of the chin. The watch.

Forty thousand dollars.

It wasn't murder. It was a transaction. A trade of one useless life for four innocent ones.

"Silas," Jett whispered, the sound bouncing too loud off the canyon walls. "I see it."

Silas raised a hand, stopping Jett in his tracks.

Fifty yards ahead, the canyon opened into a natural cul-de-sac. The white Land Rover was parked in the center of the clearing, looking obscenely clean against the red dirt. The engine was idling. The air conditioning condenser was dripping a steady, dark puddle onto the sand.

Something was wrong.

Silas felt the hairs on his arms stand up. It wasn't the car. It was the birds. A pair of vultures were circling low, tight loops directly over the sunroof.

"Stay here," Silas murmured.

"But—"

"Do not move, Jett. Count to a hundred. If I'm not back, you run to the car and you don't stop driving until you hit the trailer."

Jett’s eyes went wide, but he nodded, gripping the handle of his new knife until his knuckles were white.

Silas moved in. He abandoned the center of the wash, hugging the rock wall, moving shadow to shadow. He approached the SUV from the rear blind spot.

He’d learned to walk this way in the alleys of El Paso and under the bridges of Albuquerque. The terrain was different—gravel instead of broken beer bottles, sagebrush instead of sleeping junkies—but the mechanics were identical. 

The driver’s side door was open.

Silas rounded the fender, muscles coiled to strike, the knife heavy in his hand.

He stopped.

The landman was still in the driver’s seat. But he wasn't checking his watch. He wasn't doing much of anything, except staring at the roof liner with glazed, milky eyes.

He had been shot three times. Two tight circles in the center of his chest, and a third that had shattered the bridge of his nose. 

Silas looked at the man’s left wrist.

Tan line. Pale skin where a strap used to be. The watch was gone.

"Damn it," Silas hissed, the sound escaping through clenched teeth.

Someone had beaten him to the kill. Someone who knew about the meeting.

He started to back away. This was a crime scene now. A federal one, probably. He needed to get Jett, get in the car, and vanish.

Then he saw it.

The killer had been professional, stripping the watch and rifling through the glove box, but they hadn’t looked low. They hadn't looked with the desperate, scouring eyes of a scavenger who knew that the best things were always buried.

Silas spotted it on the rear floorboard.

Wedged deep beneath the front passenger seat, half-buried under a pile of discarded fast-food wrappers and a crumpled heavy-weather jacket, was a sliver of unnatural color. A glint of safety orange.

Silas reached in, shoving the trash aside, and dragged the object into the light.

It was a heavy-duty, Pelican-style hard case, bright orange and stickered with warning labels. Geological Core Sample. Do Not X-Ray.

It looked expensive. It looked important. And because it had been covered by the trash, the killer had missed it entirely.

Silas hesitated. The smart move was to run. But the smart move didn't buy propane. The smart move didn't buy winter coats.

He gripped the rubberized handle. It was heavy, thirty pounds at least. He yanked it out of the car.

CRACK.

The sound was like a whip snapping next to his ear.

The side mirror of the Land Rover exploded in a shower of plastic and glass.

Silas threw himself to the dirt, rolling behind the cover of the rear tire.

"Jett! Run!" he screamed.

He looked up toward the ridge line, shielding his eyes against the sun.

A figure was standing on a limestone outcropping a hundred yards up. He was impossibly thin—a silhouette of jagged angles and flapping rags, like a scarecrow built of charred wood. He was holding a long rifle, aiming down into the bowl with a casual, terrifying stillness.

The scarecrow didn't look like a cop. He didn't look like a soldier. He looked like something that had crawled out of a dried-up well.

CRACK.

A second bullet punched through the rear door of the SUV, inches from Silas’s head.

Silas scrambled to his feet, hauling the heavy orange case with him. "Move, Jett! Go! Go!"

He saw Jett frozen near the canyon entrance, paralyzed by the noise. Silas didn't wait. He sprinted across the open ground, his lungs burning. He hit Jett at full speed, grabbing his brother by the back of his shirt and shoving him forward.

"Run!"

Another shot kicked up a geyser of red dust right between Jett’s heels.

That broke the spell. Jett scrambled forward, his legs pumping, terror lending him speed.

They tore down the wash, slipping on loose shale, scrambling over boulders. Silas stayed half a step behind Jett, keeping his body between his brother and the ridge line, swinging the heavy case as he ran.

He could feel the Scarecrow watching them. He could feel the crosshairs tracking the center of his back.

They rounded the bend, cutting off the line of sight. Silas didn't slow down.

"Don't stop!" he gasped, his chest heaving. "To the car!"

They scrambled up the last embankment, legs burning, lungs screaming for air. The gray Taurus sat under the mesquite tree where they’d hidden it.

Silas threw the orange case into the back seat and practically threw Jett into the passenger side. He vaulted into the driver’s seat, jamming the screwdriver he used as a key into the ignition.

The engine cranked. Whir-whir-whir.

"Come on," Silas begged. "Come on, you piece of shit.” Normally, he tried not to swear in front of the kids.

The engine roared to life.

Silas slammed it into reverse, tires spinning in the dirt, throwing up a cloud of dust. He spun the wheel, fishtailing onto the service road.

THWACK.

The back windshield shattered, raining safety glass onto the back seat.

Jett screamed, covering his head.

Silas floored it. The sedan bucked and slammed over the ruts, bottoming out, the suspension groaning. He didn't lift his foot. He drove with a cold, frantic precision, watching the rearview mirror.

The ridge was empty. The Scarecrow was gone.

But the feeling remained—a cold, oily sensation on the back of his neck.

Silas drove for ten miles without blinking, his knuckles white on the wheel, the speedometer buried. Only when the terrain flattened out and the mountains were a blue smudge in the mirror did he finally let out a breath.

He looked over at Jett. The kid was shaking, picking shards of glass out of his hair, his face pale as milk.

"You okay?" Silas asked, his voice rough.

Jett nodded, but his eyes were wide, fixed on the dashboard. "You said... you said we were hunting."

"Change of plans," Silas said.

He glanced in the rearview mirror at the orange case sitting amidst the broken glass. He didn't know what was inside. He didn't know who the Scarecrow was. But he knew one thing for sure.

They weren't hunting anymore. They were the prey.

He needed some place to hide. Somewhere safe. Whoever that was wouldn’t stop. Not after they’d witnessed his murder. Silas checked the rearview mirror for the hundredth time. The road behind them was empty, just a ribbon of heat-warped asphalt vanishing into the scrub, but the itch between his shoulder blades—the one that screamed danger—wouldn't go away.

He needed to stop. He needed to stash the car. The back windshield was gone, leaving a gaping, jagged mouth that would draw the eye of every Sheriff's deputy within fifty miles. Driving this wreck back to the canyon wasn't an option.

Rule Number One: Never lead the threat home.

If he went back to the trailer now, he was leading a sniper right to Kaia and the little ones. 

He gripped the wheel, his knuckles white, his mind racing through the mental map of the territory he’d built over seven years of scavenging.

Town? No. Marfa was too small. Cameras at the gas stations. Too many eyes.

The desert? No. A car sitting in the open scrub was a beacon.

He needed camouflage. He needed a place that was already messy, already cluttered with old trucks and rusted metal. A place where a beat-up sedan wouldn't look out of place, and where two of them could hide out.

His eyes flicked to a rusted cattle grate passing on the left. A faded wooden sign hung from a stone pillar: High Lonesome Ranch.

He knew the place. Everyone did. It was the Galloway spread. Massive, ancient, and dying on the vine. He’d heard the rumors in town—the old woman was broke, the fences were rotting, and they couldn't afford enough hands to patrol the perimeter.

It was perfect.

A dying ranch was a maze of collapsing barns, overgrown coulees, and junkyards of abandoned machinery. It was a place with too many hiding spots to check them all.

"Where are we going?" Jett asked, his voice trembling as he brushed glass off his lap. "This isn't the way home."

"We aren't going home," Silas said, hitting the brakes and swinging the wheel hard to the left. The Taurus skidded over the cattle grate, the suspension bottoming out with a metallic clang. "We can't. Not until I know we aren't being followed."

"So where—"

"The Galloway place," Silas said, killing the headlights even though it was day, a habit born of night runs. "We find a barn. We ditch the car. We wait until dark."

Street smarts: If you're being hunted by a wolf, you don't run into a hole. You run into a herd. You hide in the confusion of someone else's life until the heat dies down.

Silas punched the gas, driving the shattered car deep into the long, winding driveway of the High Lonesome. He’d turn off before anyone spotted him from the house.

They’d lay low. A day, two tops.

And in the mean time…

He glanced back at the orange case. He had some exploring to do. 


Chapter 6: Jonathan

I headed out to the barn looking for 2x4s, but I slowed as I strolled towards it under the evening sky.

The dirt track leading to the barn was usually a smooth ribbon of dust, undisturbed except for the occasional coyote print. Today, it was chewed up. Fresh tire tracks, narrow and bald, cut deep into the powdery caliche. They wove erratically, the sign of a driver fighting a skid.

I stopped. I listened. The wind whistled through the gaps in the barn siding. A dove cooed from the rafters.

I shifted my grip on the hammer I was carrying. My gait changed. I stopped walking like a handyman and started walking like a hunter—silent, weight on the balls of my feet, eyes scanning sectors.

Was that prick Derrick back? Guy hadn’t taken no for an answer. He was a wannabe gangster, but even the most pathetic types can cause a lot of damage. Setting a barn on fire? Putting up a secret camera?  

The hay barn sat on the far western edge of the property, a structure of rotting cedar and rusted tin that leaned precariously against the wind. It was a graveyard for equipment that had died in the eighties—square balers, harrow discs, and a tractor with tires that had long since surrendered to the mesquite thorns.

I paused near the front of the barn, glancing back towards the ranch house. Tessa still wasn’t back. Alma had handed me another list of chores. I’d accepted coffee and a stale blueberry muffin as my payment for the day. I doubted I’d get much better.

I slipped through the side door, stepping into the gloom.

The air inside was thick with the smell of sweet, dry grass and old hydraulic fluid. In the center of the threshing floor sat a grey Ford Taurus that looked like it had gone ten rounds with a hailstorm. The back windshield was shattered, the bumper was hanging by a zip tie, and the suspension was resting on the bump stops.

Leaning against the rear fender was a kid.

He couldn't have been more than fifteen. Skinny, dark hair, wearing boots that were more duct tape than leather. He had his face buried in his hands, his shoulders shaking with silent, heaving sobs.

"Hey," I said softly.

The kid jumped a foot in the air, spinning around. His eyes were red-rimmed and wet. He looked terrified.

"I... I didn't mean to trespass," he stammered, his voice thick with tears. "We just... the car broke down. My dad is gonna kill me. He's gonna absolutely kill me."

He wiped his nose on his sleeve, a portrait of teenage misery.

"Take it easy," I said, lowering the hammer. "Nobody's killing anyone."

For a second, I felt it—the instinctive tug of sympathy. A scared kid in a broken car. It happens.

Then, the training overrode the instinct.

I watched him. The sobbing was rhythmic. Too rhythmic. Inhale, hitch, exhale. Inhale, hitch, exhale. It was a loop. And his eyes—they weren't unfocused with panic. They were darting. He was checking my hands. He was checking the exit. He was checking the loft above my head.

When people cry from genuine fear, they turn inward. They curl up. This kid was projecting. He was performing.

"Is your dad close?" I asked, taking a step forward, playing the concerned Samaritan.

"He's... he's coming," the kid blubbered. "Please don't call the Sheriff."

"No Sheriff," I said. I looked up, casually scanning the upper level of the barn without breaking my stride.

The light filtering through the roof slats was dim, but it caught a shadow that didn't belong. A silhouette pressed tight against the main support beam, twenty feet up.

"Rough day, huh?" I said.

"The worst," the kid sniffled.

"Well," I said. "Let's see if we can shake things loose."

I didn't go for the kid. I stepped past him and drove my shoulder into the main support post of the loft. 

THUD.

The barn shuddered. The ancient rafters groaned.

"Whoa!" A voice squawked from the darkness above.

Balance is a fragile thing when you're perched on a six-inch beam. The figure in the rafters flailed, arms pinwheeling. Something bright orange dropped from his hand, plummeting toward the concrete floor. The figure followed a split second later.

I moved.

I caught the orange case by the handle, snatching it out of the air a foot before it hit the ground.

With my right leg, I kicked a square hay bale violently to the left. It slid across the floor just in time to catch the falling body.

WHUMP.

The intruder landed hard on the hay, the air rushing out of his lungs in a pained wheeze. He rolled off, coughing, dust rising around him.

He was older than the crier. Mid-twenties maybe. Tall, wire-thin, with a face made of sharp angles and high cheekbones. He looked like a coyote that had been starving for a month. He also looked a bit like the kid. Brothers, I decided.

"Okay," I said, my voice flat. "Curtain call. You can stop crying now."

The kid by the car dropped the act instantly. The tears vanished, replaced by a sullen, panicked glare.

"Give me that," the older one wheezed, scrambling to his feet. He eyed the orange case in my hand. "That's mine."

"Is it?" I asked. "Because it says 'Geological Core Sample' on the side. You don't look like a geologist."

The older brother’s hand went to his belt. It was a fast draw, practiced. A knife appeared—a nasty-looking drop-point blade with a deer-hide handle.

"Give it back," he snarled, stepping into a knife-fighter’s crouch.

"Don't," I warned.

He lunged.

It was a street fight lunge—angry and overcommitted. I didn't even drop the case. I stepped inside his guard, hooked his wrist with my right hand, and applied a torque that leveraged the radius bone against the ulna.

He yelped, his fingers springing open. The knife clattered to the floor.

I swept his leg. He hit the dirt. Hard.

"Get off him!" the younger kid screamed.

I sensed the movement behind me. I spun, dropping the case to free my hand. The kid was coming at me with a matching knife, swinging wild.

I caught his forearm mid-swing, used his own momentum to spin him, and wrenched the blade from his grip. In one fluid motion, I flipped the knife in my hand and threw it upward.

THWACK.

It buried itself an inch deep in the cedar beam, twelve feet off the ground.

"Cut it out," I growled.

I didn't yell. I didn't posture. I just let the "Grey Man" mask slip for a second, letting them see the predator underneath. The temperature in the barn seemed to drop ten degrees.

Both boys froze. They looked at the knife quivering in the rafter, then back at me. They went very, very quiet.

"Sit," I ordered, pointing to the hay bales.

They sat.

I picked up the orange case again. I set it on the hood of the Taurus and popped the latches.

"Don't," the older one said. "It's private."

"It's stolen," I corrected.

I opened the lid.

Inside, nestled in custom-cut foam, was a ruggedized tablet and a folded map. It wasn't a surveyor's kit. There were no vials for soil, no rock hammers.

"Where'd you get this?" I asked, looking at the older brother.

"Found it," he muttered, staring at his boots.

"Found it where?"

He didn't answer. He just radiated a sullen, defensive heat.

I looked closer at the handle of the case. Dark, rusty smears.

"There's blood on the handle," I said quietly. "Is it yours?"

He looked up, defiant. "No."

"So whose blood is it?"

"I didn't hurt anyone," he said. "I swear."

"Then why do you look so guilty?" I asked. "And why hide in a barn if you're just a Good Samaritan who found a lost suitcase?"

He clamped his jaw shut.

"What's your name?" I asked.

"John," he lied. It was a bad lie. Too fast.

I looked at the younger kid. He was shaking again, but this time it wasn't an act. He was looking at his brother like he was the only thing keeping the roof from collapsing.

"What about you?" I asked him. "Is your name John, too?"

"It's Jett," the kid blurted out.

"Shut up!" the older one snapped.

"Sorry, Silas," Jett whispered, shrinking back.

"Silas," I said, testing the name.

The older brother glared at Jett, a look of betrayal mixed with exhaustion. Jett looked miserable, realizing he’d just burned them both.

I turned my attention back to the case. I pulled out the map. It was a topographical survey of the area—StrataTerra branding in the corner. But someone had drawn on it with a black marker.

Small circles. Dozens of them. They weren't marking drill sites. They were marking access points. Old wells. Caves.

It looked less like a geological survey and more like a treasure map.

"Where did you find this, Silas?" I asked again, tracing a circle marked on the south pasture—my father's land.

"In a car," Silas said, his voice tight. "Up in the slot canyon. The guy... the guy was already dead."

I paused. "Dead?"

"Shot," Jett whispered. "And then the guy... the scarecrow man... he tried to shoot us, too."

Silas shot Jett another look.

"Someone shot at you?" I asked. "Over a box of maps?"

"Yeah," Silas said. "Guy on the ridge. Thin. Long rifle. He blew out the windows."

I looked at the Taurus. The damage checked out. High-velocity rounds.

I frowned. A hitman—or a corporate cleaner—doesn't miss two kids in a sedan unless they're panicked, or unless the kids are driving like hell. But why chase them? Why risk the exposure?

Worth killing a couple of kids over?

That's when my spine prickled. That familiar, electric itch.

I looked back into the case. Really looked.

I lifted the foam padding that held the tablet.

Underneath, taped to the plastic shell, was a small black box. It was no bigger than a matchbook. A single red LED was blinking. Blink. Blink. Blink.

I swore.

"What?" Silas asked, sensing the shift in my mood.

Beacon. GPS. It was pinging our location. If someone had wanted to kill a couple kids over it. If they had already killed someone else… 

I looked over my shoulder, out the open barn doors.

Nothing. An open road. 

I released a slow exhale. The evening was now falling hard across the High Lonesome. The sun was dragging itself behind the rimrock, bleeding out in a smear of violent violet and bruised orange that stretched from horizon to horizon. It was that deceptive magic hour in the high desert, when the harshness of the day softens into a cool, lying beauty, turning the scrub brush into velvet and the barbed wire into silver filigree. The wind had died down, leaving a silence so heavy you could hear the blood rushing in your own ears, broken only by the first tentative chirps of the crickets waking up in the cooler air. It looked like peace, but the red light blinking in the case told me it was just a pause before the thunder.

And then came the lights.

Two sets.

Two vehicles.

My relief was short lived as I watched them kick up trails of dust under the waning sunlight.

The vehicles were sleek, black. They were speeding. At least a hundred miles an hour. Maybe more. I could tell by the dust—not the cloud itself, but the gap. At that velocity, the rooster tail doesn't billow softly; it detaches, leaving a pocket of clear air between the rear bumper and the storm they were dragging behind them. They were hydroplaning over the washboard ruts, eating up the fence line.

Too fast for a visitor.

I glanced back at the blinking beacon. At the map with the strange black circles. Tessa’s instincts about her mom’s geological tenant seemed accurate. They weren’t geologists.

But now what was I going to do about it?

My brain ran the assessment in a split second. The barn wasn't a fortress; it was a coffin. The slat-wood walls wouldn't stop a .22 round, let alone high-velocity rifle fire, and we were miles from the nearest paved road. If those trucks set up a perimeter, we were done. We couldn't fight them—I had a crowbar, and the kids had knives I’d already disarmed them of.

Fight: Suicide. Surrender: Unlikely to survive given the dead body in the canyon. If the kids were telling the truth. And they were both proven liars. Run: High risk, but the only variable I could control.

I needed to break the line of sight. I needed to turn this from a siege into a chase. In a siege, you starve. In a chase, the terrain gets a vote. And I knew this terrain better than any corporate mercenary.

But I couldn't do it on foot. We’d be cut down in the open pasture before we made the tree line.

My eyes snapped to the wrecked Taurus. It was a piece of junk. The suspension was shot, the glass was gone, and it probably leaked oil like a sieve. But it had an engine. And right now, an engine was the difference between a getaway and an execution.

The "Grey Man" was dead. The Handyman was on sabbatical. I had to be the Driver.

"We have company," I said.

I grabbed the orange case.

"Get in the car," I snapped.

"That's my car," Silas yelled, standing up. "You can't—"

"I said get in the damn car!" I barked, turning on him. "Give me the keys. Now!"

Silas hesitated for a fraction of a second, weighing his pride against the look in my eyes. He chose survival. He dug a screwdriver out of his pocket—the ignition key—and tossed it to me.

"Get in the back," I ordered. "Jett, shotgun. Move!"

They scrambled into the shattered Taurus. I vaulted into the driver's seat, jamming the screwdriver into the ignition.

"Hold on," I said. "This is going to get loud."


Chapter 7: Jonathan

The Taurus didn't accelerate so much as it convulsed.

I stomped the gas pedal to the floor mat, and the transmission screamed in protest, a high-pitched mechanical whine that vibrated through the screwdriver handle in the ignition column. The tires spun on the loose hay of the barn floor, finding traction a second later and launching us out into the dying light.

"They're right there!" Jett screamed, bracing his hands against the dashboard.

I didn't look. I didn't have to. The rearview mirror was gone, shattered in the earlier ambush, but the side mirror told me everything I needed to know.

Two black shapes were tearing through the pasture fence a quarter mile back. They weren't slowing down for the terrain. They were eating it. The lead SUV hit a drainage ditch and launched, all four wheels leaving the ground, landing with a heavy, disciplined thud that didn't even shake the headlights.

Professional suspension. Run-flat tires. Armor plating.

I was driving a tin can with a salvage title.

"Hold on," I gritted out.

I yanked the wheel hard to the left, aiming for the washboard ruts of the service road. The Taurus slammed into the first dip, the suspension bottoming out with a bone-jarring CLANG that felt like it cracked the axle.

"You're gonna kill the car!" Silas shouted from the back, clutching the orange case to his chest.

"Better the car than us," I snapped.

I fought the steering wheel. It was loose, drifting, fighting me for control over every rock. We were doing sixty, pushing seventy. The dust was pouring in through the shattered rear window, a choking red fog that coated my teeth and stung my eyes.

The gap was closing.

The lead SUV was faster. Much faster. I could see the grill in my peripheral vision now—a massive, matte-black battering ram. They weren't trying to pit us. They were trying to run us down.

"Silas!" I yelled over the roar of the wind. "The case! Open it!"

"What?"

"Open the damn case!"

I swerved around a mesquite bush, the rear end fishtailing wildly. I corrected, over-corrected, and barely kept us on the dirt. The SUV surged forward, closing to within fifty yards. A spotlight flared from its roof, blindingly bright, cutting through our dust trail.

"I got it open!" Silas yelled.

"The black box!" I shouted. "The tracker! Rip it out!"

"It's taped down!"

"Use the knife! Use your teeth! I don't care, just get it loose!"

I checked the terrain ahead. We were coming up on the "Boneyard"—the section of the ranch where Alma used to drag everything that died. Rusted tractors, collapsed silos, skeletal remains of combines that looked like iron dinosaurs.

It was a maze. And it was full of "moon dust"—the ultra-fine, alkaline powder that accumulates in the low spots.

Perfect.

"I can't get it!" Silas panicked. "The tape is—"

CRACK.

A bullet punched through the trunk lid and exited through the back seat, burying itself in the dashboard inches from Jett’s knee.

Jett screamed, curling into a ball.

"Get it out, Silas!" I roared.

He yelled, and I saw something fly out the window.

“What the hell was that?”

“The tablet!” He shouted back. “Battery’s dead anyway.”

I blinked. Smart move. The guys in the SUV slowed as they saw the tablet hit their windshield. They were coming after whatever was in the suitcase. The SUV stopped, someone—a dark silhouette—getting out to check the tablet wasn’t smashed beyond recovery.

It bought us a few seconds of advantage.

But in the rearview mirror, I watched the silhouette sprint back towards the idling SUV, tablet in hand. They were coming again.

“The tracker!” I yelled.

"Got it!" Silas shouted. He held up the small black box. The red light was blinking furiously. Beep. Beep. Beep.

"Window!" I ordered. "Hold it out the window, but don't drop it yet!"

I aimed the Taurus at the deepest part of the wash. We hit the moon dust at sixty-five miles an hour.

The world vanished.

The car plunged into a white-out condition instantly. The fine powder exploded upwards, creating a wall of opacity that was thicker than smoke and heavier than fog. I couldn't see the hood of the car. I couldn't see the road. I was driving by memory and the feel of the ruts under the tires.

I tapped the brakes—hard.

"Wait for it..." I hissed.

The car skidded, shuddering. We were blind, and so were they. But they had the tracker. They were driving on instruments.

I saw a shape loom out of the dust to my right. The rusted, hollowed-out carcass of a 1950s combine harvester, sitting dead in the weeds.

"Now!" I commanded. "Throw it in the combine!"

Silas didn't hesitate. He chucked the black box out the window. I saw the red LED arc through the dust and vanish into the rusted maw of the machinery. Kid had good aim.

I killed the headlights.

I cranked the wheel hard right, pulling the emergency brake. The Taurus slid sideways, drifting past the combine, skidding into a dense thicket of mesquite and scrub oak behind the rusted hulk.

"Heads down!" I whispered. "Get down!"

I killed the engine.

The silence crashed in, heavy and terrifying, broken only by the ticking of the cooling metal and the jagged, panicked breathing of the two boys.

One second. Two seconds.

The ground shook.

The roar of the V8 engines cut through the dust cloud. The lead SUV tore past us, missing our back bumper by three feet. It was a blur of black steel and aggression, its roof lights cutting a cone through the white powder.

It didn't slow down.

It locked onto the signal. It drove straight toward the combine harvester.

The second SUV followed right on its bumper, vanishing into the dust.

We sat in the dark, buried in the brush, watching through the branches.

Ahead, tires screeched. I heard the crunch of gravel as the SUVs slammed on their brakes, converging on the rusted farm equipment. Men were shouting. Doors were opening. Beams of tactical flashlights sliced through the gloom, sweeping over the rusty metal.

They had found the signal. But they hadn't found us.

Yet.

"My car," Silas whispered, his voice trembling with a mix of fear and rage. "You wrecked my car."

"Quiet," I hissed, my hand shooting back to grip his shoulder. I squeezed hard enough to bruise. "Not a sound. If they realize that tracker isn't moving, they're going to grid search this area. And they probably have thermals."

Jett was shaking so hard the dashboard was vibrating. I reached over and put a hand on his neck, grounding him.

"We have to move," I whispered, watching the lights flicker around the combine fifty yards away. "On foot. The engine is too hot. If they turn those scopes this way, we'll light up like a Christmas tree."

"Run where?" Silas asked.

I looked toward the main house, a mile away across the dark pasture. No. I wasn’t going to lead a pack of wolves towards Alma and Tessa.

My father’s ranch? Wouldn’t reach it without a car.

I cursed. “Follow me,” I whispered. “Stay close. Don’t make a sound.”


Chapter 8: Jonathan

The limestone dust didn't just hang in the air; it swirled like a living thing, a dry, white mist kicked up by the wind coming off the erratic currents of the canyon. It tasted like chalk and old iron.

Perfect cover.

I moved the boys low, guiding them through the maze of rusted carcasses. To my left, the skeletal remains of a '70s combine harvester. To my right, a stack of crushed sedans that looked like a jagged tooth. Voices barked in the distance. Not panicked. Disciplined. Controlled aggression.

"Fan out. Check the perimeter."

I saw movement through a gap in the machinery. Two figures. Black tactical gear. Long guns—AR platforms, likely suppressed. Same silhouettes I’d seen at the geological survey site. These weren't repo men. They were a cleanup crew.

I shoved Silas and Jett into the hollow beneath an overturned backhoe. The heavy steel bucket formed a natural cave, shadowed and protected from stray rounds.

"Stay," I whispered. It wasn't a request.

Silas started to argue, his grip tightening on the orange waterproof case he was clutching like a holy relic. I didn't have time for a debate. I reached out with my left hand and wrenched the case from his grip.

"Hey," he hissed, his eyes widening as he saw the scars, the missing pinky.

"You get this back when I get back," I said. "Trust me. You try to run, they’ll cut you down before you make ten yards."

Silas froze. He was wire-taut, muscles coiled like high-tension cables under his skin. I saw the jagged scar on his forearm—no stitches as he probably hadn’t gone to a hospital. I watched the way his dark eyes flicked over me, assessing, measuring. I tried my best to look trustworthy. I’m not sure I managed it, but he seemed to realize he had no choice.

He nodded, reluctantly.

I turned and vanished into the white mist.

I moved with an irregular rhythm. The human eye tracks movement in linear patterns. You break the pattern, you become part of the background noise. It’s basic tradecraft. You don't hide; you just cease to be interesting.

I needed a vehicle.

Thirty yards out. Two black SUVs parked nose-to-tail near the crusher. Engines off. Amateurs leave engines running for a quick getaway; pros kill the ignition to listen for footsteps.

I closed the distance, keeping a stack of crushed Buicks between me and the vehicles.

Voices grew louder. Two gunmen were walking a grid, sweeping their muzzles back and forth. They were heading toward the backhoe.

They were going to find the boys in twenty seconds.

I needed a distraction.  

I pressed my back against a rusted sedan at the bottom of a stack. It was precarious, teetering. I looked up. Above me, a loose side mirror dangled from a door frame on the third car up.

I climbed. Quiet. Controlled. My boots found purchase on a rusted bumper, then a wheel well. I hauled my mass up the steel cliff face without making the suspension squeak.

From the top of the stack, I had a vantage point. The gunmen were closing in. Fifteen seconds.

I grabbed the dangling mirror housing. It was rusted solid. I applied torque. I didn't jerk it; I just squeezed and twisted. The metal groaned, a low frequency sound, and then snapped.

I held the mirror. I waited for the gust of wind.

When the dust swirled thickest, I threw the mirror high and hard, aiming for a sheet of corrugated tin roofing forty feet to the left of the gunmen.

Clang.

The sound was sharp, metallic, distinct.

Both gunmen swiveled instantly, weapons snapping up. Their backs were to me.

I moved ten yards and the world vanished. The limestone dust was a physical weight, coating my throat, stinging my eyes. Visibility dropped to nothing.

Then, the wind shifted. A gap in the white curtain opened up.

Two shapes materialized, thirty feet away and closing fast. They weren't sweeping randomly anymore. They were moving with a grid logic, closing a net. I saw the lead man’s boots—expensive, high-traction Merrells—crunching over a patch of broken safety glass.

I had nowhere to go.

To my left was a vertical wall of stacked chassis. To my right, open ground that would leave me exposed as a silhouette against the moonlight.

My only option was down.

I dropped flat, aiming for the gap beneath a rusted-out Chevy Impala that was propped precariously on two rimless wheels and a cinderblock.

It wasn't a hiding spot. It was a tomb.

I don't fold easily. I had to dislocate my sense of comfort and become liquid. I slid legs first, dragging my hips through the dirt. The clearance was six inches less than the depth of my chest.

I exhaled. I forced every cubic inch of air out of my lungs, collapsing my ribcage until my sternum scraped the underside of the chassis.

I pulled myself in.

The world narrowed to a terrifying sliver of darkness. The smell was ancient grease, dead rodents, and oxidizing iron. Above my face, a jagged piece of the Chevy’s exhaust pipe hung down like a stalactite. It was rusted to a razor edge, hovering an inch from my right eye.

My shoulder snagged on a bolt. I felt the fabric of my shirt tear, then the sharp bite of cold metal slicing skin. I didn't move. I didn't wince. Pain is information. It told me I was still alive.

I lay in the dirt, trapped under two tons of unstable American steel. If the wind pushed the stack, or if one of the gunmen leaned on the hood, the cinderblock would crumble. The Chevy would drop. I’d be crushed flat.

The footsteps stopped.

They were right there. I could see the Merrells. They were eighteen inches from my head.

"Clear left," a voice rasped. Close. Too close.

"Check the voids," the second voice said. "He’s big. But rats can squeeze."

A beam of white light slashed through the darkness. It swept under the car next to me. Then it swung toward my Chevy.

I closed my eyes. The reflection off my corneas would shine like a cat’s in the headlights. I sucked my gut in until my spine ground against the gravel. My lungs were screaming for oxygen. 

The light passed over my boots—covered in the same grey dust as the ground—and swept on.

"Nothing," the first man said.

"Keep moving. Toward the crusher."

The boots crunched away.

I waited five seconds. Ten. I let the air rush back into my lungs in a slow, controlled stream, careful not to disturb the dust around my face.

I shimmied backward, moving one inch at a time, minding the rusted exhaust pipe. I cleared the bumper and rolled into a crouch, checking my shoulder. A shallow cut, bleeding sluggishly.

I cataloged the damage, ignored it, and looked up at the stack of cars above me. I needed the high ground.

But just then, a shout.

"Contact! By the loader!"

The shout cut through the wind like a whip crack. A muzzle flashed—strobe-light quick in the swirling white.

Ping. Ping. Whang.

High-velocity rounds walked across the steel bucket of the backhoe. I heard a yelp—Jett. The gunman was advancing, firing aggressively to pin them down.  He was ten feet from their hole. He was going to flank them in three seconds. He was going to kill them.

I scrambled out fully, emerging in the limestone dust.

I was standing behind a teetering column of sedans—a nineties Buick LeSabre stacked on top of a crushed Honda, resting on a rusted-out truck frame. The whole tower leaned five degrees off-center, held in place by friction and rust.

I didn't have a gun. I had mass.

I jammed my back against the rear quarter panel of the bottom car. I braced my boots against a protruding engine block in the dirt. I didn't push with my arms; I drove with my legs. The kinetic chain. From the earth, through the glutes, into the steel.

"Hrrraagh!"

The sound tore out of my throat, primal and involuntary. My boots slipped in the dust, then caught on rock. I visualized the pivot point. I wasn't lifting the cars; I was moving the center of gravity two inches to the left.

The stack groaned. A screech of metal on metal that sounded like a dying animal. The veins in my neck felt like they were going to burst. Two hundred and fifty pounds of leverage against two tons of unstable iron.

The balance tipped.

The gunman looked up. He stopped firing. He saw the shadow falling over him, blotting out the moon.

He tried to scramble back, but dust is slippery.

CRUNCH.

It sounded like a dumpster being dropped from a skyscraper. The ground shook. The top sedan slid off the pile and hammered the shooter into the hard-packed earth, flattening him instantly.

The shooting stopped. The shouting stopped.

Just the wind. And the settling dust. I stood there, chest heaving, listening for a groan. There wasn't one. The silence was absolute. I didn't check for a pulse. I didn't need to. I knew what heavy objects did to soft targets. I turned and ran for the SUV.

More shouting behind me. But no more gunshots. At least not for now. I hoped that meant the kids were still alive.

I covered the ground to the rear SUV in four seconds.

I pulled the knife from my pocket. Not a combat blade—a simple utility folder. 

I jammed the blade into the sidewall of the rear driver’s side tire. I twisted. The hiss of escaping air hit my ears. I moved to the front tire. Repeat. Two flats. That vehicle was dead weight.

I moved to the lead SUV.

I reached for the door handle. Locked? No. A mistake. Arrogance breeds complacency.

I ripped the door open and threw myself into the driver’s seat.

"Hey!"

The shout came from the right. The gunmen had turned back.

I slammed the door and locked it. I hit the high beams.

The sudden flare of white LED light blinded them. I saw one man shield his eyes, his other hand raising the carbine. He fired.

Thwack. Thwack.

Spiderwebs bloomed on the windshield, directly in front of my face. The glass held. No penetration. Laminate layering. These weren't rentals; they were up-armored. Expensive.

I dropped the transmission into drive and floored it.

The engine roared—a V8, plenty of torque. I didn't steer away from the shooter. I steered into him.

He tried to dive, but he was too slow. The front bumper caught him at the thigh. He folded, rolling up over the hood, bouncing off the reinforced windshield, and tumbling off the roof.

I spun the wheel, kicking up a rooster tail of limestone dust, and drifted the heavy vehicle toward the backhoe.

Silas and Jett were staring out from their cave, eyes wide.

I slammed on the brakes, the SUV skidding to a halt. I threw the passenger door open.

"In. Now."

They didn't hesitate. They knew a lifeboat when they saw one. Jett scrambled into the back seat; Silas took the front.

"The case," Silas demanded, breathless.

I ignored him. I tossed the orange case into the footwell on my side and punched the gas.

The rear window shattered—this glass wasn't bulletproof, or the angle was different. A round had punched through the tailgate. We were taking fire from the second gunman.

"Get down!" I yelled.

I cut the wheel hard, drifting around a pile of scrap metal, putting a wall of iron between us and the shooters. We tore out of the Boneyard, bouncing over potholes that would have snapped the axle of a lesser car.

I hit the tarmac of the county road and didn't lift my foot until the speedometer hit ninety.

Silence in the cab. Just the hum of the tires and the wind whistling through the bullet hole in the back.

I checked the rearview. Darkness. No headlights. The other SUV was sitting on its rims.

"Where are we going?" Silas asked. His voice was tight. He was looking at the orange case by my feet, calculating the distance.

"Not to Alma's," I said. "And not to your trailer."

"My sister," Silas said. "Kaia. She’s gonna be worried. If we don't check in..."

"She'd be more worried if you were dead in a ditch," I said. “If we go back to the farm, we lead them right to Alma and Tessa. We go to your place, we lead them to your family. We need a third location. somewhere to cool off."

I glanced at him. "Tell me where the guy was shot."

Silas blinked. "What?"

"The murdered man. The one you saw. Tell me exactly where the body was."

"Why?"

"Because," I said, my eyes scanning the road for headlights, checking mirrors every three seconds. "I need leverage. Right now, these guys think you're just loose ends. Witnesses. If I make a call, if I tip off the state police or the FBI to a body... then it becomes a federal investigation. If they think law enforcement found the body, they'll panic. They'll think it was a random discovery, or a satellite hit, or a hunter."

"I don't get it," Jett said from the back. He sounded young. Scared.

"It's about controlling the narrative," I said. "If I call it in, the heat comes down on the location, not on you. They won't be looking for two kids and a giant in a stolen truck. They'll be shredding documents and hiring lawyers."

It was a half-truth. But it was the only way to keep the heat off the High Lonesome. Surely they wouldn’t think an old woman and her snarky daughter had anything to do with the trouble at their doorstep.

Silas reached for the door handle.

Click.

I engaged the child locks. A habit. Control the environment.

He tried the window switch. I hit the master override on my armrest. The window stopped halfway down. Night air and dust swirled in.

"Don't," I said. "I'm not the enemy, Silas. But I am the guy driving the bulletproof truck. So you're going to tell me where the body is."

Silas stared at me. He looked at the scarred hand on the wheel. He looked at the hard set of my jaw. He was a protector, and I was doing the same thing, just on a different scale.

He sighed, deflating slightly. "North ridge," he said quietly. "Near the dry creek bed. Mile marker four on the old fire road."

I nodded. I knew the spot.

"We was gonna get rich today," Jett muttered from the back seat. His voice cracked. "We had it all planned. Now we're kidnapped."

I caught Silas's eye in the reflection of the glass. He looked guilty. Shame burned in his cheeks. He’d dragged the kid into this. But what did that comment mean? Get rich today?

My gaze found Silas’, but he looked away.

"You're not kidnapped," I said. "You're being extracted."

I turned the wheel, heading away from the farm, driving deep into the dark heart of the Texas night. I just hoped Alma didn't think I was skipping out on work. She hated slackers.


Chapter 9: Jonathan

I kept the speed at sixty. Fast enough to cover ground, slow enough to avoid the flashing lights of a county deputy.

Though who was I kidding? Deputies didn’t come out to these old, abandoned roads.

No one came out here.

"Mile marker four," Silas said. He was leaning forward, his forehead pressed against the glass, eyes scanning the darkness. "There. That turnout."

I killed the headlights.

It’s a standard operator habit. You don't roll into a target zone with your lights announcing your arrival. I dropped the transmission into neutral and let the heavy vehicle coast, counting on momentum and gravity. The SUV crunched onto the gravel shoulder, silent as a falling stone, and rolled to a stop fifty yards past the dry creek bed.

"Stay," I said.

I opened the door. The air was cooling and dust hovered. I moved to the edge of the ravine.

"He was right there," Silas whispered. He had disobeyed the order. He was standing three feet behind me, pointing a trembling finger at a patch of scrub brush and caliche clay. “Shot in his car."

I looked.

There was nothing.

No body. No car. Just the empty, indifferent desert.

"He was here," Silas insisted, his voice rising in panic. "I’m not lying. I saw him."

I knelt. The ground doesn't lie. People lie. Witnesses hallucinate. But the dirt always keeps the score.

I clicked on a small penlight, shielding the beam with my palm to direct it straight down. The soil here was disturbed. Not by wind. By tires and boots.

The car tread was obvious. But that wasn’t what I was looking for.

I read the human signs. It was a language I’d learned in the Hindu Kush and perfected in the river plains of Pakistan.

Two sets of tracks. Deep lug soles. Military tacticals, heavy tread. No scuffing. They knew where they were walking.

I saw the drag marks. Parallel lines in the dust, about eighteen inches apart. Heels dragging. They hadn't carried him; they’d grabbed him by the wrists or shoulders and hauled him.

"They cleaned it," I said. "Professional job. They didn't just take the body; they raked the ground."

I shone the light further. They had done a good job, but they were rushing. They had missed the blood.

It wasn't a pool—the dry earth had drunk that up—but it was a discoloration, a dark, rusted stain on a piece of white limestone the size of a dinner plate.

I stared at the disturbed earth. The chaos of it. The rake marks were uneven. Asymmetrical. It made my teeth itch.

"They scrubbed the site," I said, standing up. My knees popped. "No body means no crime. No crime means no investigation. My leverage just evaporated."

Silas looked like he’d been punched. "So they win?"

"No. It just means we have to play a different game."

I turned back to the SUV. The rear door was open. Jett was still in the back seat. He hadn't moved. He hadn't said a word since the Boneyard.

That was wrong. He should have been complaining, or asking about the money, or cursing me.

Silence is a symptom.

I leaned into the back seat. The smell hit me instantly.

Copper and salt.

"Jett?"

The kid was slumped against the door frame, clutching his left shoulder. His face was the color of old parchment.

"I feel... it hurts," Jett mumbled.

"Let me see."

I didn't ask permission. I pulled his hand away. The fabric of his flannel shirt was soaked dark.

Silas noticed my attention, and his eyes went wide. It was like watching a werewolf. Something came over the boy that was primal—visceral.

Before I said a word, Silas was already moving. He lunged through the open front door—the closest entry point—scrambled over the center console, ignoring the awkward angle, desperate to get to the back seat.

"Jett! Jett, look at me!" Silas’s voice cracked. It wasn't the voice of the stoic protector I’d seen in the Boneyard. It was high, thin, and terrified. He was clawing at his brother’s shirt, his hands shaking so hard he couldn't find the hem.

"I’m okay, Si," Jett mumbled, his head lolling against the window. "Just... stings."

"He’s bleeding!" Silas roared. He whipped his head around to face me, his eyes wide and wild. "You did this! You dragged us into this!"

He lunged.

It was a clumsy, frantic strike. Silas threw a punch at my face over the headrest. I didn't even have to block it; I just leaned back two inches. His fist hit the leather, but he didn't stop. He grabbed for my collar, his face twisted in a rictus of pure, protective rage.

"Fix him!" he screamed, shaking me. "If he dies, I swear to God, I’ll kill you with my bare hands!"

I grabbed Silas’ wrists.

My grip is hydraulic. I didn't squeeze to break bone; I squeezed to immobilize. I held him there, suspended over the console, staring into his face.

I saw the tears welling in his dark, hooded eyes. I saw the absolute, consuming terror of loss. This wasn't just fear. This was his entire world threatening to collapse. 

For a second, the adrenaline in my system cooled, replaced by a sharp, hollow ache in the center of my chest.

Envy.

I looked at the raw desperation in his face. I had traveled the world, toppled regimes, and survived torture in black sites. I had a fluency in violence that few men ever achieve. But looking at Silas Blackwater, I realized I was poor.

I didn't have this.

I’d known a kid named Arthur, whom I’d felt a paternal instinct to protect. He was dead now. I’d failed at that. I had Alma, whose fragility gave me a reason to work. But this? This feral, blood-tie devotion that made a rational man attack a giant in a bulletproof car? I wondered if I had ever cared about anything—or anyone—enough to lose my mind like this. 

I cataloged the envy, filed it away, and engaged the mission.

"Silas," I said.

He was hyperventilating, struggling against my grip.

"Silas!" I put the 'Command Voice' into it—not a shout, but a subsonic vibration that hits the lizard brain and demands compliance.

He froze, gasping.

"Look at me," I said, my voice dropping to a calm baseline. "I know you're scared. I know you want to hurt someone. But right now, panic is the enemy. Panic kills him.”

I released his wrists slowly, showing him my hands.

"I was a medic in places where we didn't have hospitals," I said—OMS training wasn't technically being a medic, but the distinction didn't matter right now. "I know exactly what to do. But I need you to stop being his brother and start being my assistant. Can you do that?"

Silas looked at Jett, pale and sweating in the back seat. Then he looked back at me. He swallowed hard, the Adam's apple bobbing in his throat. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand, smearing dust and tears.

"Yeah," Silas whispered. The fight drained out of him, leaving only the fear.

“Good. Get the kit. Glove box."

Silas scrambled. He found the small zippered pouch kept in every security vehicle—a basic trauma kit. He tossed it to me.

I ripped Jett’s shirt open. The buttons popped, pinging off the vinyl center console.

It wasn't a bullet. It was secondary fragmentation. When the round had punched through the tailgate, it had spalled, or maybe it had shattered a piece of the interior plastic. A jagged shard of polycarbonate, three inches long, was embedded in the meat of his deltoid muscle.

It had missed the artery. If it had hit the axillary, he’d be dead already. But it was deep, and it was bleeding freely.

"Is it bad?" Jett asked. His eyes were unfocused. Shock was setting in.

"It’s messy," I said. "But you’re not checking out today."

I dumped the kit on the leather seat. Gauze, QuickClot, shears, tape. No morphine. No lidocaine.

"This is going to hurt," I said.

"Wait," Silas said, hovering over my shoulder. "Don't you need a doctor?"

"I am the doctor," I said.

In the SAD, you learn OMS protocols—Office of Medical Services. You learn to keep people alive in safe houses and mud huts until the real doctors can get there.

I grabbed a bottle of water from the floor and flushed the wound. Jett hissed.

"Hold him," I told Silas. "Shoulders and good arm. Pin him to the seat. If he moves, I tear the muscle."

Silas grabbed his brother. His hands were shaking, but his grip was strong.

I sanitized my hands with a squirt of gel. Then I went to work.

I used my left hand to spread the wound.

Jett’s eyes went wide as he saw it close up. The burn scars. The missing pinky finger. The proximal phalanx bone that was gone. The hand looked like a melted candle.

"What happened to you?" Jett whispered, staring at the disfigurement.

"Fire doesn't negotiate," I said flatly.

I clamped the shard with a pair of hemostats.

"On three," I said. "One. Two."

I pulled on two.

Jett screamed, a raw, jagged sound that died in the heavy insulation of the SUV.

Blood welled up, dark and fast. I didn't hesitate. I jammed a packet of QuickClot gauze into the hole. The kaolin clay in the dressing reacted with the blood, generating heat as it cauterized the vessels.

"Burn!" Jett gasped. "It burns!"

"That means it's working," I said.

I packed the wound tight, applying thirty pounds of pressure directly over the injury. I held it there. One minute. Two minutes.

I watched Jett’s eyes. Pupil response was sluggish but present.

"Talk to me," I said. "Tell me about the truck you were fixing. The one you and Silas were talking about in the backseat."

"The... the Ford?" Jett grit his teeth. "Piece of junk. Alternator... bad diode."

"Diode bridge," I corrected. "Rectifier."

"Yeah," he breathed. "Rectifier."

"Good."

I checked the bleeding. It had slowed to a ooze. I grabbed the roll of duct tape. I didn't have enough compression bandages, so I improvised. I taped the gauze pad down, wrapping the silver tape around his shoulder and under his armpit, securing it tight.

Field medicine. It wasn't pretty. It wasn't sterile. But it held.

I sat back, wiping my bloody hands on a rag.

Silas was staring at me. He looked at the medical job, then at my face. He was seeing the contradiction—the violence in the Boneyard, the gentleness of the medicine.

"Who are you?" Silas asked. "You ain't just a ranch hand."

I looked at him. I was tired. My shoulder throbbed where I’d scraped it under the car.

"I'm the guy trying to keep you alive," I said. "We lost the body. We lost the leverage. Now we're the only evidence left."

I started the engine. The V8 rumbled, a low, aggressive growl.

I considered our options. My eyes landed on the orange, plastic case.

“They sure as hell want that thing back,” I said.

“The killer came back for it,” Silas interjected, nodding quickly. He was sitting next to his little brother, one arm wrapped around Jett’s shoulders. He didn’t seem to care if he got blood on his own stained shirt. Jett rested his head on his brother’s chest, looking at peace.

I set the orange case on the center console where it glowed dully in the dashboard lights. Silas had wiped his tears, his face hardening back into that mask of desperate calculation. He pulled the case towards himself and popped the latches.

He stared at the only remaining item, since he’d gone full “Jonah” on the tablet.

"What do you reckon it is?" Silas whispered, his eyes tracing the contour lines of the map. "Oil drilling sites? Gold mines?" He looked at me, a feverish light igniting in his eyes. "StrataTerra... they’re a survey company, right? Been seeing their vehicles. They found something. Something huge."

He looked back at the map, his fingers trembling. "Maybe we can sell it. Find a competitor. Haggle.” He shot me a glance, trying to look like a businessman instead of a kid living in a trailer. "Eighty-twenty split. You can have twenty percent for the extraction."

I snorted. I just kept my eyes on the road.

I didn't care about the money. I was much more concerned with the nature of the battlefield forming around my childhood home.

It was a pincer movement. To the west, I had the Sallows—Francine and her son Derrick. The wannabe gangster was clearly crushing hard on Tessa, and she wanted nothing to do with him judging by Alma’s reaction. Did he play a role in all this? If not him, then his mother? He’d mentioned some dealings between Francine and Alma. On the other hand, I had StrataTerra—a fake geological firm fronting for men with suppressed carbines. And now, somewhere in the dark, a dead man was missing, and a cleanup crew was sweeping the desert.

What the hell was happening in my hometown?

"The only thing that makes sense," I said, "is to figure out what this is a map to."

"How are we gonna do that?" Silas asked, snapping the case shut as if he expected me to grab it.

"Well, you two numbskulls need to lay low for a bit," I said. "They’ll be watching the roads. They have your descriptions. They have the truck."

"And?"

I shrugged. "Leave if you want. But I’m going to one of these locations. I’m going to tap one of these marks on the survey map. See what’s hiding there. Ground truth is the only intelligence that matters."

Silas snorted, clutching the handle of the case tight. "It's my case. I'm coming with you. I'm not letting you cut me out."

From the back seat, a weak voice piped up. "Me too."

I looked in the rearview mirror. Jett was pale, his eyes glassy, the duct-tape bandage stark against his skin.

I shook my head. "Your brother needs a hospital. That patch job is temporary. He needs antibiotics and stitches."

"Not a chance in hell," Silas said, his voice dropping an octave. "We go to a hospital, they call CPS. They call the cops.”

I considered this. Again, I was struck by the young man’s protective streak. I respected it. It takes a lot to earn my respect.

"I can take him to a vet I know," I said. "An old family friend. He’s retired, but he keeps his license."

Silas frowned, studying my profile. "You're from around here? Didn't realize they grew them so big in the county."

I shrugged. "Your brother can get medical treatment. Anonymous treatment. He'll be safe. No paperwork, no questions."

"And why would this vet help us?" Silas asked, suspicious.

"Because he owes my father a favor," I muttered. "And because he can help us out with the next phase."

"Help us how?"

I turned the SUV onto a dirt access road, the tires crunching loud in the silence.

"He has weapons," I said.

“A vet?”

I let a small, grim smirk touch my face. "This is Texas.”


Chapter 10: Jonathan

The place smelled of bleach, wet dog, and high-grade gun oil. It was a sensory profile that usually meant a safe house or a black site, but in this case, it was a veterinarian clinic ten miles off the paved road.

I killed the engine. I sat for a moment. The wind was moving the mesquite branches west to east. No birds were taking flight in alarm. No dust clouds on the horizon. Just the heat and the ticking of the cooling engine.

“So… what’s this friend of yours like?” Silas asked, suspicious, a protective arm still draped over his brother.

I considered how best to summarize the nature of Rudy.

"He's paranoid," I said.

"About us?"

"About everything."

We got out. Jett piled out of the back, wincing, favoring his right side. The kid was greasy, anxious, and looked at the metal barn like it was a trap.

The door swung open before we reached the steps.

Rudy stepped out. He was five-foot-four in his boots, and the boots had two-inch lifts. He wore a Stetson that cost more than the truck we’d arrived in, a pearl-snap shirt that was too tight across the chest, and a Glock 19 strapped to his thigh in a tactical holster that looked ridiculous on denim.

His chest jutted out, and his fingers hooked in his belt. He walked with swagger and gave all three of us the stink-eye. I remembered this part about Rudy as well.

He had a little man complex that could fill a stadium.

"Closed," Rudy barked. He had a voice like gravel in a blender. "Can’t you read? Sign says by appointment only."

I stepped into the light. I let my size do the talking, casting a long shadow over the little vet.

Rudy squinted. He adjusted his glasses, then tilted his head. "Well, shit. The ghost returns."

"Rudy."

"I heard you were dead. Then I heard you were in prison. Then I heard you were dead in prison." Rudy spat a stream of tobacco juice at a beetle near his boot. He missed. "You look like hell, Hunt."

"You look good, Rudy."

Rudy grinned, revealing teeth that had seen too much coffee and not enough floss. "Come on in. Don’t stand there letting the air conditioning out. I’m paying for that electricity."

We walked inside. The waiting room was empty of people but full of cages.

"Who’s the entourage?" Rudy asked, eyeing Silas. "He looks like he’s about to stab me."

"Friends," I said. "We need a favor. And we need to shop."

"Shop? This is a place of healing, Jonathan. I took an oath." Rudy winked. "Hippocratic or Hypocritical, I forget which."

Rudy led us past the exam rooms to a large kennel area in the back. A massive cage dominated the corner. Inside, a creature with a long, ringed tail and a snout like a bear was pacing.

"Coatimundi," Rudy said proudly. "Rescued it from a drug dealer in El Paso. Nasty temperament. Bites like a sewing machine.”

“I’m not sure what that means.”

“Try to keep up, big guy.”

Jett drifted toward the cage. The kid didn’t flinch when the animal hissed. He just crouched down, making a low clicking sound in his throat. The Coatimundi stopped pacing. It tilted its head, watching the boy.

"He likes animals," Silas said. It was a warning.

"He’s got the touch," Rudy noted, impressed. "Most people lose a finger trying to feed him." Rudy looked at me. “So? That sloppy gauze on the kid’s flank your handiwork, Hunt?”

“Yup.”

A sigh. “Off books then, I’m guessing.”

“Yup.”

“You gonna pay double or call in your daddy’s chit?”

I just nodded.

Another, longer sigh. “So… You want me to board the kid?"

"Just for a few days. He needs to disappear. Needs a place that’s off the grid."

Rudy scratched his chin. "This squares me with your dad, you know. Don’t like owing no favors to a cattle baron, anyhow. Your family’s pulled that shit enough. After this, I’m done.”

I felt a muscle in my jaw jump. My old man didn’t know I was cashing in on his favor. Didn’t know I was in town.

Rudy nodded adamantly. “If I keep the kid safe, feed him, let him play with the murder-raccoon over there, the debt is paid."

I nodded slowly. I didn't mention that I hadn't spoken to my father in years, or that the old man thought I was dead. Lies of omission were the mortar that held a cover story together.

"Deal," I said.

Silas walked over to the heavy steel door at the back of the kennel. He checked the deadbolt. Then he checked the hinges. “Just… don’t pet that thing, Jett. Okay? Kaia will push me off the trailer roof if you get hurt any more.”

"It locks good enough," Rudy said, defensive. “And don’t worry about outsiders, neither. I got security cameras, motion sensors, and a perimeter fence charged with enough voltage to cook a steak. Nobody gets in unless I let 'em."

Silas looked at Jett. "Stay here. Don't open the door for anyone but us."

Jett nodded, already mesmerized by the animal. He was making cooing noises. The bear-faced monster tilted his head like a puppy.

"Alright," Rudy said, rubbing his hands together. "The nursery is closed.”

“One other thing, Rudy.”

“Oh? Nothing easy, I reckon’.” His souther drawl grew more pronounced as he eyed me.

“Mind if we check out the candy shop?” I said.

Rudy looked nervous now, glancing at Silas. He wiped his hands on a rag that was already stained black, refusing to meet my eyes.

"Candy shop is closed, Jon. Permanently. I'm a legitimate businessman now. Healing the sick. Tending the flock. ATF has been sniffing around the county like bloodhounds on a three-day scent. I'm strictly domestic animals now. Hamsters and horses."

He was lying. I could smell the lie like I could smell the Hoppe's No. 9 gun solvent clinging to his pearl-snap shirt.

"Rudy," I said. My voice was low. I didn't move. I just let the silence stretch out, heavy and uncomfortable. 

He fidgeted. He adjusted his hat. He looked at Silas again, his eyes narrowing.

"I don't know him," Rudy whispered, leaning in but jerking a thumb at Silas. "He looks like trouble. He looks like he cuts throats for fun. You bring a Fed in here, or a narc, and I swear to God..."

"He's not a Fed," I said. "And he's not a narc. He's a customer."

"I don't do it anymore," Rudy insisted, though his voice lacked conviction. "I'm retired. The inventory is gone."

"You have cosmoline under your fingernails, Rudy," I said.

Rudy looked down at his hands. He cursed under his breath. He looked at me, then at Silas, then back at the door. He weighed the risk against the money. The money always won with Rudy.

"Fine," he muttered, shaking his head. "But if I get raided, I'm telling them you kidnapped me."

Rudy moved a stack of dog food bags to reveal a keypad on the wall. He punched in a code—I noted it was just 1-2-3-4-5—and a section of the shelving swung outward.

The room beyond was climate-controlled. The walls were lined with pegboard. Rifles, shotguns, carbines. It wasn't a collection; it was an arsenal.

Rudy walked behind a glass counter. He looked nervously at Silas.

"He's quiet," Rudy whispered to me. "Too quiet. You sure he’s not with the Bureau? ATF?"

I snorted. I looked at Silas, who was wearing faded jeans, moccasins. "Does he look ATF to you, Rudy?"

"I don't know. They're getting crafty. They got diversity hires now.”

Silas scowled. Rudy didn’t notice.

The small vet tapped the glass. "So, what’s the flavor? I got ARs, I got AKs. I got a Barrett .50 if you want to take out a truck from a mile away."

"I need heavy," I said. "Stopping power. Intimidation."

"Subtlety isn't on the menu?"

"Not for this."

I walked to the display case. I pointed. "Let me see the Eagles."

Rudy raised an eyebrow. "Desert Eagles? What is this, a movie? Those things are boat anchors, Jon. Fifty caliber Action Express. Seven rounds. Kick like a mule."

"I’m not clearing rooms with it," I said. "I’m making a statement."

Rudy pulled two massive, stainless steel handguns from the case. He placed them on the velvet mat.

I picked one up. It was heavy, over four pounds. In my hand, it looked proportional. In anyone else's, it would look like a joke. A .50 caliber round didn't just poke a hole; it smashed engine blocks. It turned cover into dust. And the sound alone was a psychological weapon.

"I'll take them both," I said. "And ten boxes of hollow points."

"Both?" Rudy chuckled. "Going Akimbo? You really have lost it."

I ignored him. I looked at Silas. "Pick your poison."

Silas ignored the guns entirely. He walked past the rows of black rifles and stopped at a dusty section in the back. He pulled down a matte-black compound bow.

"Hoyt Carbon Defiant," Silas said. He drew the string back. The cams rolled over smoothly. He held it at full draw, his arm rock steady. "Eighty-pound draw weight.” He smiled. He didn’t strike me as the sort who knew a lot about expensive items.

But this bow? Something about it mattered to him.  

Rudy scoffed. "A bow? Seriously? I got thermal-scoped rifles right here, Tonto. You want to play Robin Hood?"

Silas eased the string forward. He didn't look at Rudy. "Bullets are loud. Casings leave a signature. Arrows are silent. And I can use them again."

"Reusable ammo," I agreed. "Economical."

"It's a toy," Rudy muttered. "We're talking about protection here, not deer hunting."

"I'll take it," Silas said. "And the broadheads.”

"Would you prefer a real weapon?" I asked. "I can get you a carbine."

Silas shook his head. "I miss with a gun. I don't miss with this." 

Rudy laughed, a high-pitched cackle. "Alright, suit yourself. We got the Terminator over here and... well, I guess we’re playing Cowboys and Indians."

Silas slowly placed the bow on the counter. He turned his head, his dark eyes fixing on Rudy. His hand twitched near his belt. 

I stepped in. I didn't move fast—fast triggers reactions. I just occupied the space between them. "Pack it up, Rudy. Throw in a soft case for the bow."

Rudy, sensing he’d stepped over a line he hadn't seen, cleared his throat. "Right. Yeah. Just a joke, kid. Tough crowd."

Rudy bustled around, boxing up the ammo and finding a case.

As Rudy turned his back to grab the receipt book, I watched Silas. The younger man’s hand hovered over the glass countertop. There was a high-end Benchmade automatic knife sitting on a cleaning mat—Rudy’s personal carry, likely worth three hundred dollars.

With a movement that was almost too fast to track, Silas palmed the knife. It vanished into his pocket.

I saw it. I cataloged it. A theft. A crime.

I said nothing.

Rudy turned back around. "Alright, that’ll be... call it even for the debt with your dad. But for real this time. He’s called this chit in like… what… six times?”

“He saved your life.”

“He moved a couple hay bales.”

“Which you were trapped under… with,” I cleared my throat, “That… woman.”

“Stacy…” Rudy’s eyes took on a faraway, wistful look.

"We’re square," I said.

I picked up the heavy bag of ammunition. The weight was comforting. We walked back out of the armory, the heavy bags of ordnance swinging by my side. The air in the kennel was cooler, smelling of sawdust and animal musk.

Jett hadn’t moved. He was sitting cross-legged in front of the Coatimundi’s cage, his hands busy with a piece of wire and a pair of pliers he must have found.

Silas didn’t look at the animal. He walked straight to the back door, the metal one leading to the alley. He didn't just look at it; he audited it. He ran his hand along the frame, checking for gaps, testing the hinges.

"There's no deadbolt," Silas said. He turned to Rudy. 

Rudy rolled his eyes, adjusting his Stetson. "It’s a commercial steel door, kid. It’s got a heavy-duty latch. You’d need a battering ram to pop it."

"I want a deadbolt," Silas said. 

"A crossbar?" Rudy sputtered. "This is a veterinary clinic, not the Alamo."

"Make it the Alamo," Silas said. “If you hurt my brother…”

Rudy glanced at me, quirking an eyebrow, hooking both thumbs into belt loops. “He’ll be fine kid. This ain’t my first rodeo.”

Silas didn't answer. He turned to Jett.

"Jett."

The boy looked up. He was smiling, a rare expression. "The latch on this cage was rusted, Si. I fixed the tension spring. It catches smooth now.”

I raised an eyebrow. Silas didn’t seem surprised.

Silas walked over and put a hand on Jett’s shoulder. He squeezed, hard. "Good. Now listen. You don't open that back door. You don't open the front door. If Rudy leaves, you lock it behind him. If anyone else comes in..."

Silas looked at the compound bow in the case slung over his shoulder, then back at his brother.

"Hide," Silas finished. "You get in the crawl space we saw out back. You stay quiet."

"I know the drill, Si," Jett said, his smile fading back into that teenage sullenness. "I'm not a baby."

"I know," Silas said. He looked at me, then at Rudy. "If anything happens to him..."

"Yeah, yeah," Rudy waved him off, though he looked unsettled by the intensity in the young man's eyes. "I know. You'll skin me alive and feed me to the raccoon. I got it. The boy is safe. I owe Hunt's daddy, remember? A debt is a debt."

Silas stared at him for three seconds—a long time in a conversation. Then he nodded once, sharp and final.

"Let's go," Silas said to me.

We walked out into the blinding Texas heat. I tossed the ammo bags into the bed of the truck and climbed into the driver's seat.

The sun was high now, baking the dust.

"You took his knife," I said. I didn't look at Silas. I was scanning the horizon, checking for dust trails.

Silas didn't flinch. "He has a big mouth."

"He does."

"You going to make me give it back?"

I opened the truck door. I thought about the 'Cowboys and Indians' crack. 

"No," I said. "Consider it tax."

I climbed into the driver's seat. I made a mental note: Do not leave your wallet on the dashboard when Silas is riding shotgun. Not that I carried a wallet—too much identifiable trash—but the principle stood.

Silas climbed in, clutching the bow case like it was made of gold. He looked at me. 

"Ready?" Silas asked.

I started the engine. I checked the mirrors. No tails. Green light.

"Ready," I said. "Let's go treasure hunting. Actually—one sec. I’m going to see if he has a shovel.”


Chapter 11: Vargo

Roman Vargo stood at the edge, the toes of his custom snakeskin boots hovering inches from a hundred-foot drop. He wore a vintage shirt, unbuttoned halfway to show a chest that didn't have a single hair out of place, and expensive silver rings on every finger. On his left breast, stitched in tasteful, unassuming thread, was the logo: StrataTerra Geological Surveys.

He looked less like a man about to kill someone and more like a rock star bored backstage, waiting for the sound check to end.

Three men knelt in the dirt before him. They were stripped to their underwear, their hands zip-tied behind their backs, shivering violently despite the oppressive heat. They were the survivors of last night’s failure. The only ones who had made it back from the junkyard without the case.

"Tell me again," Vargo said. His voice was a low, melodic hum. 

"It was... it was an ambush, Mr. Vargo," the man in the middle stammered. His lip was split, bleeding down his chin. "We didn't stand a chance. He was... he was a giant."

"A giant," Vargo repeated, tasting the word.

"Huge," the man on the right sobbed, snot running onto his chest. "Seven feet tall. Maybe eight. He moved too fast. He broke Mikey's neck. Just... snap."

Vargo’s hand went to his mouth. A sound escaped him—a high, breathless giggle. Tee-hee-hee.

It was the sound a schoolgirl might make when hearing a naughty joke. It was innocent, shrill, and utterly shameless.

The men on the ground flinched as if he’d racked a shotgun slide. The head of security standing by the black SUV shifted his weight, looking at the ground. The laugh was wrong. It didn't fit the face, which remained composed, beautiful, and dead.

"He snapped it?" Vargo asked, the giggle bubbling up again. "Like a glow stick?"

"Yes," the man whispered, terrified by the amusement radiating from his boss.

Vargo’s heavy-lidded eyes, the color of burnt whiskey, drifted over them. “I thought you said a car fell on him.”

“Well… yeah… yeah,” said the one with the snotty chest. “Just… after he snapped his—”

“Shot him too!” Another man interrupted.

“Twice—three times. He was armed,” said the third.

“Definitely armed,” said the first.

A rehearsed series of lies. Vargo didn’t enjoy working with mercenaries. They were too predictable. But he already knew how this was going to end. He glanced into the abyss—the old mineshaft.

He took a couple of dancing little steps to the very lip of the shaft, leaning out until his toes curled inside his boots.

What a rush. What a high.

The surge of excitement almost tasted as good as blue rock. He’d been clean for six years now… Not a lot got his juices going like adrenaline. He peered into the throat of the earth. He didn't feel vertigo. He felt a terrible, soothing recognition. To him, the darkness wasn't empty; it was a texture—thick, heavy, and absolute. The men sobbing behind him were noise—messy, organic noise that cluttered the world. But the shaft? The shaft was clean. It hummed with a frequency that only he seemed to hear, a low, atonal drone like a distortion pedal pressed down on a stage in an empty arena.

He missed the stage. Missed the music. He closed his eyes for a second, inhaling the stagnant, copper-tasting breath of the deep earth. The void down there wasn't a threat; it was a mirror. It was the only thing in this scorching, blinding desert that felt as cold and quiet as he did.

He turned back from the edge, feeling slightly disappointed to step back to safety.

“And this eight foot tall giant… He wasn't alone?"

The snotty-chested guard in his underwear shook his head, his split lip bright and bleeding.  "No. No, there were kids. Two of them. Maybe more. Feral little shits. They hit us from the flanks while the giant tore us apart."

"Two kids," Vargo whispered.

He raised the pistol in his hand, a matte black SIG that looked too utilitarian for his manicured fingers. He waved it lazily, tracing the horizon line. He was a genius of logistics, a man who built invisible empires for his clients.

Some of those clients back in the city had been legal. But he was pursuing new endeavors these days. More lucrative ones.

And if all of this went to plan?

He’d never have to work another day in his life. His life could be dedicated to what really mattered. He hummed softly, smiling.

A trilling chorus, his favorite song he’d written, Purple in the Playhouse joined his voice.

He blinked. Then realized. His ringtone.

His phone buzzed in the pocket of his tight denim.

Vargo held up a single, ring-adorned finger. "Hush."

The men blinked, confused by the sudden pause in their execution.

Vargo pulled the phone out. He checked the screen, a small smile playing on his lips—the kind of smile that made you feel like you were in on a secret until you realized you were the punchline.

"Can this wait?" he answered, his voice dropping to a soft, intimate purr.

The man on the left let out a high-pitched whimper. Vargo shot him a look that could freeze boiling water.

"I know, honeyboo," Vargo said into the phone, turning his back slightly on the sobbing men. "I know. Sugarpie... listen to me. I want to talk about it. I really do. I’m looking forward to it. But... this... this needs to wait. Please?"

He listened for a moment, nodding at the empty desert, kicking a small rock into the abyss.

"We can talk about it, darling. Really. I just need some time. Yeah. Tonight. I promise."

He hung up and slid the phone back into his pocket. He turned back to the prisoners, his face instantly dead again. The warmth vanished like a candle snuffed out.

"Where were we?" Vargo asked. "Ah. My missing map."

He stepped closer. The smell of his cologne washed over the kneeling men, masking the scent of their fear.

"Do you know what was in that case?" Vargo asked. He didn't wait for an answer. "No, of course you don't. You're paid to carry things, not to know things. But you know who I work for. You know the timeline I am on."

He pointed the gun at the middle man’s forehead.

"Beg," Vargo said.

"What?"

"Beg me. Plead with me. Give me a reason not to let gravity handle the severance of your employment."

"Please," the middle man wept immediately. "Please, Mr. Vargo. I have a family. I didn't run. I came back. I told you what happened."

"Boring," Vargo sighed. He looked at the man on the right.

"I... I swear I'll find him," that one cried. "I'll kill the giant myself. Just give me a gun. Please, boss.”

Vargo shifted his gaze to the man on the left. The stubborn one. He was staring at the ground, jaw clenched. He came with the private security crew. The ones from Donovan. He hadn’t wanted the supplemental private security, but it had been part of the deal. To keep an eye on him, he felt. He didn’t like them.

Vargo stepped forward and placed the heel of his snakeskin boot between the man's pectoral muscles. He didn't push, not yet. He just let the weight rest there.

"You're not begging," Vargo noted.

"I did my job," the man grunted.

Vargo shoved.

The man pitched backward, his head hovering over the black abyss of the shaft. Pebbles skittered over the edge, falling into silence. The man screamed, scrabbling with his knees in the dirt, trying to pull back from the void, the rough ground tearing the skin of his legs.

"Okay! Okay! Please!" he shrieked, the defiance breaking like cheap glass. "Don't! God, don't! I'll do anything! Please, Mr. Vargo, please!"

Roman Vargo pulled him back by his hair, tossing him upright.

"There," Vargo said, smoothing his shirt. "See? We're all on the same page now."

He covered his mouth and giggled again. Hee-hee.  

"Here is the logistics of the situation," Vargo said. "I have three failures. I have a hole that is very deep. But I am a benevolent man. I believe in incentives."

He gestured with the gun. "Two of you get to live. I can use two. Three is a crowd."

The men looked at him, then at each other. The air grew heavy.

"It is up to you," Vargo said, checking his watch. "Sort it out."

It took three seconds.

The middle man and the man on the right locked eyes. A silent understanding passed between them—the primal arithmetic of survival.

They moved in unison. They scrambled up on their knees and slammed their shoulders into the stubborn man on the left. Their hands were still bound behind their backs.

The middle man didn't even have time to curse. Bound and unbalanced, he tipped backward. His scream was long, echoing off the limestone walls of the shaft, fading, fading, until it was swallowed by the dark.

Silence returned to the desert.

The two remaining men sat back on their heels, chests heaving, tears streaming down their faces. They looked up at Vargo, expecting validation. Expecting mercy.

Vargo watched the empty space where the man had been. A smile spread across his face, genuine and beatific. Then, the giggle erupted, louder this time, almost uncontrolled. He laughed until his eyes watered, delighted by the absolute predictability of human betrayal.

"Disappointing," he gasped, wiping a tear from his eye. "Teamwork is important, boys. But loyalty? Loyalty is everything."

He raised the pistol. Pop. Pop.

Two distinct shots. No hesitation.

The bodies went limp. Vargo nudged them over the edge with the toe of his boot, watching them tumble into the gloom to join their friend.

He turned away from the pit, holstering the gun. He pulled a silk handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed a speck of dust from his wrist.

His head of security, the hulking shape by the SUV, stepped forward, looking pale.

"Find me that big man," Vargo said, his voice soft again, the melodic charm returning as if he hadn't just executed three men. "Find the two kids. Put them in the ground."

He looked back at the mine shaft.

"And bring me back my case. It’s worth more than all of you.”


Chapter 12: Jonathan

The heat was a dry, aggressive heat that sucked the moisture out of your eyes and turned the dust in your throat to sandpaper.

We were four miles in, following a faint game trail up a ridge line that looked like the spine of a starved dinosaur.

Silas moved ahead of me. He moved well. Silent. He wore moccasins, feeling the ground rather than stomping on it. I was wearing boots. The wind was low, moving west to east. 

I carried the orange Pelican case. It was heavy, awkward, and bright—a tactical error in a landscape of browns and grays, but it held the map with the red ink "X" marks.

We passed another sign. It was a piece of plywood nailed to a mesquite post, bleached white by the sun and riddled with .22 caliber bullet holes.

DANGER. ACTIVE RATTLERS.

"Subtle," I said.

Silas didn't look back. "Locals use them for target practice. The snakes don't read."

We crested a rise and the terrain changed. Limestone needles jutted out of the earth, sharp and jagged.

Silas froze. His hand went to the string of his bow.

Fifty yards up, perched on a narrow limestone outcropping, was a massive creature. It had a shaggy chest and curved horns that swept back like scimitars. It blended perfectly with the red dust, a ghost of the cliffs.

"Aoudad," I whispered. "Barbary sheep. Invasive. Tough beasts from Africa, I think.”

Silas didn't speak. He just raised the Hoyt Carbon Defiant, drawing the string to his cheek in one fluid motion. The eighty-pound draw looked effortless for his wire-taut frame. He anchored, exhaled, and settled the pin.

I pushed the bottom limb of the bow down.

"Don't," I said.

Silas glared at me, the tension in his arm vibrating. He didn't ease the draw. "It's meat. It's a hundred pounds of meat."

"Look at the angle," I said, keeping my voice low. "He's on a sheer face. You hit him, he spasms and falls backward. That's a three-hundred-foot drop into a ravine we can't access without climbing gear. We can't reach it. We can't eat it."

I looked him in the eye. "We don't kill for practice. And we don't waste energy recovering a carcass when we’re hunting something else."

Silas held the draw for a second longer. He wanted the win. He wanted to prove that the weapon Rudy called a "toy" was lethal.

Finally, he eased the string forward. He glared at the Aoudad, which stared back with impassive yellow eyes before turning and vanishing into the rocks.

"Waste," Silas muttered.

"Logistics," I corrected. "Let's move."

We pushed on. The silence stretched out between us, heavy and uncomfortable. I needed to know who I was walking with. In my old life, you didn't go downrange with a man until you knew what he was running from or what he was running toward.

“So if we do find something big. You plan on spending it all in one place?" I asked.

Silas kept walking, his eyes scanning the horizon. "I'm buying my canyon. A deed. A fortress."

"Land is good," I said. "Hard to steal land."

"Everything can be stolen," Silas said, his voice hard. "If you don't have walls. If you don't have papers. I want to build something they can't take. No social workers. No foster care. Just us."

"You want order," I said.

"I want safety. We're close," Silas said, checking the horizon against the landmarks on the map.

We found the coordinates ten minutes later.

It was a bust. I knew it before we even slid down the embankment.

The earth had been churned up, a scar on the land. A hole ten feet deep and twenty wide gaped in the center of a dry wash.

Silas dropped his bow case and scrambled to the edge. He looked ready to jump in and start digging with his bare hands. His hunger for the money was palpable, a vibration in the air.

"It's empty," he said, his voice cracking. "They took it."

"No," I said. I set the orange case down and slid into the pit. “They didn’t find shit.”

The dirt at the bottom was hard-packed clay.

"How do you know?" Silas demanded from the rim.

I scuffed the dirt. "Look at the spoil pile. It's consistent. Look at the floor. If they had hit a gold vein, or some box, there would be an impression. A rectangular indentation where the weight sat for thirty years. The soil compaction would be different."

I pointed to the walls of the hole. "They dug straight down, found nothing, and panicked. See how the shovel marks get wider? They started expanding the perimeter, hoping they missed it by a foot. Then they went deeper. If you find the prize, you stop digging. You lift. These guys didn't lift anything but dirt."

I climbed back out, dusting off my hands. "It's a dry hole, Silas. A decoy. Or bad intel."

Silas kicked a rock, sending it skittering into the empty pit. He looked gutted. "I need this, Hunt. I have... expenses."

"We all have expenses," I said. I watched him. He was desperate. Desperate men made mistakes. They took risks. "Patience. The map has other marks."

"I don't have time for patience," he snapped.

He grabbed his bow and marched back toward the narrow slot canyon we’d come through.

I picked up the orange case. It felt heavier now.

"Slow down," I called out. "This is karst topography. Limestone dissolves from underneath. The ground can be hollow."

Silas ignored me. He was angry at the dirt, angry at the world. He vanished around a bend in the canyon walls.

I followed, keeping my eyes on the rim, checking for tails. An old habit. You never look where you're stepping; you look at who is watching you step. I also felt responsible for this kid. He was twenty-five, sure. But he’d clearly grown up different than most. Feral.

He reminded me of my old friend, from five months ago… Even thinking about him made my stomach hurt. But Silas reminded me of Arthur—not in the soft edges, because Arthur had been doughy and naive while Silas was all gristle and scar tissue—but in the way the world looked ready to eat him alive. I’d failed Arthur. I’d put him in the ground, and that failure sat in my gut like lead shot.

But watching Silas with Jett back at the vet, seeing that absolute, terrifying devotion... it sparked a jealousy I hadn't expected. I didn't have that. My father had cut me loose; Silas was ready to bleed out just to put a lock on a door for his brother. It was a pure, uncorrupted loyalty I envied. I couldn't bring Arthur back, but I could make damn sure this kid got to keep what he was fighting for.

It wasn’t absolution. I’m not sure what it was.

I guess sometimes, a guy just needs a damn mission. I wasn’t stalling to meet my old man, neither. I don’t stall.

But I put the thought from my mind and watched Silas, making sure he was stepping on steady ground.

That was a mistake. It meant I wasn’t watching my own feet.

I stepped onto a slab of shale that looked solid. It was four feet wide, wedged between the canyon walls.

Physics took over. My weight was the variable.

There was a crack, loud as a gunshot.

The limestone floor disintegrated beneath my right boot. I didn't have time to correct. I didn't have time to grab the ledge. Gravity, the ultimate asymmetrical weapon, pulled me down.

I dropped ten feet. Sunlight vanished, replaced by gloom.

I hit hard, landing on loose scree that slid further into the dark. The dust choked me. The orange case hit the wall and clattered down beside me.

I coughed, my hand instantly going to the grip of the Desert Eagle at my hip.

Dammit. Great treasure hunt if I ended up breaking a leg and my skull.

Thankfully, though, as I probed and winced, I didn’t think anything had been permanently damaged. I’d bruise, my ego along with it, but I was whole.

I winced in the gloom. The only light came from the hole in the ceiling I’d created.

And that’s when I thought I spotted something moving across the ground. Slow, undulating.

My skin crawled, and I tensed, shifting back, my shoulders to the cold, slanted stone wall.

Then came the sound. A sound I’d half expected but fully dreaded.

Hiss.

Worse still, it wasn't one sound. It was a chorus. A dry, rattling vibration that hit the primal part of the brain and bypassed logic entirely.

I froze.

I remembered the warning sign on the way in. DANGER. ACTIVE RATTLERS.

I’d found the danger.

My eyes adjusted to the gloom. I hadn't fallen into a cave. The heat of the day didn't reach down here, which meant the cold-blooded locals had gathered for warmth.

I was standing in a nesting den.

A dozen diamondbacks, thick as my forearm, were coiling in the shadows of the fissure. The patterned scales shifted like a living carpet.

And three of them, agitated by my arrival, were already sliding toward my boot.


Chapter 13: Jonathan

The first rule of a crisis situation is to control the adrenaline dump. If you let it flood the system, you get tunnel vision. You lose fine motor control. In a firefight, that means you miss. In a snake pit, it means you die.

I stood perfectly still. The dust from the fall was still settling, coating my tongue with the taste of limestone and copper.

The rattling was a physical frequency, vibrating against the rock walls. It was omnidirectional. My brain tried to isolate the individual threats, but there were too many. A carpet of diamond patterns shifting in the gloom.

"Silas!" I shouted. I didn't look up. I kept my eyes on the three vipers near my right boot. They were coiled, heads raised, tasting my body heat.

Silence from the rim.

"Silas!"

Nothing. Just the wind howling through the slot canyon above and the dry, maraca-shake of death below.

I did the math. Silas was a survivor. He was a protector of his own blood, a man who built walls to keep the world out. I was a stranger. A liability who had just fallen into a hole. If I died here, he could take the truck. He had the map. It was the logical play for a desperate man.

He was gone.

I exhaled. I reached for the Desert Eagle on my hip. The movement was slow, fluid. A snake to my left struck—a blur of motion. I shifted my leg, the fangs hitting the heavy leather of my boot heel.

I drew the weapon. Four pounds of stainless steel. Overkill. But I didn't have a shotgun.

Then, a shadow blocked the sun.

"Heads up," a voice called down.

A rope slapped against the rock wall. It wasn't tactical nylon. It was a frayed, muddy tow strap, likely scavenged from the abandoned dig site we’d just left. It looked like it had been rotting in the sun for a decade.

"Climb!" Silas yelled.

"I can't move," I said. "They're on me."

Thwack.

The sound was wet and precise.

A snake, coiled six inches from my ankle, was suddenly pinned to the limestone floor. A carbon-fiber arrow quivered in its neck, severing the spine.

I looked up. Silas was leaning over the edge, the Hoyt bow canted at an angle. He had another arrow nocked before I could blink.

Thwack.

Another striker, this one to my left. Pinned.

"Clear a path," Silas ordered.

He was fast. I’d give him that. But there were too many of them, and they were waking up fast, agitated by the vibrations.

"Cover your ears," I said.

I raised the Desert Eagle. In the confined space of the fissure, a .50 caliber round wasn't just a bullet; it was a concussion grenade.

I pulled the trigger.

BOOM.

The sound was deafening. The muzzle flash lit up the dark hole like a strobe light. The bullet hit a cluster of snakes near the back wall, vaporizing them and sending rock shards spraying like shrapnel.

The pressure wave stunned the ones closest to me. They recoiled, confused by the thunder.

I didn't hesitate. I fired again. BOOM. And again. BOOM.

I was an architect of collapse. I didn't fight fair; I overwhelmed the environment.

The noise was absolute. Dust rained down. The rattling stopped, replaced by the ringing in my ears.

I scanned the floor. It was a mess of gore and twitching tails. I took a step toward the rope, my boot crushing a severed head.

Then I saw it.

In the corner of the fissure, partially buried under a slide of shale and covered by the thickest knot of snakes, was a geometric shape.

Nature doesn't make straight lines. Nature makes curves and fractals. This was a hard 90-degree angle.

"Hold fire," I shouted, my voice sounding distant in my own ears.

I holstered the hot gun and kicked the debris aside. I grabbed a rock and threw it at the remaining coil of snakes on the object. They scattered, sluggish from the concussions.

I fired one more round—BOOM—into the dirt next to them to clear the stragglers.

I brushed the dust away.

It was wood. Reinforced with iron banding. A heavy, expansive crate, rotting but intact. It had been wedged into this natural fissure, likely dropped from above and covered.

"Hunt!" Silas yelled. "Grab the damn rope!"

I looked up. He was a silhouette against the blinding sky.

"I found something," I shouted. "X marks the spot."

Silas froze. Then he let out a sound I hadn't expected—a high, wild whoop that echoed off the canyon walls. It was the sound of a man who had been holding his breath for five years and finally exhaled.

"For real?" he screamed.

The rope went taut. Silas didn't rappel; he slid down the muddy strap like a fireman, landing in the dust with a thud. He ignored the dead snakes. He ignored the smell of pulverized rock and snake musk.

He stared at the crate. His eyes were wide, hungry.

"Treasure?" he asked. The word hung in the air, heavy with implication. This was the wall between his family and the world.

I holstered the Eagle. I looked at the rotting wood, then at him.

"I don't know," I said. "Help me break it open.”


Chapter 14: Jonathan

The adrenaline was fading, leaving behind the familiar ache in my joints and the sharp, copper taste of fear. The canyon floor was a graveyard of reptiles, their severed coils twitching in the dust, but Silas didn't see them. He only saw the wood.

It was a shipping crate, rough-hewn and rotting, bound with rusted iron straps. It had been wedged into the fissure and buried under shale, likely kicked down from the rim decades ago.

"Open it," Silas whispered. He was vibrating, his eyes wide and manic.

I holstered the Desert Eagle. The barrel was still hot against my thigh. I leaned in, brushing away a layer of calcified dirt to reveal a faint, black stamp on the side of the wood. It was barely legible, eroded by time and moisture, but I recognized the iconography. A stylized bull.

"Antioquia," I said, tracing the wood.

"What?" Silas asked, already jamming the tip of Rudy’s stolen Benchmade knife under the lid.

"The region in Colombia," I said. 

"I don't care about geography," Silas grunted. He leveraged his weight against the knife. The rusted nails screamed as they gave way.

I put a hand on the lid and helped him heave. The wood splintered and groaned, flipping back to reveal the contents.

There was no gold. No stacks of cash rotting into pulp.

The crate was packed tight with gray PVC pipes, each one about a foot long and capped at both ends. They were wrapped in heavy industrial plastic that had yellowed with age.

Silas looked confused. He grabbed one of the pipes. It was heavy, rattling with a dense, shifting weight.

"Plumbing?" he asked, his voice cracking with disappointment. "We almost died for plumbing?"

"Not plumbing," I said. "Liquidation."

I took the pipe from him.

“What?” He demanded.

I stared at the pipe, murmuring, “Know anything about Escobar?”

“I don’t like bars—they always card me.”

“No… Pablo Escobar.”

“Who?”

I sighed. “Drug lord.”

“Oh? So?”

“Well… the insignia. The regional mark.” I tapped the bull. “In '93, right before Pablo Escobar went down on that rooftop in Medellin, he started liquidating assets. He didn't trust banks. Banks leave paper trails. He trusted dirt. He moved hard assets—gold, gems, things that don't rot—across the border. He called it 'Plan B’.”

“So… so… something is inside the pipes?” Silas said, his voice shaking.

I didn’t answer his question. I mused, softly, considering the implications. “It wasn't just Escobar," I said, my voice low, bouncing off the canyon walls. "Escobar was the face, but he was a cocaine cowboy. He liked cash. This..." I picked up a stone lodged into the wood. A small, green piece of glass. Like from a broken beer bottle. I felt the cold, jagged weight of it. "This is Gonzalo Rodríguez Gacha. El Mexicano."

Silas looked up, his eyes wide, reflecting the green light. "Who?"

"One of the founders of the Medellín Cartel," I said. "They called him the Emerald King. Before he moved coke, he moved gems. He didn't trust banks, and he didn't trust paper money because it rotted in the ground. When the heat came down in '89, right before the Colombian National Police gunned him down, he started burying his assets. Not just cash. Hard assets. Things that survive a century in the dirt.”

“How do you know this?”

“Was my job.”

“To learn history?”

“To learn about criminal organizations… And how to dismantle them.”

I played the light over the trench. The ground was scarred with old, filled-in depressions. Pockmarks in the stone floor where the earth had been disturbed decades ago and had since settled.

I pointed to the PVC. "Waterproof. Airtight. Crush-resistant. You can bury this in a swamp or a desert for a hundred years, and whatever is inside stays fresh."

Silas didn't wait for the history lesson. He smashed the end of the PVC pipe against the limestone wall. The plastic cap shattered.

He tilted the pipe.

A cascade of green tumbled out. They weren't cut gems—they were raw, rough stones, looking like pieces of broken beer bottles until the shaft of sunlight from the rim hit them. Then, they burned.

"Emeralds," Silas breathed.

He fell to his knees in the snake-infested dirt, scooping them up. "They're real."

I picked one up. It was the size of a walnut. Rough, uncut Colombian emeralds. Even in this state, unpolished and dirty, the stone in my hand was worth more than the truck we drove in. The crate held millions. Maybe tens of millions.

“Holy…” Silas whispered. He wasn't looking at the gems; he was looking at the future. He was looking at a deed to a canyon, a fortress where no social worker could touch his siblings.

He started jamming the stones into his pockets. He grabbed another pipe and cracked it open, spilling more green fire into the dust. He was frantic, a starving man at a buffet.

"We need to bag this," Silas said, his hands shaking. "The case. Hunt, give me the orange case.” But he was now pacing, waving his arms excitedly as if he could barely contain himself.

He wanted to grab the emeralds, but his mind was grabbing something else. A thought—a vision for the future.

For a brief moment, Silas wasn't looking at the gems anymore; he was pacing it out, stepping over the uneven ground, counting under his breath. He looked like a surveyor mapping a property line.

"One... two... three," Silas muttered… He held up his hands and I realized he was visualizing the map in the case.

He stopped, his lips moving as he ran the numbers.

"There are twenty-two marks," Silas said, his voice tightening. "Twenty-two spots. Twenty-two Jonathan!”

He looked at the broken PVC pipe.

"If they are all like this..." Silas did the mental math, his face pale. "Say twenty pounds of rough stones per tube. That’s... nearly five hundred pounds of emeralds. How much is that?”

“Half a billion,” I murmured. “But… the other locations are also marked. They missed this one because it was under their dig spot. Unlikely they missed the others. Someone came back for the rest," I said. “Whoever is behind that geology crew. Maybe years ago. Maybe last week. They started digging up the grid. But they missed this one.”

Silas knelt by the pipe. He picked up a handful of the green stones. He wasn't shaking anymore. He was smiling. It was a terrifying, manic grin that cracked his usually stoic face wide open.

"Gacha," Silas said, testing the name. “What was he like?"

"Pig farmer," I said. "Started with nothing."

Silas clenched the emeralds in his fist. "Just like us. Just a rat in a canyon who realized the only way to get the hawks to leave you alone is to buy the damn sky."

He laughed then, a sharp, barking sound that didn't quite fit the silence of the cave. He looked at me, and for a second, the mask of the hardened patriarch slipped. I saw the twenty-five-year-old kid who had been carrying the weight of the world since he was a teen.

"You know what I was going to do?" Silas whispered, the glee fading into something raw and painful. "If we didn't find this? I was going to sell the truck. Kaia doesn't know. I was going to sell the truck Jett is trying to rebuild and the tools just to pay for food and propane through the winter. I was going to strip us down to the bone just to keep us on our land for six more months."

He looked at the emeralds, his eyes wet.

"I promised Jett I'd buy him a real lift kit," he said, his voice cracking. "Stupid, right? But I promised him. I didn't want him to be the poor kid with the duct-taped shoes forever."

"He won't be," I said.

Silas nodded, wiping his face with a dirty sleeve. "No. He won't. We're not nobodies anymore. We're—"

“Hang on,” I said suddenly.

I didn't move. I was looking up at the slice of blue sky far above us.

“What?”

"Quiet," I hissed.

I closed my eyes. I pushed past the ringing in my ears, searching for the wind. The shifting shale. The bleating of that invasive sheep. 

"We have a problem," I said.

"The only problem is how to carry it," Silas snapped, stuffing a handful of emeralds into his jeans.

"The problem is acoustics," I said. "I just fired multiple rounds from a .50 caliber handgun in a slot canyon. That sound didn't just stay here. It funneled up and out. It echoed for miles."

I looked at Silas. “Those security guys? They’re logistics men. They have a geological survey team. That means he has maps. He knows where the potential sites are. If he’s smart—and he is—he has listening posts. Or drones.” I remembered my journey with Tessa into the dark, sneaking through their fence line. “Seismic sensors,” I added.

Shit.

I glanced at the ground as if half expecting to see one buried in the dirt.

I was getting paranoid. Or, well… realistic. If this place was a dig site, and the diggers hadn’t found their treasure… would they have left it without any surveillance? Unlikely.

And my gunshots?

Would’ve been heard.

“Someone would’ve heard me,” I murmured out loud.

"So?"

"So I just rang the dinner bell."

I checked the rim again, through the gap in the floor and the opening in the canyon. A shadow flickered across the light. It might have been a hawk. It might have been a drone.

Silas ignored me. He was trying to lift the entire crate. It wouldn't budge. It weighed hundreds of pounds.

"Help me," he grunted, veins popping in his neck.

"Leave it," I said.

Silas looked at me like I had asked him to kill his brother. "Are you insane? It's right here. It's everything."

"It's an anchor," I said. "You can't run with it. You can't fight with it. If you try to drag that up the rope, you'll be a slow, heavy target. You'll die, and Jett will be alone."

The mention of Jett hit him like a slap. He froze.

"Take what you can carry," I ordered, my voice shifting into the command tone I used to use when training local regional forces. "Fill your pockets. Fill the soft case for the bow. But we leave the crate."

"We can come back," Silas pleaded, shoving more pipes into his jacket.

"Maybe," I said. "But only if we survive the next twenty minutes."

I grabbed his shoulder and hauled him up. "Move, Silas. Now."

He looked at the pile of green stones in the dirt, agony written on his face. He grabbed one last fistful, his knuckles white, and turned to the rope.

"Go," I said, drawing the Eagle again. "I'll cover the rear." We had located the treasure. Now we just had to see if we could keep it.

Maybe I was being paranoid. But there’s an instinct you get as an operator. It isn’t magic; it’s just your subconscious processing data faster than your conscious mind can label it. The boys at the Farm called it "pattern recognition," but out here in the dirt, it felt more like the air pressure dropping before a tornado.

We clambered out of the hole, Silas cursing me as we did.

I scanned the choke point where the trail narrowed, my thumb hovering over the safety, waiting for the anomaly—the snap of a twig or the glint of a lens—that would turn the landscape from empty to hostile.

“See?” Silas snapped. “No one. I’m going ba—”

Before he could finish the word back there was a loud gunshot. The rock above Silas’ head exploded, showering us with dust.

A lone figure stood at the top of the chasm. I stared.

An emaciated, ghoulish form. So thin, he looked like a scarecrow. He was wearing a tactical, skin-tight outfit that only further emphasized his skeletal frame, like shrink-wrap over a pile of dry twigs. He was perched in a V-shaped fissure where the cliff face split, legs straddling the void with a terrifying, nonchalant balance that defied gravity. He held a rifle—not a standard military issue, but a skeletonized, custom-machined lightweight sniper platform that looked as fragile and deadly as he did. He didn't aim; he just pointed. The crack of the shot was dry and flat, but I was already moving, my shoulder driving into Silas’s chest, tackling him into the dirt just as a bullet chipped the stone where his head had been a microsecond before.

Then came the sound. It wasn't the metallic clatter of rappelling gear or the zip of a line. It was a dry, frantic scratching, like rats in a wall. I looked up, and for the first time in years, a cold spike of genuine horror hit my gut. The Scarecrow was coming down. He wasn't using a rope. He was free-climbing face-first, his limbs splayed out at impossible angles, fingers hooking into invisible crevices, moving with the jerky, unnatural speed of a huntsman spider. He was descending fifty feet of vertical rock in seconds, a spindly nightmare closing the distance to the canyon floor.

I raised the Eagle to engage, but the acoustics of the canyon changed instantly. Shouts echoed from the far end of the cavern, bouncing off the limestone. I flicked my eyes to the perimeter. Eight men. Then twelve. A full tactical element, moving in a skirmish line, blocking our only exit. They opened up, a chaotic wall of automatic fire that chewed up the ground around us.

"Run!" I roared, shoving Silas hard. The force of the blow knocked the wind out of him, and a handful of the uncut emeralds spilled from his pocket, scattering like green ice in the dust. Silas stumbled, his eyes locking onto the fortune in the dirt, his hand reaching down in a reflex of desperate greed. I didn't let him. I grabbed him by the back of his collar and threw him forward, ignoring the treasure.

"Leave it!"

We were sprinting now—the ambush gave us no choice. We were running away from the truck, away from our extraction route, plunging deeper into the jagged, unknown throat of the canyon with a human spider on our heels and a kill squad at our backs.


Chapter 15: Jonathan

The canyon was a fatal funnel. We were running, rounding corners just in time as bullets whizzed by us and cracked into the walls. But it was only a matter of time. The walls were too steep, the floor too narrow, and the pursuit too fast. The acoustic crack of rounds hitting the limestone around us was getting closer, a rhythmic chipping that meant the twelve men were zeroing in. They were fast, disciplined.

Definitely not geologists. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought good ol’ American military.

But why would the military be chasing emeralds in the desert?

I didn't look back. I didn't have to. I could feel the distance closing in my spine.

"Up!" Silas shouted, pointing toward a deer trail that vanished into the scrub.

"No good," I said. "They'll pick us off the wall before we make twenty feet."

I scanned the terrain. Not for cover. For leverage.

Nothing. Just flat stone.

I cursed, pushing forward. Ahead, I spotted a toppled beam. I glanced hopefully to the right, imagining an opening, a mine entrance.

But it had caved in. Thick rocks blocked any chance of entrance.

I dragged Silas forward where he was lagging. The boy hopped over a toppled beam.

A shadow fell across us, crooked and wrong. A spindly thing, like an ink spill with tendrils. It made my skin crawl.

The assassin at the top of the canyon. He was still clambering along the rock, moving far too swiftly, sprinting along the lip of the canyon, keeping pace with us.

I grabbed Arthur’s arm—Silas. Not Arthur. And yet, briefly, as we ran, I glimpsed that dopey grin, those eager eyes, searching for my approval. I couldn’t leave the kid behind. Not again. I pushed Silas ahead of me. We couldn’t slow now.

This was old mining country. The kind of place where men with pickaxes and dynamite had hollowed out the earth a century ago, leaving behind scars that never quite healed. My eyes snagged on a discoloration halfway up the western cliff face. It was a "scree shield"—a retaining wall made of heavy timber, built eighty years ago to hold back tons of loose shale and waste rock from a drift mine above.

The wood was grey, rotted, stripped by the sun and eaten by termites. It was holding back a geological hammer blow, waiting for a trigger.

I stopped. The friction of my oversized boots in the gravel sounded like a car wreck.

"Jonathan!" Silas yelled, grabbing my arm. "Move!"

"Get down," I said. I turned, planting my feet.

The squad of gunmen came around the bend, a chaotic knot of movement and gleaming muzzles. They saw me stop and raised their weapons, sensing the kill.

I didn't aim at them. I aimed at the mountain.

I raised the Desert Eagle. It was a absurd weapon for a running gunfight—heavy, slow, excessive. But I wasn't trying to kill a man. I was trying to break a landscape. I lined up the sights on the central vertical support of the retaining wall—the keystone timber that was bowing under eighty years of gravity.

I squeezed the trigger.

The recoil kicked my hand back, a mule-kick traveled all the way to my shoulder. The .50 caliber round slammed into the rotting wood. It didn't just punch a hole; it shattered the structural integrity of the beam.

There was a pause. A single second where physics caught up with violence.

Then, a groan. A sound like the earth clearing its throat. The timber snapped, and the mountain came down.

Thousands of tons of shale, limestone, and iron-heavy boulders poured into the canyon floor. It was a solid curtain of dust and noise, a thunderclap that erased the gunfire. The air turned white. I grabbed Silas and threw us both into a shallow depression near the canyon wall, covering our heads as pebble-sized shrapnel rained down.

When the dust settled, the world had changed. The canyon was cut in half. A twenty-foot wall of rubble blocked the path. The twelve gunmen were on the other side. I could hear them shouting, coughing, their voices muffled by the barrier.

We were safe.

Then I heard the scratching.

I looked up. The rockslide had blocked the floor, but it hadn't touched the ceiling. High above the dust cloud, the Scarecrow was moving.

He wasn't climbing; he was flowing. He came down the vertical face with a sickening, liquid grace, fingers hooking into cracks too small to see, boots smearing against the stone. He looked like a spider made of tactical gear and malnutrition. He reached the canyon floor twenty yards in front of us, landing in a crouch that absorbed the impact silently.

Silas had an arrow nocked before the guy even straightened up. I brought the Eagle back on target, leveling it at his chest.

The Scarecrow stood up. He was hideous in a way that had nothing to do with deformity and everything to do with health. He was pale—not fair-skinned, but the translucent, milky white of a cave fish. His face was gaunt, cheeks hollowed out, hair a damp, colorless bowl cut that plastered to his forehead. He looked like a mid-level office drone who had been locked in a basement for a decade.

He looped the strange, light-weight rifle back, resting it between his shoulder blades on a leather strap. He held his hands out, palms open.

"Just want to talk," he said. His voice was a cold monotone. No adrenaline. No fear.

"Stop right there," I said. My finger itched. But when your hunter disarms himself, I’d learned it was best to listen.

"The people I represent," he said, ignoring me, his eyes fixed on the orange case strapped to Silas’s back. "They are the ones you should be afraid of. They found you here. They'll find you again."

"Who are they?" Silas demanded, the bowstring trembling near his ear.

The Scarecrow said, "I just want the case. That's all."

I kept the gun lowered, pointing at the dirt between us. I was confused. This didn't track. He had the high ground, the superior weapon, and the element of surprise. Why parley?

"Give me the case," the Scarecrow said, taking a step forward. "And I walk away. I leave you to the rocks."

"Not happening," Silas spat.

"Give it to him," I said.

Silas looked at me, betrayal in his eyes. "What?"

"If he walks, we live," I said. "Give him the case."

I wasn't giving him anything. I was buying distance. I needed to know what this creature was. I started to close the gap, moving slowly, keeping the gun pointed down.

The Scarecrow didn't flinch. He didn't look like a fighter. He looked like he’d shatter if I punched him. But as I darted forward, feinting a charge, he scrambled backward with a speed that made my eyes water. It wasn't a retreat; it was a spacing adjustment. He maintained the exact same distance between us, like we were magnets with the same polarity.

I stopped. He stopped.

I took a step back. He took a step forward.

He wasn't afraid. He was managing the workspace.

"What the hell do you want?" I asked.

The Scarecrow lifted a thin, trembling finger and pointed at the case on Silas’s back. "That."

Then, he raised the rifle.

It wasn't a slow motion. It was a snap. The muzzle came up, leveled at Silas’s chest.

"Drop it!" I shouted.

I had the shot. The Eagle was heavy in my hand. But the angle was bad—he was standing in front of a concave section of granite. A miss or a through-and-through with a .50 cal would ricochet unpredictably. Silas was five feet behind him. If I fired, the splash-back could gut the kid.

The Scarecrow’s finger tightened on the trigger. It was twitchy, vibrating with a nervous energy that terrified me more than discipline would have.

It made sense now. He was terrified of damaging what was in the case. Couldn’t risk it. He wasn’t going to spare our lives, he was going to get what he came for then burn us.

But Silas was stubborn, and the Scarecrow likely sensed it. Change in plan. He’d risk the shot. I could see the decision etching across his coiled muscles and tensed figure.

So I lunged.

I closed the gap between us now that he was distracted by aiming, and I kicked upward. My boot connected with the carbon-fiber barrel of his rifle, knocking it skyward just as the weapon discharged. The crack was deafening, the bullet sparking harmlessly off the canyon rim.

The impact should have knocked him down. Instead, he used the momentum. He flung himself backward, hitting the canyon wall and scrambling up it. He moved like a panicked rodent, claws digging in, hauling his impossible weight up to a limestone shelf ten feet above us.

His rifled lay discarded where I’d kicked it.

He perched there, squatting on his haunches, peering down at us with those dead, watery eyes.

"What the hell are you?" I snapped, the adrenaline finally spiking in my blood.

The Scarecrow tilted his head. A small, thin smile touched his lips.

"Who sent you?" I raised the gun, lining up the sights on his pale forehead.

He didn't answer. He jumped.

He launched himself off the shelf, leaping toward the massive pile of rock rubble I had created. He hit the unstable slope and scrambled up it on all fours, a blur of grey motion against the grey stone.

I fired twice. The massive booming reports of the Eagle echoed like artillery. Stone shattered inches from his feet, but he was too fast, too erratic.

Thwip.

Silas released the arrow. It was a desperate shot, fired at a moving target on loose terrain. But it flew true.

The broadhead caught the Scarecrow in the meat of his shoulder. He stumbled, letting out a high-pitched yelp, but he didn't stop. He crested the pile of rubble and vanished down the other side, toward the gunmen, his backup.

Silas lowered the bow, his chest heaving. "He's bleeding. We can track him."

"No," I said, turning back to the deeper canyon. "He's not the problem anymore. The twelve men behind that wall are digging out. We need to move."

I looked at the orange case. Whatever was in there, it was worth enough to send a ghoul to fetch it.


Chapter 16: Jonathan

The silence in the cab was thick enough to chew on, broken only by the hum of the tires on the asphalt and Jett’s voice from the backseat.

"I’m just saying," the kid said, leaning forward between the seats. "That doctor smelled like wet dog food. You sure he was a people doctor? He had a calendar of heavy machinery on the wall. And not the cool kind. Tractors."

Silas stared out the window, watching the mesquite blur by. "He patched you up, Jett. Be quiet."

"I think he used horse thread," Jett muttered, touching the bandage on his arm. "If I start craving oats, I’m suing."

I didn't laugh. I couldn't. My mind was still back in the canyon, replaying the ambush, the unnatural movement of the Scarecrow, the discipline of the other gunmen. Military? Why? Here?

"Where are we going?" I asked, keeping my eyes on the rearview mirror. Running a standard check. No tail. Just heat waves shimmering off the blacktop.

"The gas station," Silas said. "The one by the junction."

"I can take you further," I said. "Get you to a motel in Marfa."

"Gas station is fine," Silas said. His voice was hard again. The vulnerability from the cave was gone, replaced by the armor of the Patriarch. I was struck by just how little I actually knew about my young companions.

"You're not going to steal a car, are you?" I asked. “I keep this one to get home. That was the deal. You get the emeralds. I get the car.”

“You ruined it anyway.”

I shrugged. “So? No car stealing.”

Silas didn't look at me. He just shook his head. It was a lie, but a polite one. "We'll manage. We always do."

He shifted in the seat, wincing slightly. His hand went to the orange waterproof case resting on his lap. He gripped it like it contained the nuclear codes.

"We should go back," Silas said suddenly. "Once they clear out. There’s still..."

"There's nothing," I said, cutting him off. “Those gunmen aren’t going to leave a single pebble behind. They’ll have a vacuum truck out there by midnight. You go back, you die. Simple as that.”

“Sucks to leave emeralds in the dirt… They might not find all of them.”

“They’ll find every piece,” I returned.

"Emeralds?" Jett asked, perking up. "What emeralds?”

Silas ignored him. "I dropped them," he whispered, more to himself than me. “Most of them just fell out when we were being chased.”

"You're alive," I said. "That's the payout."

Silas glared at me, his jaw working. Then, slowly, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his fist. He opened it. Resting in his palm were five or six rough green stones. They were small, jagged, and covered in dust, but even in the harsh cab light, they glowed with that deep Colombian green.

"A few grand," Silas said, estimating the weight. “All that’s left. Maybe ten if I find a stupid buyer.”

“You want the car? I’ll take the emeralds.”

“Psh. This hunk of junk is worth salvage. If that. I’ll keep this measly handful.”

"Better than nothing," I said.

Silas shoved them back into his pocket. He looked out the window again.

"Who was he? The dead guy you found,” I said quietly, pulling on any thread I could think of.

“What?”

“The one you took that case from?”

“I didn’t stop to check ID. Just some rich asshole with a rich watch.”

“You ever seen him before?”

“No,” Silas said. “And he was already dead. I found him like that. He was already cold. Looked like a city boy trying to play cowboy. Arrogant face, even dead. Told me he was a landman.”

"Landman," I repeated. In Texas, landmen were the scouts for oil and gas companies. They researched titles, negotiated leases, and generally annoyed ranchers. "What was he wearing?"

"Suit pants," Silas said. "But he had boots on. Brand new. Looked ridiculous." He paused, frowning. "They had those brass caps on the toes. You know the kind? Shiny little metal tips."

I went still. My hands tightened on the wheel until the leather creaked.

"Brass caps," I said.

"Yeah. Why?"

I didn't answer. I knew that style. It wasn't a fashion statement; it was a uniform. My father’s ranch hands wore boots like that. It was an affectation of the 'Hunt Brand'—a way for the Old Man to mark his property, even the human kind.

If the dead man was wearing those boots, he had been on my father's payroll. Or at least on his land. Or maybe just a coincidence…

“He was the one with the map, right?” I asked. "The dead man?"

Silas tapped the orange case. "Found this next to him. Figured he didn't need it anymore. I'm keeping it," Silas added, his voice dropping an octave, daring me to challenge him. "The map. The case. It's mine. I found it. I earned it."

"It's marked with dig sites," I said. "It's a target, Silas. Not a prize."

"It's mine," he repeated. "I'm going to check the other coordinates. Maybe they missed another one."

"They'll have guards," I said. "Drones. Sensors."

Silas jutted out his chin. "Let them. I know the land better than they do."

I shrugged. "Your funeral."

"My retirement," he corrected.

I didn't argue. You can't argue with hunger. And Silas Blackwater had been hungry his whole life.

We hit the gas station ten minutes later.

It was a classic West Texas tableau, a small island of commerce in a sea of nothing. The land was flat and scrubby, punctuated only by the skeletal silhouettes of pump jacks nodding in the distance.

The station itself was a bleached-white stucco box with two pumps that looked like they were from the seventies. A solitary buzzard sat on the "E" of the "DIESEL" sign, watching us pull in with professional disinterest.

Typical Marfa.

I stopped the truck near the road. I didn't turn off the engine.

Silas opened the door. He clutched the orange case to his chest. Jett scrambled out after him, looking around nervously, probably checking for stray social workers.

"Stay off the main roads," I said. It was useless advice, but I felt obligated to give it.

Silas looked at me. For a second, I thought he might say thank you. He didn't. He just nodded, a sharp, singular motion.

"Watch your back," he said.

"Always."

He turned and started running. Not walking. Running. He moved with that loping, efficient stride, heading straight for the drainage ditch that ran parallel to the highway. Jett sprinted after him, looking back once to wave, a goofy, disjointed gesture.

I watched them go. Silas’ hand kept drifting to his pocket, checking the emeralds. He was a kid carrying a death sentence in his pocket and a target on his back, convinced he had just won the lottery.

It didn't feel right to let them go. The protective instinct was screaming at me. But I wasn't their father. And I had my own ghosts to exorcise.

I sighed, shaking my head, and put the truck in gear.

I watched them disappear into the high grass, then turned the wheel.

It was time. I needed to go to the ranch. I needed to see the Old Man. I needed to know what a dead landman in brass-toed boots had to do with a treasure map.

But as I reached the junction, I didn't turn toward the Hunt ranch. I turned left. Toward the Galloway place.

Just a perimeter check, I told myself. Make sure Alma didn't shoot a delivery driver. Make sure Tessa is... safe.

I nodded to the empty cab. "Definitely not stalling," I muttered.

I hit the gas, driving toward the one place in Texas where I still had some amount of welcome.

Another part of me wanted to make sure whatever hornet’s nest I’d kicked up hadn’t come back to haunt the High Lonesome.


Chapter 17: Jonathan

The fake geologist SUVs were nowhere to be seen. They hadn’t found the High Lonesome then. That was the good news.

The bad news was parked in their place.

It was an oversized truck, lifted so high it needed a step ladder to access the cab, painted a matte black that was supposed to look tactical but just looked expensive. It had underglow lights—in the middle of the day—and rims that cost more than the Galloway’s annual feed budget.

Derrick Sallow was back. And he had brought friends.

I killed the engine of my truck and watched. Derrick was leaning against the fender of his monster truck, dressed in his costume: designer jeans with intricate stitching on the pockets, a tight white t-shirt meant to show off gym muscles that didn't exist, and a heavy gold chain that glittered in the sun. He moved with a jerky, twitchy affectation, throwing hand signs that didn't mean anything in West Texas, mimicking the mannerisms of music videos he’d watched in his mother’s gated community.

He wasn't alone. Six men stood in a loose semi-circle behind him. These weren't suburban kids. These were ranch hands—big corn-fed boys with sunburned necks and knuckles like walnuts. Hired muscle.

They had Tessa cornered.

Alma’s truck was missing. She was likely in town running errands, leaving Tessa alone to defend the fort. Tessa was holding two brown paper grocery bags, her knuckles white. She tried to step left; Derrick stepped left. She tried to step right; he mirrored her, grinning like he was performing a magic trick.

He was begging. I could hear the whine in his voice from here. "Come on, T. Just one drink. I booked a table at the Hotel Paisano. VIP."

"Move, Derrick," Tessa said. Her voice was hard and exhausted. "I told you last week. I’d rather drink battery acid."

"You're playing hard to get," Derrick laughed, looking back at his audience for approval. The six ranch hands shifted their weight. They didn't laugh.

I felt a cold, familiar heat rise in my chest.

I hate gangs. I don't mean criminal organizations; I mean the psychology of the pack. It’s a biological cheat code for weak men. Alone, a man like Derrick Sallow is a coward. He’s prey. But give him six large bodies to stand behind, and suddenly he feels like a king. People like that victimize because they can’t compete. They tribalize because they have minimal individual value. They are the ones who pull a knife in a fistfight or escalate a shouting match into a shooting because they are terrified that if the noise stops, everyone will see how small they really are.

I opened my door.

Tessa tried to push past him. "Get out of my way, you pathetic tick."

Derrick’s grin vanished. The "nice guy" mask slipped, revealing the spoiled, entitled rot underneath. He grabbed her wrist.

"Don't walk away from me when I'm talking to you," he snapped.

He jerked her arm. The grocery bags slipped. They hit the hard-packed dirt with a crunch. I saw a carton of eggs shatter, yellow yolks bleeding into the dust.

I winced. That was five dollars. In a household running on fumes, that was a tragedy.

"Hey," one of the ranch hands said. He was the oldest, a guy with a thick mustache. He looked uncomfortable. "Derrick, man. Let's just go. She ain't interested."

Derrick spun on him, his face twisting into a snarl. "Shut up! What is my mom paying you for, huh? You work for me. You shut your mouth."

The ranch hand looked at his boots. The paycheck won. It always does.

I started walking. I didn't run. Running triggers a predator response. I walked with the steady, inevitable cadence of a glacier.

But Tessa didn't wait for the cavalry.

"Let go of me," she hissed.

"Or what?" Derrick sneered. "You gonna cry to your—"

Tessa dropped her shoulder and drove her knee upward with the precision of a piston. It connected solidly with Derrick's groin. The sound was a thud.

Derrick’s eyes bulged. The air left his lungs in a high-pitched squeak. He stumbled back, bent double, clutching himself. Tessa didn't stop. She planted a hand on his chest and shoved. He went over backward, landing in a patch of mud near the water trough.

He sat there for a second, gasping, his designer jeans soaked, mud splattered across his white shirt.

The ranch hands didn't move. I saw the mustache guy smirk.

But humiliation is a dangerous thing for a weak man. It validates every insecurity they whisper to themselves at night. Derrick scrambled up, his face purple with shame and rage. His hand went to his pocket.

Click.

A switchblade flicked open. It was a cheap, gaudy thing with a fake diamond skull set into the handle. But the steel was real enough. Then again, at second glance, maybe the diamond wasn’t fake.

"You bitch!" Derrick screamed. He waved the knife, spit flying from his lips. "You think you're better than me? Look at you! You're nothing! You're gonna die alone on this dirt pile! No wonder your boyfriend left. He saw what you are. Damaged goods! Just like your daddy!"

Tessa flinched. That one hit harder than the knife would have.

"He bailed on you because you're broken!" Derrick shrieked, advancing on her. "Daddy issues! Everyone knows it!"

I stepped into the circle.

Two of the biggest ranch hands saw me coming. They stepped forward to block me, chests puffed out. I didn't slow down. I just looked at them. I gave them the look—the one that isn't a threat, but a promise. The look that says I have cataloged the location of your carotid arteries and I am currently debating the morality of crushing your larynxes.

They stepped aside. Quickly.

I walked up to Derrick. He was so focused on screaming at Tessa he didn't hear me.

I reached out with my left hand and grabbed him by the back of his neck.

I lifted.

I didn't jerk him. I just applied hydraulic pressure. I am six-foot-four and a quarter ton of dense mass. Derrick was a buck-fifty soaking wet. His feet left the ground. He dangled there, the knife falling from his hand as he clawed at my wrist.

"Apologize," I said. My voice was polite. Conversational.

"Ghhhk—my mom—lawyer—" Derrick spluttered, his face turning a dark, unhealthy red.

"Please," I added.

"Sor—sorry!" he choked out. "I'm sorry!"

"Put him down!" Tessa yelled. "Jonathan, stop!"

I looked at her. She wasn't grateful. she was furious.

"He apologized," I said.

"I don't want your help!" she screamed.

I looked back at Derrick. He was starting to pass out. I walked him over to his vehicle and threw him. He flew through the air like a bag of mulch, bouncing off the door of his designer truck and sliding into the dirt.

"Get a real truck," I said.

Derrick scrambled up, heaving for air, rubbing his throat. He looked at his hired muscle. "Kill him! Fix him up! What are you standing there for?"

I turned to the six ranch hands. I cracked my neck. I let my arms hang loose at my sides.

The mustached man looked at Derrick, then at me. He looked at the scars on my hand. He looked at the way I stood—balanced, weight forward, ready.

He shook his head. "Nah. I ain't paid enough for this."

He walked away. The others followed, slinking back to their own trucks like beaten dogs.

Derrick looked around, realized his wall of meat was gone, and let out a sound that was half-sob, half-squeal. He scrambled into his driver's seat, slammed the door, and peeled out, spraying gravel everywhere as he fled.

I turned to Tessa, expecting... well, I don't know what I expected. A nod? A shared look of relief?

She hit me.

It was a open-handed slap to the chest, hard enough to sting.

"You stupid asshole!" she yelled. "I had it handled!" she shouted, shoving me again. "I was letting him flirt! Dammit, Jonathan!"

I blinked. "He had a knife."

"He's a coward!" she screamed. "He wouldn't have used it. But now? Now he's going to run to his mommy. Francine Sallow holds the note on the South Pasture! She's the only reason the bank hasn't foreclosed on us yet. We need their money!"

She threw her hands up, pacing in the dust among the broken eggs.

"I was managing him!" she said. "I handle the insults. I handle the creeping. Because we need the cash. But you... you big, dumb GI Joe... you just had to be the hero."

She knelt down and started picking up the surviving groceries, her hands shaking. "He's gonna make her pull the lease. We're gonna lose the pasture. God... you idiot."

I stood there, feeling like a sledgehammer in a glass factory. I knelt down to help her. I reached for a can of beans.

"Don't," she snapped. Then she sighed. The anger drained out of her, leaving her small and tired. "I'm fine. We're fine."

She stood up, clutching the bags. She wouldn't look at me.

"Maybe..." she swallowed. "Maybe you should clear out of the bunkhouse. It's just... it's too much heat, Jonathan. With you here. With Derrick. I can't juggle it all."

I studied her face. The sun was hitting her profile. There was a bruise on her cheekbone. It was faint, covered with a bit of makeup, but I saw it. It was yellowish-green. Old. Three days maybe.

"What's that?" I asked, pointing to her cheek.

She turned away quickly. "Nothing. Grease smudge."

"Did he do that?" I asked. "Derrick?"

"No," she said sharply. Too sharply. "No. Just... I walked into a door. The barn door. It swings."

"Tessa..."

"I swear, he didn't," she said, her voice trembling. She looked at me then, her eyes pleading. "Now go. I mean it. Get."

She turned and walked into the house, the screen door slamming behind her like a gunshot.

I stood there for a moment, listening to the silence of the ranch. The wind rattled the windmill. The smell of broken eggs and mud hung in the air.

I shrugged. I was supposed to visit my dad anyway.

I walked to the bunkhouse to grab my bag. It took thirty seconds to pack. I didn't have much. Just a few clothes, a toiletry kit, and a whole lot of regrets.

It was time to clear out.


Chapter 18: Bishop

CIA analyst in exile, Ethan Bishop, adjusted the rearview mirror, mostly so he didn't have to look at the deputy devouring a foil-wrapped burrito. The cruiser smelled like stale onions and three days of unwashed polyester.

"So, like," the deputy said, a glob of sour cream clinging to his mustache. "Do you guys really have those pens? The exploding ones?"

Bishop stared out the windshield at the shimmering heat haze rising off the asphalt. "No."

"Bummer," the deputy mumbled, taking another bite. "What about the watches? Lasers?"

"We're logistics managers, Deputy," Bishop said with a sigh. "We file paperwork. We bribe foreign nationals. We sit in cars and wait for dead men to show up."

"Sounds boring."

"It is."

It wasn't just boring. It was purgatory. Two and a half years ago, Bishop had watched a building in the mountains of Pakistan turn into a crater. He had seen the thermal bloom on the drone feed. He had signed the report confirming Jonathan Hunt was vaporized.

Then came the footage from the Ozarks. A grainy camera. A fingerprint from a local station.

Jonathan was alive.

The fallout had been nuclear. The Deputy Director—the woman who had authorized the strike—was gone. Fired. The new administration at Langley was cleaning house, and "resurrected field assets" were a political liability they couldn't afford. Bishop had been Jonathan’s case officer. His partner. His friend.

So now, Bishop was sitting in a county sheriff's vehicle in West Texas, nursing a leg that throbbed with every heartbeat, watching a gate that hadn't opened in three days. If he didn't bring Jonathan in, his career was over. He’d be lucky to get a job guarding a mall in Omaha.

"My cousin applied to the FBI," the deputy said, crumpling the foil. "Failed the psych eval. Said he was too—"

"Movement," Bishop snapped.

He sat up. His eyes, trained on the perimeter, caught a flicker of motion near the limestone pillars of the Hunt estate's main gate. It wasn't a coyote. It was upright.

A figure in a grey hoodie was skirting the fence line, keeping low, moving with a jerky, amateurish stealth.

"Is that him?" the deputy asked, reaching for his radio. "Is that the ghost?”

Sneaking, quiet. The figure didn’t want to be seen, that was for sure. And it was late.

Up to no good. Was this Jonathan? After all these months, had Hunt finally decided to come home?

Bishop didn't answer the deputy. He opened the door and bailed out.

He hit the ground running. The shrapnel wound in his right thigh—a souvenir from a botched extraction in Yemen—flared hot and white, a jagged line of pain shooting up his spine. He clamped his jaw shut, forcing his face to remain neutral. He didn't limp. He refused to limp. He turned the pain into fuel, driving his legs harder.

The figure at the gate heard the gravel crunch. He spun around, saw Bishop charging, and froze.

Bishop didn't slow down. He hit the guy at full speed, tackling him around the waist, driving him into the hard-packed caliche. It was textbook. Most things Bishop did were by the book. The air left the target’s lungs in a whoosh. Bishop rolled, pinning the suspect's arm behind his back, pressing his face into the dirt.

"Hands!" Bishop shouted. "Give me your hands!"

The wrist under his grip was thin. Fragile.

Bishop paused. He looked down.

This wasn't Jonathan Hunt. Jonathan was a scarred granite monolith. When rolling in Ju-jitsu, it had taken everything for Bishop not to be crushed when in full guard. This kid was maybe a buck-fifty, shivering like a wet dog.

"Get off me!" the kid screamed. "I can't breathe!"

Bishop hauled him up, spinning him around and slamming him against the wooden fence post. He cuffed him, more out of habit than necessity.

The kid was a mess. Pale, clammy skin. A buzzcut that looked like it had been done with lawn shears. He was wearing baggy jeans and a fake diamond earring that caught the sun. He looked like an Eminem wannabe who had gotten lost on the way to a rap battle.

"Who are you?" Bishop demanded.

"I don't gotta say nothing!" the kid spat. "I know my rights! You ain't even a cop! You're wearing a polo shirt!"

"I'm the guy who decides if you go to jail for trespassing or get booked for domestic terrorism," Bishop said, his voice dropping to that calm, terrifying register he used in interrogation rooms. "Name. Now."

"Derrick," the kid muttered. "Derrick Sallow."

"Sallow," Bishop repeated. He knew the name. Francine Sallow. The lawyer. Big money. "What are you doing on Paul Hunt's land, Derrick?"

"Just... looking. It's a free country."

"It's private property. And Paul Hunt has a reputation for shooting coyotes and trespassers with the same rifle. Why are you here?"

"I was just checking the fence!" Derrick yelled, struggling against the cuffs. "My mom's a lawyer! She'll sue you! She'll buy your whole department and fire you!"

Bishop ignored the threat. He stepped closer, crowding the kid's space. Partly, he wanted to take his frustration out on someone. This shit wasn’t Hunt. Just a vagrant, a trespasser. Probably with bottle rockets shoved in his shoes. What a waste of time.

Six months of wasted time.

That was when he saw it.

Derrick’s neck.

Under the gold chain, the skin was mottled with fresh bruising. Deep, purple welts in the shape of fingers. Four distinct marks on one side, a heavy thumb bruise on the other.

Bishop stared at the marks. The hand that made those marks was massive. The span was huge. And the pressure required to bruise that deeply... that was hydraulic power.

“How’d you get that, bud?”

The wannabe gangster glared at Bishop. “What?”

Gut-instinct. It was the asset that had served Bishop in the field more than any source or intel. A knowing. His mother called it a sixth-sense. His father—before he’d passed—had called it discernment. Bishop thought of it as sheer instinct. And it was the one thing he trusted more than the pain in his leg.

He knew those fingerprints. How often had he seen them on interrogation subjects? On warlords turned to weeping and terrorists turned terrified?

“Who choked you, Derrick?" 

"Nobody," Derrick said quickly. Too quickly. "I fell. Dirt bike accident.”

That same instinct spoke to Bishop. Derrick wasn’t trying to protect anyone except himself. He didn’t want to admit he’d been manhandled. Didn’t want to look weak. 

"Those are fingers," Bishop said. He reached out, tracing the air near the bruise. "Big fingers. Someone grabbed you, didn’t they?"

Derrick flinched. "So what? Some drunk ranch hand. I heard he might live here… just was coming by to have some words. I have it handled.”

“The guy who did this lives here?”

“I heard something is all.”

Bishop looked Derrick in the eye. "You know anyone by the name of Jonathan?"

Derrick went still. His eyes darted to the side. The "tell."

"What's it to you?" Derrick sneered.

"Answer the question."

“Didn’t know his name until one of my employees recognized him. Said he was from this ranch. Can you get the asshole arrested?” He looked excited at the prospect. But then he frowned. “Man, I don’t gotta tell you shit.”

"You're a trespasser with a bruised neck," Bishop said. "I can leave you here for Paul Hunt to find. Or you can talk to me."

Derrick chewed his lip. He looked at the deputy, who was leaning against the car, wiping salsa off his shirt. He looked back at Bishop’s cold eyes.

"Yeah," Derrick muttered. "I seen him. Big guy. Total asshole."

Bishop felt a jolt of electricity. "Describe him."

"Huge," Derrick said, shuddering. "Beard like a hobo. Scars all over his hand. Missing a finger."

Bishop exhaled slowly. The missing pinky. The proximal phalanx bone Jonathan had lost in a black site in Syria.

"Where is he?" Bishop asked.

"He ain't there anymore," Derrick said. "He was staying at the Galloway place. The High Lonesome. Stupid name. My mom's gonna own it soon anyway.” He hesitated as he said this and glanced off. His expression was guilty, as if he wasn’t supposed to share the part about his mother’s ambitions.

Bishop didn’t care about West Texas hostile takeovers. He cared about Jonathan Hunt.

"He was staying there?"

"Yeah. Sleeping in the bunkhouse. Acting like he owned the place. But I heard 'em." Derrick smirked, a nasty, petty expression. "I was driving by. Stopped to... check on things. Heard Tessa screaming at him."

"Tessa?"

"Yeah. She told him to get. Kicked him out. Told him he was a big, dumb idiot and she didn't want his help." Derrick puffed out his chest, wincing as the movement pulled at his bruised neck. "She knows she needs a real man. Someone with class."

"So he left?" Bishop pressed.

"Yeah. Saw him packing a bag. Walking toward the road. Probably hitching. Good riddance."

Bishop stepped back. He patted Derrick’s pockets. He felt a box. He pulled it out. A box of wooden matches. He reached into the other pocket. A lighter.

Bishop looked at the Hunt estate. Dry grass. Old timber.

"Were you planning a barbecue, Derrick?" Bishop asked, holding up the matches.

Derrick paled. "I... I smoke. Those are for cigarettes."

"You don't smell like smoke," Bishop said. "You smell like desperate revenge."

He tossed the matches into the dirt. He uncuffed the kid.

"Go," Bishop said.

Derrick rubbed his wrists. "That's it? You're letting me go?"

"Paul Hunt is a harsh man, Derrick," Bishop said. "If he found you here with matches, he wouldn't call the sheriff. He'd call a backhoe. I'm saving your skinny ass. Now run."

Derrick didn't need to be told twice. He scrambled backward, nearly tripping over his own baggy jeans, then turned and sprinted toward the main road.

Bishop watched him go. He waited until the kid was gone, then turned back to the fence line. The pain in his leg was back, a dull, throbbing reminder of his own mortality. But for the first time in six months, he didn't care.

He had it. Actionable intel.

"Deputy," Bishop said, walking back to the cruiser.

"Yeah?"

"Give me the sat-phone," Bishop said. "And get the map."

"We calling it in?" the deputy asked, tossing the wrapper of his burrito onto the floorboard.

"Yeah," Bishop said, looking toward the distant horizon where the Galloway ranch lay. "Call the team. Get the drones up. I want eyes on the High Lonesome. I want thermal. I want long-range audio. More units watching the Hunt Ranch, too.”

He keyed the mic, his voice steady, the exhaustion gone.

"This is Bishop. Contact established. The target is in the AO. I repeat: Jonathan Hunt is back in Texas."


Chapter 19: Jonathan

Ninety-eight point six degrees.

That was the number that would get me killed.

In the world of modern surveillance, you don't look for a face; you look for a fire. A human body is a walking furnace, radiating infrared energy that lights up a thermal sensor like a flare in a coal mine. CIA knew this. They had written the manual on it. If I walked onto the Hunt estate, drones would spot my heat signature from a mile out. Or hidden thermal cams. Or lookouts with long scopes.

So I decided to stop being human.

I was lying on my back in the gravel ditch three miles west of the ranch gate, clutching a bundle of hardware store insulation. The ground shook. The massive Kenworth feed truck was slowing for the turn, its air brakes hissing like a pissed-off viper.

I didn't hesitate. I rolled.

I scrambled out of the ditch and slid under the trailer just as the eighteen-wheeler came to a shuddering halt at the intersection. I had seconds before the driver checked his mirrors and punched the gas.

The undercarriage of a commercial hopper is a maze of steel cross-members, hydraulic lines, and grease. I found a void space above the rear differential, a cramped steel coffin barely big enough for a man. I jammed myself into it, my knees pulling tight to my chest.

Then came the misery. It took the form of the hardware store bag clutched in my right hand.

Even as the big truck began to trundle again, and I wedged my shins under an exhaust pipe to hold me in place, I unpacked the stuffed bag.

I whipped the Mylar emergency blanket around me, shiny side in. It crinkled loudly, a sound that felt deafening in the silence of the underside. I cinch it tight with heavy-duty zip ties I’d clamped between my teeth.

I did it all one handed, the other holding me in place, gripping the bag which dangled near my face.

Stones were now passing under me, asphalt. We picked up pace. One rock skipped and tinked off the metal near my head.

The physics of my plan were simple, even if the experience was torture.

The Mylar would reflect ninety percent of my body heat back at me, turning my cocoon into a convection oven. The fiberglass outer layer would absorb the ambient heat of the road and the truck’s steel, masking any leakage. To a FLIR camera, I wouldn't look like a 98-degree man. I would look like a much warmer muffler or a transmission housing.

I wasn’t trying to hide my heat signature. I was trying to blend it with the truck’s.

I was zip-tying the last corner near my left boot when the truck lurched.

Clank.

The drive shaft spun, inches from my nose. The roar of the diesel engine vibrated through my spine, rattling my teeth. We were moving fast.

I grabbed a steel strut with my left hand. The missing finger made my grip uneven, the scar tissue stretching painfully as I fought to keep from being shaken loose and ground into meat by the dual tires spinning just a foot away.

The heat began instantly.

Inside the Mylar, the air turned stale and hot. Sweat broke out on my forehead, stinging my eyes. I couldn't wipe it away. I couldn't move. I just had to hold on and bake.

We picked up speed. The asphalt blurred beneath me, a grey ribbon of death.

Two miles to the main gate.

I closed my eyes and counted the seconds. I visualized the route. The county road. The turn. The long, paved driveway lined with pecan trees my father had planted to flaunt his water rights.

Then, the truck slowed.

Thump-thump-thump.

The rhythmic metallic clang of the cattle guard. We were at the perimeter.

The truck hissed to a halt.

This was the moment. If CIA had a man on the ground, or if the sensor grid was set to high sensitivity, this was where they would pull me out.

I held my breath. The air inside the blanket was suffocating. My heart was hammering against my ribs, a rhythmic thudding I was sure the seismic sensors could feel.

Don't look for a man, I projected the thought toward the imaginary drone operator. Look at the truck. Just a truck. Just steel and heat.

A minute passed.

Then two.

There was no guarantee CIA was watching the house. But I knew my old team. I knew how the playbook worked. Hell, my old partner—a guy named Bishop—was basically a walking playbook. Boy Scout through and through.

Better safe—and sweltering—than sorry.

The driver was swiping his card. Or maybe a guard was walking around the truck with a mirror on a stick.

My hand started to cramp. The exhaust pipe running along the frame rail was radiating heat through the fiberglass, cooking my thigh. I focused on the pain. I used it. It grounded me.

Hiss.

The brakes released.

The truck groaned and rolled forward.

We were through.

I didn't celebrate. I didn't exhale. I just tightened my grip on the strut as the truck accelerated up the driveway, carrying me deep into the heart of the fortress I had spent ten years trying to escape.

I was in. Now I just had to survive the family reunion.


Chapter 20: Jonathan

I rolled off the chassis as the truck hissed into the loading bay. My muscles were cramped, locked into a rictus of tension from the heat and the vibration, but I didn't have time to stretch. I hit the concrete, stripped off the Mylar and fiberglass, and shoved the bundle behind a stack of pallets.

I was inside.

I ghosted through the mudroom. It smelled of wet fur and boot polish—the smell of my childhood. I moved through the kitchen, silent on the tile, avoiding the loose board near the pantry that had squeaked since 1998.

I reached the study. The door was open.

I paused.

I stared.

There he was.

I was half-expecting a surge of emotion. Some sort of welling up. Instead, I just assessed. Clinical, detached, the information running across my mind’s computer. I felt a strange… calmness to my hands. Nerves. Like stage fright.

When was the last time an op had made me scared?

Paul Hunt was sitting at his massive oak desk, his back to me. He was reviewing a ledger, running a fountain pen down a column of numbers. The room was a shrine to dead animals and quiet power.

Heads with antlers mounted on walls. Fur carpets across the floor—I didn’t think most fur carpets had teeth and claws, but my dad’s taxidermist was one of the best.

I stopped in the doorway. I didn't breathe. 

"You're heavy, Jonathan," he said. He didn't turn around. The pen didn't stop moving. "The rear suspension on the feed truck was riding two inches low. I noticed it on the gate camera."

I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding. "Hello, Dad."

Paul capped the pen. He turned the leather chair slowly.

He hadn't shrunk. That was my first thought. In my head, ten years of distance had turned him into an old man, frail and beatable. But he was exactly the same. Six-foot-two, broad-shouldered, with silver hair cut in a severe military fade and a face that looked like it had been carved out of limestone by a resentful sculptor.

Navy to rancher. But always a rancher first.

He looked me up and down. His eyes, the color of gunmetal, lingered on my beard, then dropped to my left hand.

"You look like a hobo," he said. "And you're missing a finger."

"It happens," I said.

"It happens to the careless," he corrected. He stood up, smoothing his vest. "I taught you better. Deuteronomy 19:21. Life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand. You give a piece of yourself, you better make sure you got something of equal value in return. Did you?"

"I got out alive," I said.

"Debatable," he murmured.

He walked to the sidebar to pour a drink. Whiskey. Neat. He didn't offer me one.

"I saw your shooting scores," Paul said, clinking the bottle against the glass. "Before you... disappeared. Top of your class at the Farm. Pistol and long rifle." He took a sip. "I did that. All those weekends at the jagged edge of the property, shooting cans until your thumbs bled. Discipline, Jonathan. It’s the only thing that separates us from the animals."

I felt the old itch. The desire to straighten my spine, to fix my collar, to say Yes, Sir. It was a reflex, burned into my neural pathways before I knew how to read.

He’d thought I was dead, hadn’t he?

So why was he acting like I’d just strolled in after a weekend getaway?

Something in his tone made me mad. Something so… dismissive. Something cavalier.

It made me angrier than I knew how to admit.

"I didn't come here for a performance review," I said, forcing my voice to stay level. "I came because I found a body."

Paul paused. He turned to face me.

That was when I saw the boots.

They were polished leather, cowboy cut, expensive. But on the toes, gleaming in the lamplight, were brass caps. Not steel. Brass. A custom flourish. A brand.

My stomach turned over. It was a cold, heavy sensation, like swallowing a stone.

"You looking at the boots?" Paul asked, following my gaze. He extended a foot, admiring the shine. "Custom order from a maker in El Paso. I buy them in bulk for the men. Steel toes are ugly. Brass has class. And it hits harder."

“Someone found a man wearing those boots in the desert," I said. "He was dead. Shot."

Paul didn't flinch. He didn't gasp. He took another sip of whiskey.

"If one of my strays wanders off and gets himself killed in a hole, that’s a breach of contract," he said flatly. "Not a tragedy."

I stared at him. I thought of Silas, panic-stricken in the canyon, desperate to protect his little brother. I thought of the way Silas had looked at Jett—like he would burn the world down to keep a scratch off him.

And here was my father, dismissing a human life as a clerical error.

No, that wasn’t it.

It was the way he dismissed me as a nuisance. That was what made me angry, I just had a hard time admitting it to myself.

I mean, how stupid do you gotta be to hold onto hope after so many years that a hard, cold man might learn a smidge of affection? He lived his life for the respect of others. I’m not sure he really ever cared for anyone who gave it.

"He was your employee," I said. "Don't you care who killed him?"

"I care about logistics," Paul said. "I care that the schedule is maintained. If a hand gets mixed up in drugs or whatever rot is festering in those hills, that’s his business. Until he misses a shift."

"It's not drugs," I said. "It's emeralds. Cartel money. Old stashes from the eighties."

Paul snorted. A short, derisive sound. "Fairy tales. Men out here get bored, Jonathan. They start seeing gold in the dirt and Jesus in the toast. There are no emeralds. Just dirt and debt.”

“You have anyone go missing? Any of your men?”

A shrug. “Not in the business of discussing my business with outsiders.”

That hurt. It shouldn’t have, but it did. I inhaled slowly, counting to ten. Compartmentalize, assess, redirect.

“So someone is missing?”

A sigh. “I mean… he was a waste of air anyway. Guy Bensen.”

"Who is Guy Bensen?" I asked.

The name hung in the air.

Paul’s eyes narrowed slightly. A micro-expression. I caught it.

"He's a landman," Paul said slowly. "Works for the acquisition department. Scouts property lines, checks water tables. Why?"

"Is he missing?"

Paul swirled his drink. "He didn't show up for the morning briefing. Very unlike him. He’s usually... diligent."

"Diligent?"

"Ambitious," Paul corrected. "He’s been getting chummy with the Strata Geosciences boys. The geologists. I figured they were poaching him. Offering him a corporate gig."

Guy Bensen. The name clicked into place. The dead man in the boots. The landman with the stolen map.

"He's dead, Dad," I said. "The man in the desert was probably Bensen. Same boots."

Paul sighed. He set the glass down. He looked bored.

"I have work to get to, Jonathan," he said, turning back to his ledgers. "I have a ranch to run. Unlike you, I don't have the luxury of playing detective."

He sat down. He picked up his pen. The meeting was over.

I stood there for a moment, feeling the familiar, hollow ache in my chest. I had risked prison to come here. I had crawled under a truck. And he hadn't even asked how I survived the explosion that was supposed to have killed me.

"You're right," I said. "This was a mistake."

I turned to leave.

"Jonathan," he called out.

I stopped. My hand hovered over the doorknob.

"We should get dinner," he said. His voice was casual, assuming. "Sunday. After church. Roast beef."

He didn't ask if I would be there. He didn't ask if I was staying. He just assumed that, like the feed trucks, I would fall back into his schedule. Sunday. 11:00 AM. Church. Then beef.

I made a noncommittal grunt.

Paul sighed again. He stood up.

"Come on," he said.

"Come on what?"

"I'll get you out of here," he said. He walked past me, heading for the garage door. "There's a deputy vehicle parked across the road. Been there for weeks. Your old friends, I take it?"

I blinked. “Unusual for a deputy vehicle to be there?”

“Yes. I know everyone who parks on my frontage road," Paul said. "Come on. I can't have you arrested on my driveway. It looks bad for the brand."

He led me into the garage. It was a cathedral of internal combustion. A row of pristine vehicles sat under halogen lights—trucks, SUVs, and a few vintage sedans.

He walked past the trucks and stopped at a sleek, black Mercedes S-Class.

"Get in," he said, pointing to the rear.

I reached for the door handle.

"Not there," Paul said. He popped the trunk.

I looked at the open trunk. Then I looked at him.

He winked. It wasn't a friendly wink. It was the wink of a man who enjoyed his power a little too much.

"Tinted windows aren't enough for the thermal scopes they're using," Paul said. "The trunk is lined. Soundproof. Heatproof. You'll be safe. Uncomfortable, but safe."

I scowled. The warm fuzzy feeling of him helping me evaporated instantly.

"You're enjoying this," I said.

"Deuteronomy," he said, gesturing to the carpeted darkness. "You want a ride? You pay the toll. Get in."

I climbed in. I curled my legs up, jamming my knees against the spare tire well. It was humiliating. It was necessary.

"Guy Bensen," I said, as he reached for the lid. "Did he have any family?"

"No," Paul said. "Just debt. And bad taste in friends."

He slammed the trunk.

Darkness swallowed me. The smell of new carpet and gasoline filled my nose. The engine purred to life, a distant vibration through the chassis.

As we rolled out of the garage, trundling toward the gate and the surveillance net of the CIA, my mind raced.

Guy Bensen. The landman. The ambitious scout who got too close to the geologists.

Bensen found the map. Bensen went to the canyon. Bensen died.

And the Strata Geosciences team—Tessa’s nemesis who were leasing from her mother in the canyon—were involved.

I felt the car slow, then accelerate. We were past the gate. I was free.

But I wasn't leaving.

Tessa was in danger. Silas and the kid were sitting ducks. And if Bensen had been working for my father, then Paul Hunt was in the crosshairs too, whether he believed it or not.

I lay in the dark, listening to the hum of the tires.

It was time to stop hiding. It was time to go hunting.

I needed to find out where Guy Bensen lived.

And then I would take the fight to them.


Chapter 21: Jonathan

The trunk popped open with a hydraulic hiss, dumping me into the cool, dusty air of a roadside turnout.

I rolled out, my legs cramping from being folded into the trunk of my father’s German luxury sedan. I hit the gravel, checked my perimeter, and stood up. We were miles from the ranch, at an intersection where the only streetlights were the stars and the only traffic was the wind.

Paul Hunt stood by the driver's door, the engine of the Mercedes idling with a low, expensive purr. He didn't look at me. He looked at the road ahead.

"Don't come back until you're clean," he said. It wasn't advice. It was an order.

"Sure," I said, brushing carpet lint off my shoulder. "But I need a favor first."

Paul turned his head slowly. The dashboard lights cast his face in ghostly shadow. His eyes were cold, two pieces of flint that had never sparked with warmth.

"You're in no position to bargain, Jonathan."

"I need Bensen's address," I said. "The landman. If I'm going to stop the people digging up your county, I need to know where he started."

Paul considered this. He tapped his fingers on the roof of the car—tap, tap, tap. A rhythm. A calculation.

“You know what you get for nothing offered?”

I sighed. Paul Hunt would always be Paul Hunt. “Nothing?”

“Bingo, Jonathan. So… what are you offering me in return?”

I stared at my old man. He was up to something. He wasn’t just a fierce negotiator, he was a prepared one. He went into cut throat deals already knowing how it would turn out.

I’d learned long ago not to fight it.

“What might grease the wheels, dad?”

He shrugged, pretending to think about it. “I have an idea. What if… let’s say, you come with me to church this Sunday?”

I felt an itch between my shoulder blades. "Dad... the CIA is watching the ranch. If I show up at First Baptist—"

"You'll figure it out," Paul interrupted. "You're good at lying. It's the one skill you've actually mastered."

The guilt hit me in the chest, precise and practiced. He knew exactly where to slide the knife.

"Deal?" he asked.

I sighed, looking at the empty desert around us. I had no leverage. I never did with him.

"Sure," I said. "Give me the address. I'll try to make it."

"No try to, son," he said, his voice dropping to that disappointed register that used to make me sick to my stomach when I was twelve. "Sunday. Eleven hundred hours. Don't be late."

He recited Bensen’s address—a condo complex in Odessa—then got back in the car. The Mercedes accelerated smoothly, kicking up a small cloud of dust that settled on my boots as the taillights vanished into the dark.

I was alone.

I didn't wait. In modern surveillance, stillness is death. If CIA had a satellite retasked or a high-altitude drone loitering, "sneaking" was useless. You can't sneak past a thermal camera looking down from space. But you can outrun its update cycle. Speed is often more useful than subtlety.

I moved. I stuck to the drainage ditches and the shadows of the mesquite, keeping a pace that burned the lactic acid out of my legs. I didn't see anyone. But in my line of work, seeing nothing usually just meant the enemy was professional.

It took me an hour to hitch a ride on a oil field flatbed heading toward Odessa. I got off two blocks from the address Paul had given me.

Guy Bensen lived in "The Oil Lofts"—a soulless, new-construction complex of grey siding and faux-brick veneer that screamed oil boom money. It was the kind of place where mid-level managers parked their lifted trucks and slept between shifts.

I didn't go to the front door. I checked the curb.

It was trash night.

A row of plastic bins lined the street, waiting for the morning pickup.

I walked past Bensen’s unit. The lights were off. I knelt by his bin, pulling a pair of latex gloves from my pocket—part of the kit I’d grabbed from my bag before leaving the bunkhouse.

Garbage is the only honest biography a man has. You can lie to your priest, you can lie to your wife, but you can't lie to your trash can.

I dug through the bags. It was mostly takeout containers—Thai, burgers, pizza. The diet of a single man with disposable income and no time.

Then came the "pocket litter."

I found a handful of shredded mail. Credit card offers. A flyer for a "gentleman's club" in Odessa. But near the bottom, sticking to a coffee-stained napkin, was a receipt.

It was thermal paper, fading, but legible.

Iron Box Secure Storage.

Unit 402.

I pocketed it. I also paused and grabbed a folded flyer from the trash. I slipped it into my back pocket. You never knew when you’d need stiff laminate on a break-in.

Why would a landman need a secure storage unit? Could be innocent. Or could be to hide something you don't want in a probate hearing. Or a police report.

Maybe that was where he kept the map and the orange case before he’d taken it to his fateful meeting. Or maybe something else entirely. Bensen wasn't just a victim; the trash told me he was a player. He was spending money he shouldn't have, eating well, hiding assets.

I stood up, stripping the gloves. I needed to see the inside of the apartment.

I approached the back patio. It was enclosed by a cheap wooden fence. I vaulted it silently, landing on the concrete slab. The back door was a standard sliding glass unit with a pitiful factory latch.

I didn't have lock picks. I didn't need them.

I pulled the discarded, laminated flyer for a lawn service out of my back pocket—the item I’d snagged from the trash pile. I slid the plastic sheet between the doors, angling it upward. I felt the latch mechanism. A gentle pressure, a wiggle, and I flipped the catch.

The door slid open.

I stepped inside, letting the silence swallow me. I glanced right. Left.

A flashlight on an end table. A couple of keys in a dish. A jar of change. A swear jar, according to the label. A hell of a lot of quarters.

I took the flashlight, hefted it, but I didn't turn it on. I thumbed the switch to strobe, ready to blind anyone waiting, but kept it dark for now. I moved through the kitchen, letting my eyes adjust to the ambient light filtering through the blinds.

I stopped.

I clicked the light on for a fraction of a second, sweeping the room.

The apartment had been tossed. And not by the police.

The sofa cushions were slashed open, stuffing bleeding onto the floor. The drywall had been punched in between the studs, searching for hidden wall safes. The TV was smashed. The bookshelves were swept clean, books fluttering like dead birds on the carpet.

Someone had been here. They had torn this place apart looking for the map that Silas had found in the canyon.

They had been thorough. Brutal.

I smiled grimly in the dark. Killers are arrogant. They kick in doors and terrorize the living, but they rarely think to check the garbage curb. The receipt for Iron Box Storage was safe in my pocket. The Scarecrow and his posse didn't know about the backup stash.

I moved toward the bedroom, stepping over a shattered lamp. I needed to see if Bensen had left anything else—a laptop, a hidden drive, anything the searchers might have overlooked in their frenzy.

Then I froze.

Thump.

A car door slammed outside. Close.

"I'm telling you, it's open," a voice boomed. "The lock's busted. He wants us to clean up. Said we left too messy.”

"Shut up, idiot," a second voice hissed. "Just get the gear. I told you not to break the drywall.”

Footsteps on the concrete walkway. Heavy boots. Not the soft tread of an assassin, but the clumsy stomp of hired muscle.

I killed the flashlight.

I was in the hallway. No back exit without crossing the open living room. The front door was where they were coming from.

I looked around. A linen closet to my left. A bedroom to my right.

The front doorknob rattled.

I stepped backward, slipping into the shadows of the utility closet, watching the sealed front door. It was flimsy. Shit construction. Same as the sliding door.

A loud voice snarled, "Boss wants anything that looks like a drive. And wants us to clean up your mess, idiots.”

“Better do it or you’ll end up down the mineshaft too.”

“Shut up. Safety off.” 

I held my breath, gripping the handle of the Desert Eagle. I wasn't alone anymore.


Chapter 22: Jonathan

The floorboards in the hallway creaked. Just once. A distinct groan of wood under load, the kind of sound a hundred-year-old building makes when it’s settling for the night.

Except it wasn’t settling. It was compression.

I stood in the center of the dark living room and stopped breathing. I listened.

Scuff. Click. Rustle.

Nylon rubbing against nylon. The faint metallic tink of a sling swivel hitting a zipper.

Six men. Maybe seven. I could feel the displacement in the air pressure outside the door. They were "stacking"—lining up nut-to-butt in a tight formation for a dynamic entry. The lead guy—the breacher—would be crouching, ready to put a boot to the lock. The number two man would be right over his shoulder, muzzle up.

I checked my watch. A mechanical field watch, no Bluetooth, no GPS. Just gears and springs.

I had about fifteen seconds.

Adrenaline was already dumping into my blood, the old familiar cocktail of cortisol and focus.

I reached out with my boot and nudged the heavy oak table. It slid an inch. Just over the edge of the rug.

In a fair fight, I win. But a hallway stack in a confined apartment isn't a fair fight. It’s a firing squad.

So, I decided to remodel.

Back in the Special Activities Center—before they rebranded it from SAD just to confuse the old-timers—I wasn't a door kicker. Shooters are cheap. I didn't fight armies; I broke the things they stood on.

I moved to the kitchenette. Quiet steps.

I turned the knobs on the gas stove. All four burners. Hiss. I didn't light them. I just wanted the mixture. I grabbed a heavy ceramic mug with foiling embossment, shoved it in the microwave, and set the timer for ten seconds.

Start.

I sprinted to the bathroom at the back of the unit.

The bathroom shared a cheap drywall partition with the living room. Standard construction. Pine studs, sixteen inches on center. A visual barrier, not a physical one.

Three. Two. One.

I braced my back against the sink and waited.

The microwave sparked. The metal in the mug arced. The spark met the gas pockets drifting near the counter.

It wasn't a Hollywood explosion. It was a flash-over. A sudden, violent whoump of pressure and heat that blew out the kitchen window and turned the air inside the living room into a convection oven.

Simultaneously, the front door shattered inward.

The team came in hard. They were pros—I’d give them that. But they walked straight into a wall of fire and a sudden vacuum of oxygen. Their OODA loops—Observe, Orient, Decide, Act—stalled out. They were expecting a target. They got a barbecue.

I didn't wait for an invitation.

I lashed out backward with my right heel, driving all my weight through the gypsum board.

The wall exploded outward into the living room, right behind the third man in the stack.

I stepped through the hole I’d just made, dusting drywall off my shoulders like dandruff.

I was behind them now. 

The third man—suppressed carbine, expensive plate carrier—spun around. His eyes were wide above his balaclava. He was looking for a target in front of him, not a giant stepping out of the plumbing.

I grabbed the barrel of his carbine.

I twisted the weapon down and out. His trigger finger was still inside the guard. The torque snapped the finger like a dry twig.

He screamed.

I didn't punch him. Punching skulls breaks metacarpals. I used my elbow, driving it down like a pile driver onto his collarbone. Crunch. He dropped like a sack of wet cement.

Five left.

The two men at the front of the stack spun around, their rifles getting caught on the furniture I’d so lovingly arranged.

One tripped over the furniture which was an inch over the carpet. A psychological mechanism—following straight lines. And the carpet misled him. The furniture caught him.

"Contact rear!" one screamed.

I grabbed the guy with the broken collarbone by his tactical vest and heaved him forward. He hit the two point men like a bowling ball hitting a 7-10 split. They went down in a heap of limbs and swearing.

I drew my Deagle.

I fired twice. Into the ceiling.

Sympathetic fire. It’s a reflex. When nervous operators hear a gun go off in an enclosed space, they instinctively squeeze their own triggers.

The two guys standing near the hallway flinched and fired blindly into the smoke. 5.56 rounds chewed up the drywall and shattered the TV.

I moved through the smoke, back through the hole in the drywall. This time approaching from the opposite direction.

I closed the distance to the nearest standing shooter. He tried to bring his rifle to bear, but the barrel was too long for the range. 

I batted it aside and struck. Heel of the palm, upward into the nose. Cartilage shattered. His lights went out.

The man by the kitchen had recovered from the flash. He raised a Glock.

I didn't have time to aim. I grabbed a heavy cast-iron skillet from the drying rack and threw it. It caught him in the forehead with a church-bell clang.

He sat down hard.

The last guy, the one at the rear, froze. He looked at the hole in the wall. He looked at his buddies groaning on the floor. He looked at me, covered in white dust, towering over him like a golem.

"Don't," I said.

He dropped his weapon.

I kicked the rifles away. I cataloged the damage. Two unconscious. One with a broken collarbone. One with a concussion. Two tangled on the floor.

The apartment was a wreck. Drywall dust coated everything. It was chaos.

On the far wall, a picture frame—a cheap landscape print—hung crookedly, knocked askew by the pressure wave.

I kept my gun trained on the survivor. I reached out with my ruined left hand and tapped the frame.

It slid half an inch to the right. Perfectly level.

"Right," I said, looking at the survivor. "Who's paying for the drywall?”


Chapter 23: Jonathan

Vargo.

The scared gunman had given me the name Roman Vargo.

Who the hell was Roman Vargo?

I sat in a small, roadside diner, the burner phone I’d picked up from the gas station heavy in my hand. The place was called "Big Ray’s," though Ray was likely long dead or in cardiology. It was a cathedral of cholesterol, smelling of old grease and pine-scented floor wax.

The decor was aggressively Texan. The walls were knotty pine, plastered with rusted license plates and a taxidermied jackalope wearing a tiny cowboy hat near the cash register. A neon sign above the pie case buzzed with an angry, electric hum, flickering between "FRESH" and "RESH."

A kid in a booth across the aisle was watching me. He was maybe sixteen, wearing a hoodie two sizes too big and staring over a plate of half-eaten fries. He had the restless leg syndrome of a meth head or a teenager with a guilty conscience. I made eye contact. He froze, then shoved a handful of fries into his mouth, stood up, and slipped out the back door.

I frowned. My internal threat radar pinged—yellow code, relaxed alert—but I let it go. Kids stare at scars. 

I looked at the phone. It was a cheap, plastic brick. I dialed the number on the receipt I’d taken from Bensen’s corpse.

"First National Bank of Midland, how may I direct your call?"

"Yeah, hi," I said. I let my voice go slack. I added a slur, dragging the vowels out like taffy. "This is... uh... Bensen. Guy Bensen."

Pretexting. It’s an art form. You don't just lie; you create a vibration the other person wants to stop. People hate dealing with drunks on the phone. They want to rush the interaction, get off the line, and go back to their coffee.

"Mr. Bensen?" The voice tightened. "How can I help you?"

"I need to get into the box," I mumbled. "Lost my schedule. Can I just come in? I got my key."

"Sir, for safety deposit access, we need to verify identification in person."

"I got ID," I said, putting a little aggression into it. "I'm coming down. Just me and my key. That work?"

"Sir, you know the protocol," she said, her patience thinning. "This is a dual-custody box. The co-signer must be present with the secondary key. We cannot open the box without both parties."

"Right, right," I said. "My head’s all... foggy. Who’s the other guy again? My buddy..."

"I can't give out personal information over the phone, sir."

I winced. She was about to hang up. I needed to burn the pretext. She was getting suspicious.

I should hang up.

But then I paused, considering what the gunman had told me. A hunch. Nothing more than that. But why not swing for the fences?

"It's Roman, right?" I said, dropping the slur just a fraction. "Roman Vargo?"

There was a sigh on the other end. A capitulation. "Yes, sir. Mr. Vargo needs to be there. Is there anything else?"

Gotcha.

"Actually," I said, pressing my luck. "You know how I can reach Mr. Vargo? I lost his number."

The temperature on the line dropped twenty degrees.

"Sir... would you mind confirming your social security number and home address?"

The icy tone of a bureaucrat sensing fraud. I didn't say another word. I thumbed the End Call button.

Vargo.

I stared at the dead phone. In the old days, I’d have sent a cable to Langley. I’d have an analyst pull Vargo’s financials, his movement profile, his dental records. Now? I was a ghost. I didn't even have a smartphone. I was strictly analog in a digital world.

"Can I get you some more coffee, hon?"

I looked up. A waitress stood there, pot in hand. She was young, maybe early twenties, with hair teased high and a name tag that read Crystal. She was pretty in a tired, over-worked way.

I needed intel. And since I couldn't hack a server, I had to hack a person.

I smoothed my hair down. I shifted my posture, opening my shoulders, releasing the tension in my jaw. I’m a big man and that usually scares people. But if you smile, if you soften the eyes, the size becomes protective, not threatening. It becomes "gentle giant."

"I’d love some," I said. I gave her the smile. The one that didn't reach the dark corners of my brain but worked on everyone else. "You’re a lifesaver, Crystal."

She poured, a faint blush touching her cheeks. "Long day?"

"You have no idea," I said. "I’m trying to settle a bet with my brother, actually. But I’m... well, I’m a little behind the times. No smartphone." I held up the burner. "My brother says I’m living in the Stone Age."

She laughed. It was a bright, easy sound. "He might be right."

"You got me," I said, raising both hands in mock surrender. "I was wondering... could I borrow your phone for ten seconds? Just to look something up?”

I felt a twinge of guilt. It wasn't my code to lie to good people. But lying was the only language I spoke fluently anymore. I thought of Silas Blackwater and his brother Jett—they’d been liars too. We weren't so different, were we?

"You're flirting with me to get Google?" she teased, but she was already pulling her phone from her apron.

"Maybe a little," I said.

She unlocked it and handed it over. "What's the bet?"

"I need to know who Roman Vargo is."

She froze. The pot hovered over the mug. She stared at me, her mouth slightly open.

"You're kidding, right?"

"What?"

"You don't know who Roman Vargo is? The handsomest popstar? Probably like ever?”

She looked at me like I’d just asked who Jesus was in a Baptist church.

"I don't know pop culture," I apologized, keeping the sheepish grin in place. "I’ve been... away."

"He's in Texas, you know," she said, her enthusiasm overriding her disbelief. "He's been here a few months. Rumors are he's planning a massive comeback tour. Or starting a cult. Or both." She giggled. "He's the lead singer of Neon Coyotes. But it was the Digital Retro before that. Isn’t he clever—I looooove his band names.”

She took the phone back, tapped the screen a few times, and turned it toward me. "Look."

A video started playing.

The man on the screen was electric. He moved with a loose, careless grace. He was wearing a loose shirt unbuttoned too far, sweat glistening on his chest. He was undeniably handsome— magnetic. Around his neck, catching the stage lights, hung a rough, uncut emerald on a leather cord.

I stared at the emerald.

"This was taken when?" I asked.

“A few days ago, I think," Crystal said, humming along to the shoegaze country tune. "A secret show in Marfa. He really is something, isn't he?"

On the screen, Roman Vargo leaned down toward the front row. He reached out a hand. A woman in the crowd took it.

My blood ran cold.

The woman was blonde, wild hair hacking off at the shoulders. She wasn't looking at him like a fan. She was looking at him like she owned him, or he owned her.

Vargo pulled her up on stage. He dipped her. He kissed her.

It wasn't a stage kiss. It was real.

"Hey!" Crystal yelled.

I had snatched the phone from her hand. I didn't mean to. The reflex was purely operational. I needed to analyze the intel.

"How do I pause this?" I snapped. The charm was gone. The "gentle giant" had vanished, replaced by the interrogator.

"That's my phone!" She reached for it.

"Go back," I ordered, my voice cold. "Ten seconds."

She glared at me, ready to tear a strip off me, but she stopped. She saw something in my eyes. The same thing the mercenaries saw right before the lights went out.

She swallowed hard, tapped the screen, and slid the bar back.

I watched it again.

I knew the woman kissing him. The woman who clearly knew him. Knew him well.

Tessa Galloway. The woman who was currently hiding out at the High Lonesome. A woman who’d convinced me to sneak onto Vargo’s dig site with bolt cutters.

They knew each other. They knew each other intimately.

I felt a cold shiver walk down my spine. The pieces of the puzzle shifted in a way I hadn't predicted.

"I've... got to go."

I shoved the phone back into her hand. I threw a twenty-dollar bill on the table—too much for coffee, not enough for the scare—and walked out.

I needed to get back to the ranch. I needed to find Tessa. Because if she was sleeping with the enemy, the High Lonesome wasn't a fortress. It was a trap.

Was Tessa playing me? Was everyone?

I pushed through the glass door into the blinding Texas heat.

"Didn't think I'd find you, did you, asshole?"

I stopped.

Leaning against a pristine, white designer truck was a familiar face. Derrick Sallow.

“You again?” I asked, trying not to sigh.

I wondered if Derrick had ever heard of the game whack-a-mole. He just kept popping up.

He wasn't alone. Six large men stood in a semi-circle behind him. They were the same ranch hands from before, thick-necked and sun-baked, holding tire irons and heavy wrenches. They looked reluctant, shuffling their boots in the dust, but they were there.

I guessed Derrick must’ve offered them more money for this round two.

Derrick was smirking. He wore expensive clothes that looked ridiculous in the dust.

"I warned you," Derrick said, crossing his arms. "My mom owns this town. We know folks."

I sighed. I cataloged the weapons. Length, weight, material. Then I looked at Derrick.

"That teenager who slipped out when I arrived?" I asked. "He yours?"

Derrick looked irritated that I wasn't cowering. "Doesn't matter. What matters is that you're leaving." He stepped forward, puffing out his chest. "Tessa's mine."

I stared at him. The possessiveness. The insecurity. It was pathetic, but pathetic men with money are dangerous.

"Hey," I said, my voice calm. "Hang on one second... Tessa's dating Roman Vargo, isn't she?"

It was a shot in the dark. A guess based on a grainy video and a lot of intuition.

Derrick flinched. The smirk vanished, replaced by a flash of genuine pain and anger.

"That ended," he spat. "Like... days ago. A week, I think. That's over, man. Over. And she's mine now."

He was shaking. Not from fear, but from jealousy.

"You have no right butting in," Derrick shouted, his voice cracking. "This is my town. I'm gonna teach you a thing or two."

He reached into his waistband. The movement was clumsy, telegraphed.

He pulled out a pistol. It was a flashy thing, nickel-plated, likely never fired. He aimed it at my chest.

Derrick flashed a smile, terrified and thrilled at his own power, the sunlight glinting off a gold-capped tooth.

The muzzle of the nickel-plated pistol was shaking. That was the first thing I noticed. The second was the grip: a classic "teacup" hold, his left hand cupping the magazine well like he was holding a saucer. It offers zero recoil control. If he pulled the trigger, the muzzle flip would send the second round into the diner’s roof.

But the first round? That would hit me dead center.


Chapter 24: Jonathan

The wannabe gangster kept his gun pointed at me. His six buddies stood flanking him, paid enough now to at least stay and look menacing.

I didn’t move. I didn't raise my hands. I let the silence stretch, forcing the group outside the diner to hold the weight of the moment until it started to get heavy.

Assess, I told myself.     

Neutralizing him was easy. I could step inside his guard, snap the wrist, and field-strip the weapon before his synapses fired. But that left me with a broken kid, six angry ranch hands, no vehicle, and a ten-mile hike to the High Lonesome.

I needed a ride. And I needed backup.

I looked at the six men behind him. They were big—corn-fed, heavy lifters. Low tactical IQ, but high mass. In the Agency, we call that a force multiplier. Why waste energy fighting them when I could aim them at someone else?

I looked back at Derrick.

Subject is unstable. Motivation is jealousy. Lever is Ego.

In the CIA, we use the M.I.C.E. protocol to flip assets: Money, Ideology, Coercion, Ego. Derrick Sallow didn't need money. He didn't have an ideology. Coercion takes time. But Ego? His ego was a raw, exposed nerve.

I just had to flick it.

"You're going to shoot me, Derrick?" I asked. My voice was low, conversational. Not the voice of a man facing a gun. "Okay. Go ahead. Pull the trigger."

Derrick blinked. The confusion interrupted his OODA loop. "I... I will! You think I won't?"

"I think you might," I said, shrugging. "And then the cops come. You go to jail for twenty years. And Roman Vargo?" I let a small, dry laugh escape. "He laughs all the way to the bank. He keeps the land. He keeps the money. And he definitely keeps Tessa."

The gun dipped an inch. "Shut up. Tessa is done with him. She told me."

"Assets always lie to their handlers, Derrick. It’s how they survive."

I nodded at the smartphone sticking out of the breast pocket of his expensive, ridiculous blazer.

"Don't take my word for it. Google it. 'Roman Vargo live in Marfa.' Check the video from two days ago."

"I don't need to—"

"Check the timestamps," I interrupted, putting a hard edge on the command. "See who she was kissing while you were out buying that gun."

Derrick hesitated. The seed was planted. The doubt was a physical thing now, pushing the gun down. He lowered the weapon slowly, his other hand fumbling for his phone. He didn't holster the gun—rookie mistake—but he wasn't aiming at me anymore.

He tapped the screen with a trembling thumb.

I waited. I watched his face. The ranch hands shifted, looking at each other. They weren't soldiers; they were employees. They were waiting for a leader.

Derrick found the video. The tinny sound of country drifted through the hot parking lot air.

I moved in. Not to attack, but to advise. I stood next to him, looking over his shoulder.

"Look at that," I whispered, narrating the intel like I was back in a briefing room at Langley. "Look at his hand on her neck. That’s not a casual fan interaction, Derrick. That’s possessiveness. That’s ownership."

Derrick was staring at the screen, his face flushing a deep, mottled red. On the video, Vargo dipped Tessa. He kissed her. The crowd cheered.

"She looks at him like he's a god," I said, twisting the knife. "You think you're the boyfriend? No. You're just the wallet she uses to pay the bills while she waits for him to come back."

"She said..." Derrick’s voice cracked. He sounded twelve years old. "She said he was just a mistake."

"He's not a mistake," I said. "He's the operation. And you're the cover story."

Derrick let out a sound that was half-growl, half-sob. He looked ready to throw the phone into the asphalt.

"He's playing you, kid," I said, stepping back to give him space to rage. "He's using your town as a piggy bank and your girl as a mattress. And right now? He's dug in at the High Lonesome East Canyon. He's got a crew. Pros. Not like these boys."

I gestured to the six ranch hands. They straightened up, bristling at the slight.

"You want to prove you're the man in charge?" I asked. "You don't shoot me. I'm just a ranch hand. I'm nobody. You want to be the Alpha? You go out there and you kick Vargo off your land."

Derrick looked up. The jealousy had curdled into hate, and for the first time, his eyes focused. He wasn't looking at me as a rival anymore. He was looking at me as a weapon he could use.

"Vargo's at the ranch?" he asked.

"He's there," I lied—or guessed. It didn't matter. The objective was movement. "And he's not alone."

Derrick looked at his crew. "Boys. Load up."

The ranch hands moved. They liked this better. Beating up a ranch hand was messy; evicting a trespasser was a job. They started climbing into the beds of the trucks, hefting their tire irons.

Derrick looked back at me. "You know where he is?"

"I know exactly where to look. The High Lonesome.”

"Then get in," Derrick said. He holstered the nickel-plated pistol. He did it clumsily, almost flagging his own leg, but I didn't correct him. 

I walked to the passenger side of his pristine truck. I opened the door myself.

Asset secured, I thought. Transport acquired.

"Let's go talk to Tessa," I said. "Together."


Chapter 25: Vargo.

The Rolls-Royce Phantom moved through the West Texas darkness.

Roman Vargo sat in the back, reclining on the heated leather, watching his own reflection in the thick, soundproofed glass. He looked good. Even in the low light, the bone structure held up. High cheekbones, heavy lids. He looked like a man who knew secrets. He looked like a star.

He pressed the phone closer to his ear, letting his voice drop an octave. Into that soft, cooing register that drove girls wild in the green rooms of Austin dive bars.

"Honey, it’s gonna be okay," he said. He let a little giggle slip out. A breathless, nervous sound. Calculated vulnerability. "I know... I know, baby. We can get back together. I promise. I miss you too."

He stared out at the passing mesquite.

Liar.

He knew she was playing him. He’d known it since the second date, when she asked too many questions about the StrataTerra survey maps. Tessa Galloway wasn’t looking for love. She was looking for an exit strategy. She wanted his money. That was it.

It was almost insulting. Did she think he was some frat boy trust-funder? He was a logistics genius. He moved millions of dollars in ways the IRS couldn’t even conceptualize. And she thought she could hustle him with a pouty lip and a sob story about her daddy?

Still.

He shifted in the seat, feeling the expensive denim of his jeans pull tight. The sex. God, the sex had been electric. There was something broken in her that fit the broken parts of him. She was a firebrand. A reckless, chaotic little thing who looked at danger and ran toward it. He respected that. He felt an affinity for that.

"Pity," he whispered, lowering the phone for a second.

"Sir?" the driver asked. Not a chauffeur. A contractor. Ex Special Forces. Expensive.

"Nothing, Manny. Just talking to the music."

He put the phone back to his ear. "You know, Tess, we can chat in person. I’m pulling up. Yeah. Right now."

He hung up without saying goodbye.

The massive car crunched onto gravel. The headlights swept across the High Lonesome ranch house. It was a sad, dying thing. Weatherboard peeling, roof sagging like a broken spine. But then the light caught the porch.

Roman frowned.

New wood. Fresh lumber, perfectly squared. Someone had rebuilt the steps. Someone had reinforced the railing.

The new hand.

He’d heard rumors. Some drifter Tessa dragged in. An old friend. Roman scanned the property. His eyes flicked to the barn. Shadowy. Quiet. That’s where those little rats, the kids, had holed up with his case. He’d deal with them later. Right now, the stage was set.

"Lights on, engine running," Roman said.

He opened the heavy, rear-hinged door and stepped out. The air smelled of dust and sagebrush. He smoothed his vintage pearl-snap shirt. He checked his reflection in the chrome of the door handle, ruffled his hair just enough to look "artfully messy", and then he began to walk.

He didn’t stroll. He didn’t march. He glided.

He moved into the beams of the Rolls-Royce’s headlights like he was walking onto the main stage at Coachella. He let his hips sway. A little strut. A little swagger. The gravel crunched under his custom snakeskin boots.

The front door of the ranch house creaked open.

Tessa stepped out. She looked wrecked. Beautiful, but wrecked. She was holding a shotgun—a battered Mossberg. The barrel was pointed at the dirt, not him.

Polite.

He saw the tremor in her hands. Fear.

He smiled. He liked the fear. It was better than respect. Respect you earned. Fear you took. He’d started as a low-level errand boy for the Dixie Mob. They were the ones who’d paid his way to the limelight. Their money had got him radio spots. None of them had imagined how far he’d take the music career.

One foot in the music world, the other in the underworld, he’d gotten rich. Very rich. But it was never enough, was it?

This score? This new play which he’d brought back to his fundraiser’s? He’d brokered it himself. The lawyer had been his idea. Commander Donovan? That… a necessary evil. The muscle and guns he’d needed to keep things honest.

So he knew a thing or two about respect.

But fear was what he craved.

"Roman," she said. Her voice was thin. "Why are you here?"

He stopped at the bottom of the new steps. He looked up at her, framing himself in the backlight of the massive grille. He began to pick at his fingernails, feigning boredom.

"You want to get back together, huh?" he asked. He looked up, locking eyes with her. He let a silence stretch, heavy and thick. "So... how come we have you on a trail camera trying to cut through my fence, Tess?"

She flinched.

He moved up the stairs. One. Two.

She tried to raise the shotgun. The barrel came up, leveling at his chest.

Roman didn't stop. He didn't even blink. He moved inside her reach, his hand snapping out, pushing the barrel down and away with a casual strength that belied his slender frame. He stepped into her personal space. 

He reached up and touched her lip.

"You been telling lies, Tess?"

He pinched her lower lip. Hard. Then he pulled. He twisted the tender flesh.

She squeaked, a sharp intake of breath. Tears pooled in her eyes instantly. She tried to shove him back with her free hand, but he caught her wrist. His grip was iron. He wasn't just a singer; he’d grown up watching the Dixie mob break people. Vargo’s uncle had been a knee-breaker for years before the boss had him hung off a bridge. 

He knew the language of pain.

He leaned in close. A droplet of blood welled on her lip where he’d squeezed it. He licked it off. Then he kissed her. A hard, bruising kiss that tasted of copper and salt.

"Why don't we go inside?" he whispered against her mouth.

She trembled. "My... mom is in there. Let's not. She's trying to sleep."

Roman pulled back an inch. He tilted his head, like a bird studying a worm. "Oh? She's in bed?"

Tessa nodded.

Roman sighed. He shook his head. "That’s too bad."

He shoved her.

He didn't push her; he launched her. He put his weight into her chest and sent her flying backward. Tessa hit the doorframe with a sickening thud, her head cracking against the wood. She slid down, the shotgun clattering away.

Roman moved. The lethargy vanished.

He kicked her in the ribs. The snakeskin toe connected with a thump.

"You think!" Kick. "You can steal!" Kick. "From me?"

Tessa gasped, curling into a ball. But she was a Galloway. She didn't stay down. She rolled, ignoring the pain, and swept her leg out. She caught Roman behind the knee.

He buckled.

He hit the deck, the breath leaving him in a whoosh.

Tessa was on him instantly. A wildcat. Screaming, clawing. She scrambled on top of him, her hand groping for something—a knife on her belt. She pulled it free. The blade glinted.

Bang.

The gunshot was deafening.

Tessa froze. A chunk of the porch railing exploded three inches from her head.

Roman lay beneath her, panting, his chest heaving. He looked past her to the driveway. Manny stood by the open door of the Phantom, a pistol held in a two-handed grip.

Tessa went still.

Roman started to laugh. A high, tittering giggle that sounded insane in the quiet night.

"Get off me," he said.

He shoved her aside and stood up. He brushed the dust off his four-hundred-dollar shirt. He was breathing heavy, adrenaline flooding his system. He checked his nose for blood. Nothing. Good.

He looked down at her. For a second, his eyes were dead. The mask slipped. He looked like he was going to stomp her throat out right there.

Then, he took a breath. He smoothed his hair. He smirked.

"I think..." Roman said, gesturing for Manny to bring him the gun. "I think it's time I sent a message. To all the little snakes in West Texas. People stealing my shit. Beating up my men. You don't know anything about that, do you, Tess?"

She glared at him, clutching her side. She didn't answer.

Roman turned to the car. He put two fingers in his mouth and whistled. A sharp, piercing note.

The back door of the Rolls-Royce opened.

A figure unfolded itself from the darkness.

He was tall, but impossibly thin. Skeletal. His suit hung off him like it was draped over a collection of wire hangers. He moved with a jerky, unnatural grace, like a marionette with tangled strings.

A hitman on loan. Definitely not mob. The other thing. The real thing. The only guy who gave Vargo the creeps, actually. But a useful tool.

The man walked into the light. His face was gaunt, eyes sunken into deep sockets. His fingers were long, twig-like, twitching at his sides.

Roman jerked his head toward the house. "Go inside. Get the old lady."

Tessa’s eyes went wide. "No! Roman, don't—"

Manny racked the slide of his pistol, aiming it square at Tessa’s face. She froze.

The Scarecrow drifted past them. He made no sound on the wooden boards. He slipped into the house like smoke.

"You used me," Tessa spat, her voice shaking. "You piece of trash."

"I used you?" Roman laughed. He spun around, arms wide, playing to the invisible audience. "You were mining me for information before we even slept together! You think I didn't know? You think I'm stupid?”

He pronounced it like a child. Stooooohpid.

"You're a thief," she yelled. "You're not digging for geology. You're going after gold—oil! Something! I know there’s money out there. I know it!”

Roman snorted. He stepped closer, looking down at her with genuine pity.

"If only you knew," he said softly. "I'm going after something much more valuable than gold, sweetheart. Gold is heavy. Gold is hard to move. This... this is prepackaged. It’s liquid."

"Where does the money go, Roman?" she challenged. "The Cartels?"

He rolled his eyes. "Cartels? Oh, please. That is so last year. That’s small thinking. You can't imagine the scale I'm operating on. Trust me. The people I’m dealing with? They make the cartels quake. I’m using gangster treasure to fund something far, far more profitable."

Inside the house, a scream tore the air.

Alma.

There was a crash, the sound of glass breaking. Then the front door burst open.

The Scarecrow emerged. He was dragging Alma Galloway by her gray hair. The old woman was kicking, clawing at his shins, but he held her with terrifying ease. He had a knife—a long, curved blade—pressed against the loose skin of her throat.

"Let her go!" Tessa screamed. She tried to lunge.

Roman tripped her. He swept his boot across her ankles and she went down hard. He stomped on her hand, pinning it to the wood.

Alma was gasping, her face pale in the headlights. "You son of a bitch," she wheezed at Roman.

"Manners, Alma," Roman chided.

Tessa was sobbing now. "Please. Roman, please. I’ll do anything. I’ll leave. Just don’t hurt her. Take the ranch. Take it all!"

Roman looked down at her. He crouched. He reached out and wiped a tear from her cheek with his thumb.

"You really are so, so beautiful," he whispered.

He stood up. He dusted off his knees.

He looked at the Scarecrow.

"Burn the old hag."

Tessa screamed. It was a raw, animal sound.

The Scarecrow didn't hesitate. His hand jerked. A flash of silver.

Alma gagged. A dark line opened on her neck. Blood sprayed across the new porch railing. She wasn't dead—not yet—but she was choking, gasping, her hands flying to her throat.

The Scarecrow shoved her backward. She stumbled, falling back into the hallway of the house, collapsing onto the floorboards.

"Finish it," Roman said.

The Scarecrow reached into his jacket and pulled out a road flare. He struck it. Red light hissed into existence, bathing the porch in a hellish glow. He tossed it inside, onto a pile of old newspapers near the door. Then he retreated to the car, grabbed something from the trunk and returned, moving like an oil spill, smooth and unctuous. He kicked the retrieved can of accelerant over the threshold.

The fumes caught with a whump.

Fire roared up the walls. The dry, ancient wood of the house drank the flames.

"Mom!" Tessa shrieked. She tried to crawl toward the door.

Roman grabbed her by the hair. "No, no. Show's over."

He dragged her backward, down the stairs. Manny, the driver, holstered his weapon and grabbed her legs. They swung her like a sack of feed.

"Let me go! She's alive! She's alive!"

Roman popped the heavy trunk of the Phantom. "Not for long."

They threw her in. Tessa kicked, connecting with Roman’s shoulder, but Manny slammed a fist into her temple. She went limp.

Roman slammed the trunk shut. The sound was final.

The house was blazing now. Flames licked out of the front windows. He could hear scrambling sounds inside. The assassin had shut the door, wedging the porch bench against it. It wobbled, weak. It wasn’t budging. The sounds from inside were desperate, coughing. Weakening.

The bench wobbled again. A faint hoarse scream.

“Wow, haha!” He exclaimed. “How can she scream with her throat cut. Wild huh?”

Manny just grunted.

Roman giggled. He walked around to the front passenger seat. He tapped on the trunk lid.

"Hey, Tess! I'll play your favorite song!" He paused, grinning at the burning house. "Wait... no, sorry. This is my favorite song."

He slid into the car. He cranked the volume knob. Shoegaze guitar washed over the interior, dreamy and loud.

The Scarecrow slipped into the back seat, smelling of sulfur and copper. Manny got behind the wheel.

"Where to, boss?"

"Back to the dig site," Roman said, watching the flames dance in the side mirror. "I want to get the last of the crates and get the hell out of this shithole. The clients are waiting.”

The Rolls-Royce accelerated, tires spinning gravel, leaving the High Lonesome burning in the rear-view.


Chapter 26: Jonathan

The orange glow on the horizon wasn't a sunset. 

"God," Derrick breathed. His hands were shaking so hard the G-Wagon swerved on the gravel. "That’s the house. That’s the ranch house."

"Drive," I said. My voice sounded like grinding stones. "Get us there."

Derrick slammed on the brakes. The heavy truck skidded, dust overtaking the rear bumper, coming to a halt a mile out.

"No," he squeaked. He shifted into reverse, the gears protesting. "No way. My mom said... she said legal pressure. She didn’t say this. This is... that’s… That’s a crime scene."

"Derrick."

"Get out!" He hit the unlock button, his face pale and sweating in the gauge light. "Get the hell out of my car! I’m not being seen here. I have a future!"

I didn't argue. I didn't have time to deconstruct the panic of a rich kid who thought the world ran on torts and zoning laws. I opened the door.

I stepped out. Before my boot fully settled on the dirt, the truck was peeling backward, tires spitting rocks at my shins. The second car, carrying the overflow of beefy farmhands, also turned, following their leader back down the road.

I didn't watch them go. I was already running.

I don't sprint like a track star; I move like a freight train. I kept my elbows tucked, head up, regulating my breathing. In, two steps. Out, two steps. Pain is just information. Fatigue is just a suggestion.

The smell hit me a quarter mile out. It wasn't just mesquite and pine. It was sweeter. Chemical.

Hydrocarbons. High-octane. This wasn't a spark from a faulty wire. This was an accelerant. This was a sanitization burn.

I vaulted the cattle guard and hit the yard. The heat rolled over me. The High Lonesome ranch house was a torch. The fire had climbed the trellis and was eating the second floor, the structure groaning as the support beams turned to charcoal.

I surged forward, leaping up the new steps I’d built with my own hands. I reached for the brass handle.

My hand stopped two inches from the metal.

Stop.

The training overrode the instinct. My brain processed the physics faster than my muscles could act. The smoke was pulsing around the door frame—sucking in, puffing out. Like the house was breathing. Ventilation-limited fire. The oxygen inside was consumed.

If I opened that door, the inrush of fresh oxygen would trigger a backdraft. The hallway wouldn't just burn; it would explode.

I moved to the window. I shielded my face with my forearm against the radiant heat—my skin felt tight, like it was shrinking—and kicked out the glass.

The air rushed in, feeding the flames, but the angle was indirect. I peered into the smoke.

And I wished I hadn't.

Alma Galloway was in the hallway.

She wasn't dead.

She was crawling.

The old woman, tough as mesquite root, was fighting. She was scrambling across the floorboards, but the floorboards were gone, eaten away by the fire below. She was caught in the joists. And she was burning.

Her flannel shirt was gone. Her gray hair was a halo of fire. She was thrashing, her mouth open in a scream that I couldn't hear over the roar of the timber, but I could see it. I could see the cords of her neck straining. I could see the absolute, animal terror in eyes that had seen seventy years of hard Texas life.

She didn't deserve this. No one deserved this.

I tried to reach through the window. The heat drove me back, singing the hair off my arm. I couldn't get to her. If I went in, I died. If I stayed out, she suffered.

She was gone. I could see the blood pooling and then boiling on her neck. Her throat slit. Her skin was gone. Her body was gone. Her face was…

Oh dear God. She was dead. The nearest hospital was an hour away.

Even if we’d had one next door, it wouldn’t have mattered. I knew a thing or two about burn victims. Survivors of explosions. Alma Galloway was alive just because of sheer stubborn will. Her body had long since given out.

I felt a coldness settle over me, instant and absolute. It shut down the panic. It shut down the horror. It left only the mechanics of the problem.

I reached for the Desert Eagle tucked into my waistband.

I pulled it. The grip was hot from the ambient air. I racked the slide, checking the chamber.

Brass.

One round.

I dropped the magazine. Empty. I had fired every other shot in the canyon at the snakes and our pursuers. The second Deagle was already left behind in the canyon. One gun left. One .50 caliber round left.

I looked at the gun. I looked at Alma.

She was curling up now, the fire taking her.

I raised the heavy pistol. I rested the barrel on the windowsill to steady my hand.

"I'm sorry, Alma," I whispered.

I didn't tremble. I didn't hesitate. I was an architect of collapse, and sometimes, the only way to save the structure is to bring it down.

I aligned the sights. Center mass.

Bang.

The recoil kicked my hand up.

Inside the inferno, Alma Galloway stopped moving. She slumped forward, instant peace amidst the hellscape.

I lowered the gun. The slide locked back. Empty.

I stared at her for one second longer. Then I turned away.

I compartmentalized. I took the grief, the horror, the image of a burning grandmother, and I shoved it into a steel box in the back of my mind. I locked the box.

“Tessa…” I murmured. “Tessa!” I shouted.

No reply. No sounds from within the house besides the crackling.

I half considered barging through a window, going up the stairs in the back, looking for my old sweetheart. She was neck deep in shit, but I still cared for her.

Before I went full stupid hero, though, I did the smart thing.

I looked at the ground.

The dirt told the story.

Tire tracks. Fresh. Deep.

I dropped to a knee, ignoring the embers raining down on my shoulders like hellish snow. I traced the impression with a finger.

The vehicle was massive. The depression depth suggested three tons of armor and luxury. But the tread pattern... it was an outlier.

Asymmetrical rib design. Continuous center rib.

I knew this tread. Continental ContiSilent tires. You didn't put thousand-dollar tires on a pickup truck. You put them on a Phantom.

Rolls-Royce.

My eyes moved left.

Footprints.

Small boots. Size seven. Tessa. The stride was uneven—stumbling, erratic. Then, they stopped.

Other prints converged. Narrow, pointed boots. Dress shoes.

Tessa’s prints didn't turn around. They didn't walk to the car. They just vanished.

She had been lifted. Carried.

I cursed.

I stood up. The heat on my back was blistering.

Someone had killed an old woman.

Someone had burned her legacy to the ground.

Someone had taken the girl.

"That's about enough," I muttered.

I tossed the empty Desert Eagle into the dirt. 

I turned and marched toward the barn. It was downwind, still standing. I kicked the door open.

It was dark inside, smelling of hay and old oil. I scanned the walls. No firearms.

I grabbed a pitchfork. Heavy ash handle, three steel tines, sharpened by years of digging into hard earth. It wasn't a tactical carbine, but it would puncture a lung just fine. 

I walked out of the barn.

My truck was parked by the water trough.

I walked to the driver’s side. I reached into the rear wheel well, my fingers brushing against the tire until I felt the cold plastic of a magnetic key box.

Country habit.

I pulled the key out. I opened the door.

But before I climbed in, I stopped.

Behind me, the farmhouse gave up the ghost. The roof buckled and fell, entombing Alma beneath a shower of sparks.

I didn't turn away. I just bowed my head, the heat pressing against my skin. West Texas was my father’s land, consecrated by his sweat and his prayers. He had invited me to church this Sunday; looking at the inferno, I knew we were well past pews and hymns. But the ground beneath my boots still held his kind of faith. So I closed my eyes and tried to find the words he would have used. It was a poor substitute for a prayer, but it was all I had to offer in the face of such darkness.

"Lord," I whispered. My voice was rough, cracking from the smoke. "Receive her. She was hard, but she was Yours. Give her peace."

I paused. The metal of the pitchfork was cold against my leg.

"And forgive me," I added. "For what I just did. And for what I am about to do to the men who made me do it."

I opened my eyes.

"Amen."

I climbed into the truck. The engine roared to life, a rough, unrefined growl. I threw it into gear and stomped the gas.

The truck fishtailed, spraying gravel, then straightened out. I peeled out of the yard, leaving the fire behind, heading toward the dark mouth of the canyon.

Toward the dig site.

Toward Roman Vargo and a pile of emeralds.

Toward the end.


Chapter 27: Jonathan

To a civilian, or even a standard infantry grunt, the generator was just a machine making electricity. It was background noise. But I wasn't looking at it like a grunt. I was looking at it like an intended operational objective.

I looked at the camp. Floodlights bathed the excavation site in a harsh, artificial noon. Halogen glare bounced off heavy machinery, yellow excavators, and the white paneling of portable office trailers. Men moved in the light, confident, carrying carbines slung low. They were comfortable. They had visibility. They had power.

I was going to take it away.

I moved down the slope. I wasn't moving fast. I was a big man which meant in the light, I was a target. In the dark, I was a landslide.

I reached the perimeter fence. Chain link, topped with razor wire. I stopped five feet from the mesh and looked down. The dirt had been disturbed in a regular pattern—small, circular depressions spaced exactly three meters apart. Seismic geophones. They were buried sensors tuned to the piezoelectric frequency of footsteps.

To a sensitive geophone, I was a walking earthquake. But sensors are just machines, and machines follow rules. They were looking for high-impact spikes on the baseline. I dropped to my stomach. By spreading my mass across the surface area of my entire body, I reduced the pounds per square inch to less than that of a starving coyote. I crawled, sliding forward like a tectonic plate. I passed right over a buried unit. It remained silent. 

Still prone, I used the crowbar I’d taken from the truck. I was forced to shimmy slightly on my side to avoid dragging the weapon I had strapped to my back—the pitchfork from the barn clattered against my shoulders. 

I found a section where the ground had eroded in a wash and pried it up, then slid under, dragging my bulk through the dust.

I stood up inside the wire. I was fifty feet from the generator.

A guard walked past, thirty yards away, lighting a cigarette. He ruined his ability to see in the dark by readjusting his eyes to light. Amateur hour. He didn't see me. I was just a shadow in a place full of them.

I approached the power unit. It was feeding a step-up transformer, a grey metal box humming with lethal voltage. I looked at the cooling fins. They were slightly bent.

I gripped the crowbar.

There are delicate ways to disable a power grid. You can cut the fuel line. You can slash the radiator hoses and wait for the overheat sensor to trip.

Then there are the violent ways.

I jammed the hooked end of the crowbar behind the main conduit box and levered it against the casing. I wasn't just prying; I was creating a bridge. Metal on metal. Ground to phase.

I turned my head away and squeezed my eyes shut.

CRACK.

The sound was like a gunshot, loud and sharp. A massive blue arc of electricity flash-fried the air, smelling of ozone and vaporized copper. The transformer blew.

The hum died.

The floodlights died.

The world went instantly, violently black.

Shouting started immediately. It was the panicked, confused shouting of men who expected routine.

"We lost power!"

"Get the backups! Where are the nods?"

They didn't have night vision devices. I knew that. I’d watched them for an hour. No mounts on their helmets.

I didn't need night vision. I had the layout memorized.

I moved.

A mercenary blundered out of the darkness, a flashlight beam sweeping wildly. He was swinging the light too fast, missing everything in the shadows. He swept past me.

I stepped into his wake.

I still had the pitchfork from the barn strapped to my back. I drew it. It was a primitive tool. Agricultural. Heavy ash handle, three rusted steel tines. It wasn't a tactical tomahawk or a suppressed Sig, but force equals mass times acceleration.

The guard stopped, trying to radio his team.

"I can't see shit, Command. The whole grid is down."

"Turn around," I whispered.

He spun, bringing the flashlight up.

I drove the pitchfork forward. I didn't aim for the head. The head is a small, moving target. I aimed for the center of mass.

The tines punched through his tactical vest. The impact lifted him off his feet. He made a gurgling sound and dropped the flashlight. It rolled in the dirt, casting a long, erratic beam across the gravel.

I let go of the pitchfork. He was down, wheezing, out of the fight.

I knelt and stripped the rifle from his hands. An HK416. Good hardware. Expensive. I checked the chamber—brass cartridge, seated. Safety on. I flicked it to semi-auto.

Now I was upgraded.

The camp was in total disarray. Beams of light cut through the dust, intersecting, panicking. 

I moved toward the center of the confusion. I saw a man barking orders near the silenced generator. He looked like a shift commander.

I came up behind him. I didn't shoot. Gunfire gives away your position. I hooked my left arm around his throat. The burn scars on my forearm scraped against his neck.

I dragged him backward into the shadow of an excavator.

"Don't struggle," I said. My voice was gravel. "Or I snap your hyoid bone."

He froze.

"Where is he?" I asked.

"Who?" He gasped.

I tightened the choke. “Roman Vargo."

The guard scrabbled at my arm. "The office. The double-wide... near the number two drill. East side."

"Is he alone?"

"Yes. No. I don't know. He had... he had that girl with him.”

My blood went cold.

I put the guard to sleep. A precise compression of the carotid arteries. Ten seconds. He went limp. I dropped him and moved East.

I moved through the chaos like smoke. The mercenaries were shouting at shadows, terrified of the dark. I was the dark.

I was fifty yards from Vargo’s trailer, but there was a cluster of flashlights sweeping the area between us. A Quick Reaction Force, trying to reorganize. I needed them gone.

To my left, near the number two drill rig, sat a massive industrial air compressor. It was silent now that the power was cut, but the tank would still be pressurized. Stored energy.

I moved to it. I didn't just hack at it. I found the main outflow hose—a two-inch rubber line reinforced with steel mesh. I took out my knife.

I sliced the coupling.

The hose didn't just hiss; it screamed. The pressurized air released with a shriek like a dying jet engine, and the heavy rubber hose began to whip violently, thrashing against the metal siding of the drill rig. Thwack-hiss-thwack. It sounded exactly like erratic automatic gunfire.

I was already moving around the back of the drill, slipping along two dozers and heading in the opposite direction.

"Contact! West side! Taking fire!" the QRF commander shouted.

The flashlights all swung toward the noise. The men broke cover and ran toward the compressor, chasing a ghost.

I holstered the knife and walked through the gap they had left behind, straight toward Vargo’s door.

His guards were distracted. His generator was down. Blackout.

Half of winning a battle is choosing the location of the fight.

I’ve never understood tough guys who said things like, “I’ll fight you any time, any place. You name it!”

Deal. I could beat anyone under those terms.

I’d choose the time and place. 2 AM, while you’re sleeping in your boxers and I’m armed with a bat studded in nails.

We would do this on my terms.

The trailer was the only structure with light—a faint, battery-powered glow coming from a window.

I didn't kick the door. I tried the handle. Unlocked.

I opened it and stepped inside, weapon raised.

The room was an office. Maps on the walls. A desk made of fake mahogany. The air smelled of expensive tobacco and cedar.

Roman Vargo sat behind the desk.

He didn't look like a man whose operation was currently collapsing under the weight of a sabotaged infrastructure. He looked bored.

He was younger than I expected. Maybe thirty-five, but with the kind of face that belonged on a magazine cover or a wanted poster. Sharp features, messy hair that probably cost more than my truck. He wore that same stupid shirt from the music video, unbuttoned enough to show he didn't care.

He was holding a glass of amber liquid. Mezcal, by the smell of it.

He looked up at me. He looked at the assault rifle pointed at his chest. He looked at the dirt and blood on my tactical gear.

He didn't flinch. He didn't reach for a weapon.

He smiled. It was a magnetic, predatory smile. Then, he loosed a shrill little giggle. A girlish, bubbly sound that just felt wrong coming from those lips. He held a hand daintily to his mouth and lowered it. He composed himself, taking a sip of his Mezcal.

"Jonathan Hunt," he said, like he was greeting an old friend at a dive bar. He gestured with the glass, the liquid sloshing gently.

"Put the gun down, Jonathan. You're tracking mud on the carpet."

I kept the rifle leveled at his heart. "Where is she?"

Vargo took a sip. He savored it. "Tessa? She's safe. For the moment."

He set the glass down. He leaned forward, his heavy-lidded eyes locking onto mine. They were the color of burnt whiskey.

"She was just telling me about you," Vargo said softly. "About her old military boyfriend back from the dead. You know, I’ve heard a lot of good things about you. Good resume. Is it true they thought you were dead? Huh? Wild. Honestly? Given how Tessy-poo went on and on bout you, I half expected you sooner."

He tapped the desk with a ring-adorned finger.

"Pull up a chair, Jonathan. Let's have a chat."


Chapter 28: Jonathan

I didn't pull up a chair. I don’t sit when I’m told. 

I moved. I closed the distance in two strides.

“Oh, no… so intimidating. Man, you are big, huh,” Vargo said, taking another casual sip. He liked being in control. I could tell that. He was still smiling, that crooked, frontman smile.

This was the part where the smirking asshole talked. Taunted, played, mocked.

I decided not to play his game.

I wrapped my hand around his throat. His smile became fixed.

I lifted him.

He wasn't heavy. He was lean, built like a greyhound or a starving artist. I slammed him back against the wall. The drywall cracked, a sharp snap like a dry branch, and a cloud of white dust puffed out around his meticulously styled hair.

I squeezed. Not enough to crush the hyoid bone—not yet—but enough to cut the airflow. I wanted to see the panic. I wanted to see the shit-eating grin crumble.

But it didn't.

Vargo’s eyes went wide, but not with fear. They went wide with a sudden, glassy brightness. He made a choking sound, a wet rattle in his throat, and then he laughed. It was a strangled, wheezing hack. He threw his head back, exposing his neck further to my grip, inviting the pressure.

I looked down. He was wearing four-hundred-dollar vintage white jeans, tight enough to cut off circulation. 

He was enjoying it.

Disgust is a rare emotion for me. I’ve seen bodies stacked like cordwood in the Balkans and interrogation rooms in Yemen that smelled like copper and feces. I’ve seen the worst of humanity. But this—this visceral, psychosexual reaction to his own potential death—made my skin crawl. It was a glitch in the baseline.

I flung him away from me.

He hit the leather chair he’d offered me, spinning it on its casters, and sprawled out, gasping, massaging his throat. He looked like a cat that had just been roughed up and was purring about it.

"God," I said, leveling my stolen rifle.

I didn't aim for his head. I aimed for the kneecap. Specifically, the patella of his left leg, propped casually against the mahogany desk.

"You like pain?" I asked. My voice was low, devoid of inflection. "Let’s talk about pain."

Vargo looked at the gun, then up at me. He licked his lips.

“When a round hits the patella, it doesn't just drill a hole. The bullet impacts the bone and turns it into shrapnel. Secondary fragmentation. Your own kneecap becomes a shotgun blast shredding your cruciate ligaments, your meniscus, and the femoral condyle."

I took a step closer. I let the silence hang, heavy and thick.

"It’s not a clean break, Roman. It’s gravy. You never walk right again. You don’t run. You don’t dance on stage. Every step for the rest of your life is a grinding reminder of the calcium grit floating in the joint.”

Vargo nodded slowly. He reached up and adjusted a necklace hanging over his open collar. It was emeralds. Rough cut, deep green, set in gold.

"Active listening," he rasped, his voice still hoarse from my grip. "My therapist taught me that. It validates the speaker's feelings." He fingered the green stones. "Do I have your attention now? You like the necklace? You stole some of mine, you know. Or your friend did. The Indian."

“What friend," I said.

"Right. Protecting him. But see, Miles told me about him." Vargo leaned forward, seemingly bored by the gun pointed at his leg. "You’ve met Miles, haven't you? Tall. Quiet. Likes long walks on the ridge lines with a suppressed rifle?"

"The Scarecrow," I said.

"He’s a contractor. On loan. Very expensive, very efficient. But he has... quirks. He’s great at killing, great at finding people. But he has a preference. He doesn't really like killing white guys. Thinks it’s bad luck, or bad karma, or some Aryan brotherhood nonsense. I don't ask."

The canyon. The shots fired.

I had been the closer target. I was the larger threat. But the shooter—Miles—had bypassed me to put rounds toward Silas. I had assumed it was tactical, taking out the driver or the guide. But it wasn't. It was ideological. 

"Who is he?" I asked.

"No, no," Vargo said, wagging a finger. "We're talking about me. You think you know me, Jonathan? Can I call you Jonathan? You have that 'Jonathan' look. Serious. heavy."

"I know what you are," I said. "I ran a trace on the way here. You’re a laundry machine. You move money for the Dixie Mob’s northern faction. You set up shell companies, music festivals, ghost construction projects. You’re a middleman."

"Ghost Banker," he corrected. "Sounds cooler. And yes, arrested twice. Wire fraud. Racketeering."

"But never convicted," I noted.

"Never convicted," he agreed quickly, holding up a finger. "Because witnesses have a habit of disappearing. Or recanting. Or finding God."

He was a weird contradiction. He sat there in his expensive boots, messy hair, the smell of mezcal and cedar wafting off him—acting like he was backstage at a gig, not held at gunpoint by a man who had dismantled insurgent cells. I couldn't get a bead on him. He didn't fit the profile. Mob money men are usually grey little accountants terrified of their own shadows, or bloated hedonists. Vargo was... something else. A narcissist with a death wish.

He turned in the chair, reaching for the mouse on his desk.

"Don't," I said. I tightened my finger on the trigger.

"Oh, relax, Gronk. You're going to want to see this. It’s the encore."

He clicked the screen. A large monitor on the wall flickered to life.

The image was grainy, low-light, black and white. Night vision. It showed a hole in the ground. A square, timber-framed mouth of a mine shaft, surrounded by desert scrub.

And hanging above it, suspended by a rope tied around her wrists, was Tessa.

She was dangling helplessly over the black void. Her feet were kicking at empty air. She looked small. Terrified.

My blood temperature dropped ten degrees.

"Back out!" Vargo suddenly snapped. He grabbed a walkie-talkie from the desk and screamed into it. "Back out, you idiots! We can't see the drop! Frame the shot! Cinematography, people!"

He sounded like a child throwing a toy out of a pram. A burst of white-hot rage that vanished as quickly as it arrived.

On the screen, the camera jerked back. The angle widened. Now I could see the depth. The drop was significant. If the rope cut, she wouldn't hit bottom for a long time.

Vargo looked at me, beaming. The transition from rage to glee was instantaneous.

"See?" he said. "Beautiful, isn't she? Fire and spit and vinegar. Man... we had fun. Some real fun. Three months ago, in Marfa. She was drinking alone, and I—well, I have a type."

He leaned back, lacing his fingers behind his head.

"I hear you used to go ham on that," he said. "Is that true? She didn't talk about you much. Mostly talked about her daddy issues. Which, by the way, I solved for her. But the sex? Phenomenal. Athletic. She’s got this thing she does with her hips..."

He started to describe it. Graphic. Clinical detail about positions, sounds, the way she kissed him. He was trying to provoke me. He was trying to elicit a reaction, to find a button and press it until the mechanism broke.

"In Alma's house, too," he mused. Then he paused, wincing theatrically. "Sorry. Too soon? Probably too soon. I hope the old bat rests in peace."

"You killed her," I said. It wasn't a question.

He shrugged. "Technically? No. That was Miles. But... let's just say he had my approval. She was an obstruction. A legacy obstruction. I hate those. Just sign the paper, you know? But she wanted to hold onto the dirt."

"I'm going to kill you," I said.

The words came out quiet. Simple. A statement of fact, like commenting on the weather.

Vargo tutted. He wagged his finger again.

"No, no. See, you're not listening. Here’s how this works. Anything you do to me, Miles does double to her."

He pointed at the screen.

"You cut something off me? Miles cuts something off her. You shoot me in the knee? Miles shoots her in both knees. Then he drops her down that hole. Anything, Jonathan. Jokes are fine—I have thick skin—but physical damage? That’s a mirror game. And I promise you, Miles is very creative."

I looked at the screen. Tessa spun slowly in the wind.

My mind raced. I was running a SITREP in my head.

Hostage situation. Remote location. Unknown number of hostiles at the secure site. One hostile immediately present. Hostile’s Leverage: Absolute.

I couldn't shoot him. I couldn't torture him.

"What do you want?" I asked.

Vargo smiled. A genuine, predatory smile. "I want you to save Tessa. Please..."

I glared at him.

"And before you think of trying to find her on your own," Vargo continued, "Miles is watching the perimeter. He has thermal. He has motion sensors. He’s set up choke points at the canyon entrance. There is no way in without him smelling you. And if we get a whiff—just a whiff—that you’re coming for her? We cut the rope."

He opened a drawer and pulled out a small, clear plastic bag. Inside was a black chip, the size of a grain of rice. It was blinking with a tiny, rhythmic red light.

I recognized it. It was a high-frequency tracker, military grade. The kind used for high-value assets or covert drops. 

"You need to keep this on you," Vargo said. "And since I can't trust you to just keep it in your pocket... I'm afraid I'm going to have to sew it into your arm."

"You're insane," I said.

I took a step forward. I reached for his neck again. The rage was a physical thing now, a red haze.

"Ah-ah!" Vargo pointed at the screen.

On the monitor, a gloved hand entered the frame. It grabbed Tessa by the hair. She screamed. A knife blade appeared, pressing against her throat.

"See?" Vargo said softly. "Anything you do to me... done twice to her. You choke me? She bleeds."

I froze. I spotted a camera in the ceiling, pointed at us. We were being watched. My muscles were locked, vibrating with potential energy that had nowhere to go. I was a weapon with the safety welded on.

"Good boy," Vargo whispered.

He dusted off his shirt. He stood up, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a knife. It wasn't a tactical blade. It was a pearl-handled switchblade, something a pimp or a riverboat gambler would carry.

"Now," he said. "Let’s get to cutting, shall we?"

"Why?" I asked. "Why do I need this in my arm?"

"Because," he said, flicking the blade open. "You're going to go get my orange case back for me. The one the Indian took. And you're going to get it in... oh, let's say twenty-four hours. Or I start removing parts of her. I’ll start with the legs. She’ll still be alive. We've got some good doctors on the payroll... but I'll see what else I can cut off if you're not back by then. Are we clear?"

He reached out and patted me on the cheek. His hand was soft. Manicured.

I stood there. I had to stand there.

He giggled. He poked me in the chest with his finger. Hard.

"You big, scary monster," he taunted.

My fist clenched at my side.

Vargo grinned. "Wait, wait..." He nodded at the camera in the corner of the room, then at the screen where the knife was still at Tessa's throat.

My fist relaxed.

He kicked me.

It was a telegraphed, clumsy kick, but it landed square between my legs.

Pain exploded. Nausea rolled up my gut. I doubled over, gasping, my vision swimming. It wasn't the pain that hurt the most; it was the indignity. The fact that this preening, narcissist fop could drop me because my hands were tied by leverage.

He grabbed my left arm. The ruined one.

He didn't sterilize the blade. He didn't offer a numbing agent. He just whistled a tune—something discordant and indie-rock—and sliced into the tricep.

I gritted my teeth. I didn't make a sound. I found a spot on the wall—a framed platinum record—and focused on it. I imposed order on the pain. I categorized it. Sharp. Burning. Localized.

He dug his thumb into the wound, widening it. I felt the warm slide of blood running down to my elbow. He jammed the tracker deep into the muscle tissue.

Then he started sewing. He used a needle and thread from a small travel kit on the desk. His stitching was sloppy. He wasn't a medic. He was enjoying the puncture, the resistance of the skin.

I leaned in close. My face was inches from his ear.

"If you kill her," I whispered, quiet enough that the camera in the corner wouldn't pick up the audio, "I will peel you. I will make you beg for hell."

Vargo paused. He looked at me. For a second, the mask slipped, and I saw the hollow, dead thing underneath.

"Tut-tut," he said, tying off the knot and biting the thread with his teeth. "Such language. I don’t believe in hell.”

“Once I’m done with you, I’ll make you a believer.” I didn’t give him the satisfaction of a wince as he patted my freshly bleeding arm.

He rolled his eyes. “Now… get out of my office. Go get me my damn map."

I straightened up. My arm throbbed. I wiped the blood on my jeans.

"Which branch of the dixie mob has you—who do you work for?” I asked. I needed to know the enemy. I needed to know the tactics.

Vargo laughed. It was a cold, empty sound.

"Buddy," he said. "They're dead. That mob? The one you think I work for? Dead. Like, all of them. Why do you think I'm digging holes in the desert?”

I stared at him. What? What was he talking about?

He could tell I was confused, and this only amused him further. "This isn't mob shit," he said. Vargo sat back in his chair, spinning the pearl-handled knife in his fingers. "This is bigger than that. Bigger than you. Now go get me my map and the emeralds before I start hurting something pretty."

I turned and walked out. I didn't slam the door. I closed it gently. Control. Discipline.

I had twenty-four hours to find a kid and his brother who’d spent years avoiding detection.

Last I’d left them was at a gas station in the middle of nowhere.

I briefly considered trying to find Tessa… but that spindly assassin—Miles—he’d known what he was doing.

I didn’t doubt he’d see me coming.

And then Tessa would fall.

My hands were tied. Besides, they were watching me. Watching the chip in my arm, tracing my movements. If I didn’t look like I was heading away, going out to find Silas and Jett and the orange case, they’d know what I was up to.

And again, Tessa would fall.

So I did the only thing I could. I moved, through the dark, back towards the ridge. I broke into a jog. Time was not on my side. Twenty-four hours before… they started cutting. 


Chapter 29: Jonathan

I sat in the truck, the air conditioner fighting a losing battle against the Texas heat. My arm throbbed. A rhythmic, dull pulse where Vargo had sewn the chip into my tricep. It felt like a burrowing insect. Every beat of my heart was a reminder: twenty-four hours.

I needed a lead.

The gas station had been a bust. I’d circled back, hoping for security footage, something that showed which direction Silas had booked it. The clerk, a kid with acne and a thousand-yard stare, had shrugged. The cameras were dummies. Plastic shells to scare off beer thieves.

Dead end.

I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. Think. Analyze.

Silas Blackwater. He was a ghost. He didn't use social security numbers. His siblings likely didn't go to school. He existed in the negative spaces of the map. But vanishing acts have to eat. And they leave ripples, no matter how light their step.

I pulled out my burner phone. I dialed the local Texas Department of Family and Protective Services. I didn't identify myself. I used a voice I hadn't used in two years—clipped, authoritative, bored. The voice of a man who processes paperwork for a living and hates it.

"This is Officer Miller, requesting a patch-through on a file check," I said. "Last name Blackwater. First name Silas. I've got a distressed minor here, claims the brother is the guardian."

"Blackwater?" The woman on the other end paused. The typing stopped. "We don't have a current address. That file is... flagged."

"Flagged for what?"

"Violence against a caseworker," she said, her voice dropping an octave. "Seven years ago. Kid broke an agent's jaw. We have a warrant, but they vanished."

"Copy that," I said. "You have a last known?"

"A trailer park outside Marfa, but that’s seven years cold."

I hung up.

It confirmed what I knew—Silas was violent when cornered, and he was terrified of the system. He wouldn't be in a shelter. He wouldn't be anywhere on the grid.

So where do you go when you have mouths to feed and no money? He’d mentioned a sister, and I’d seen his brother. Did he have other siblings—a bigger burden, then. Need space. Need anonymity. You go to the land.

I thought about the compound bow. The way Silas had looked at the aoudad sheep on the ridge. He wasn't just a survivor; he was a hunter. He preferred the bow because it was silent. No casings. No gunshot reports.

Poaching.

In this part of Texas, poaching isn't just a crime; it's a lifestyle. And unlike missing kids, ranchers reported missing deer.

I looked up the number for the local game warden’s office. I dialed.

"Warden’s office. Dispatch."

"Yeah, this is... a concerned citizen," I said. "I’m looking for reports of bow hunting in the Davis Mountains area. Unsolved cases. Specifically poaching activity in the last six months."

"Sir, this is a dispatch line for reporting crimes. Are you reporting a crime?"

"I'm investigating a lead on a missing person who might be living off the land," I said. "I need to know where the game is disappearing."

"I can't give out investigation details to the public. If you have a badge number, I can transfer you to—"

"I don't have a badge," I snapped. The pain in my arm flared, a hot wire of irritation. "I have a time limit. Just tell me if you have reports of arrows found in livestock or game near the canyon ridges."

"Sir, I'm going to have to ask you to—"

"Listen to me," I shouted, my patience evaporating like water on asphalt. "People are going to get hurt if I don't find this kid!"

Click.

She hung up.

I stared at the phone. I took a breath. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Discipline. You don't scream at the asset. You manipulate the asset. I was losing my edge. Vargo had rattled me.

I shook my head. I’d have to visit in person, then.

Dammit.

I put the truck in gear and drove.

I broke every speed limit I could. But out in these wide open spaces, it still took me an hour to find the office.

Tessa didn’t have an hour to spare. I could still picture her, dangling over the canyon.

I had to move. But I had to be smart. No more barking at bureaucrats.

I looked at the building across the street. A small, municipal brick box with a sign: Texas Parks & Wildlife - Regional Field Office.

I couldn't call. So I had to go in. But I couldn't walk in as a scarred drifter. I needed a legend.

I looked around the gas station lot. Parked at pump four was a white pickup truck with a magnetic decal on the side: Pecos Valley Pest Control. The driver was inside, arguing with the clerk about the price of jerky. In the bed of the truck was a silver canister sprayer with a wand and a hose.

Perfect.

I got out of my truck. I walked past the pest control truck, reached over the bed rail, and lifted the canister. It was heavy, maybe three gallons of poison. I slung the strap over my shoulder.

I grabbed a clipboard from my own truck’s dash—old habits, always carry a clipboard, it makes you invisible—and walked across the street.

In a government building, nobody looks at the maintenance guys. 

I pushed through the glass doors of the TPWD office.

It was cool inside. Vinyl floors, fluorescent lights, the smell of toner and floor wax. There was a reception desk behind a glass partition. A woman in her fifties sat there, typing.

I walked up to the glass, adjusting the sprayer on my back so the nozzle clinked against the counter.

"Exterminator," I grunted. "Here for the break room."

She looked up, peering over her glasses. "I didn't call for an exterminator."

"Schedule says monthly spray," I said, glancing at my empty clipboard. "Ants? Roaches? Bureaucracy?" I offered a weak smile.

She didn't smile back. "We don't have a schedule. And usually, Hank comes."

"Hank's out," I said. "Hernia. Lifting a hive."

"I need to see a work order."

"Look, lady," I said, shifting the weight. "I got six stops today. You want the spray or not? If I skip you, and you get sugar ants in the break room, that’s on you."

"I need to check with the supervisor." She reached for her phone.

This wasn't working. She was a gatekeeper. Rigid.

"Fine," I said. "I'll wait."

I turned and walked toward the hallway that led to the back offices.

"Sir! You can't go back there!" she called out.

"Just finding the restroom," I called back, not stopping.

I turned the corner. I needed a distraction. Chaos is a ladder, or at least a door opener. I found a utility closet.

I stepped inside. It was a mop sink and a water heater.

I looked at the water heater. There was a pressure release valve on the side.

I didn't want to cause real damage, just panic. I grabbed a bottle of industrial cleaner from the shelf, unscrewed the cap, and poured it onto the floor. The smell was ammonia-sharp.

I stepped back out into the hall.

Then I yelled. "Whoa! Hey! We got a leak back here! A big one!"

I heard the chair scrape in the lobby.

"What did you do?" the receptionist shouted, coming around the corner.

"Pipe burst!" I said, backing away, waving my hands. "Smells like chemicals! Don't go in there without a mask!"

She stopped, sniffing the air. The ammonia hit her.

"Oh my Lord," she said.

"I'm going to the truck to get the shut-off tool," I said. "You watch the door!"

I brushed past her, heading for the lobby. She hesitated, looking at the utility closet, then at me. She moved towards the closet, hesitantly.

I walked into the lobby.

I slipped behind the reception desk.

Her computer was still on. Unlocked.

I sat down. The chair was too small for me. I felt like a bear at a tea party.

I opened the database. Incidents. Reports.

Search terms.

Poaching.

Too many results. Hundreds of deer, hogs, turkey.

I narrowed it. Weapon: Archery / Bow.

Still dozens.

I narrowed it again. Location: Davis Mountains. Silas had been really quick on his feet in the canyon. He knew sloped terrain. And the gas station he’d had me drop him off at? Far enough from the Davis Mountains not to raise an eye, but close enough to hitch to.

The list shrank.

I scanned the reports. Most were near roads—lazy hunters shooting from truck beds. I needed deep country. Silas was hiding. He wouldn't be near a road. He’d be where the terrain choked off the casuals.

There.

Two reports.

Incident #44902: Mutilated carcass found. Mule deer. Arrow retrieved. Carbon fiber shaft. No prints. Location: Dead Man’s Draw.

Incident #44915: Illegal camp spotted by aerial survey. Smoke. No vehicle access. Location: Diablo Canyon, North Rim.

Diablo Canyon.

It was miles from anywhere. A dead-end box canyon. Accessible only by a wash that flooded in the rain. A natural fortress.

"Bingo," I whispered.

I pulled a pen from my pocket and scribbled the coordinates on my hand.

30.64 North, 104.12 West.

"Hey!"

I looked up.

The receptionist was standing in the doorway. She was red-faced.

"There is no leak! That was floor cleaner!" She pointed a finger at me. "Who are you? Get away from my computer!"

"Sorry," I said. "Just checking the... schedule."

"I'm calling the police!" She reached for her belt, where a radio hung.

"No need," I said.

I stood up. I didn't run. Running triggers the predator instinct in people; they chase. I walked. Purposeful. Fast.

"Stop!" she yelled.

I pushed through the glass doors, the bell chiming cheerfully above me.

I hit the sidewalk and kept moving. I ditched the pest control canister in a trash can three doors down. 

I got into my truck. I didn't peel out. I backed out slowly, checked for traffic, and merged.

I had the location.

But I had a passenger.

My arm.

I drove three blocks, checking my mirrors. I wasn't being followed physically. Not yet. But electronically, I was a blip on a screen in Vargo’s office.

I couldn't lead them to the canyon. If I drove straight there, the Scarecrow would be waiting on the rim with a thermal scope before I even hiked in. I couldn’t do that to Silas and Jett. They were already going to be pissed at me enough if I took that case from them.

I needed to go dark.

I pulled into an alley behind a strip mall. I kept the engine running.

I looked at my left arm. The stitching was angry, red and puckered. Vargo had used a thick thread, the kind meant for buttons, not skin.

I opened the glove box. I took out my knife—my real one, a fixed blade, razor sharp.

I took a deep breath.

"Stupid," I muttered.

I didn't hesitate. I couldn't afford to psych myself out. I pressed the tip of the blade into the fresh wound.

Pain is information. That's what they taught us at the Farm. It tells you the system is under stress. But right now, the system was compromised.

I grunted, a low, guttural sound that vibrated in my chest. I cut the stitches. Snap. Snap.

Blood welled up, hot and sticky.

I dug the tip of the knife in. I felt the metal of the chip grate against the steel of the blade.

"Come on," I hissed.

I levered it.

The chip popped out like a pit from a cherry, landing on my jeans. A tiny black bug, slick with my blood.

I grabbed a roll of duct tape from the center console. I slapped a wad of gauze over the wound and wrapped the tape around my arm, tight. It wasn't pretty, but it would hold the meat together.

I picked up the chip. It was still blinking.

Now, what to do with it?

If I crushed it, the signal would die. Vargo would know. He’d think I was running. He’d hurt Tessa.

I needed the signal to stay active. I needed it to move. I needed it to look like me.

I looked out the windshield.

At the end of the alley was a pizza joint. Papa’s Slice.

A beat-up Honda Civic with a lighted sign on the roof—Hot Pizza Delivery—was idling by the back door. The driver, a teenager in a red polo, was inside grabbing a stack of boxes.

Delivery drivers. They drive erratic patterns. They stop at houses. They speed. They cover the whole town.

It was a perfect SDR generated by pepperoni and cheese.

I got out of the truck. I walked over to the Honda. The window was down. The car smelled like oregano and yeast.

I tossed the bloody chip into the back seat, between the cushions.

I walked back to my truck.

I watched the kid come out, load the pizzas, and peel out of the lot.

On Vargo’s screen, Jonathan Hunt was about to have a very busy, very erratic night driving all over the suburbs.

I waited until the Honda turned the corner. Then I put my truck in gear.

I wasn't heading to the suburbs.

I turned the wheel toward the highway, toward the dark, jagged silhouette of the Davis Mountains. Toward coordinates 30.64 North, 104.12 West.

I had lost blood. I had lost time. But I had a target.


Chapter 30: Jonathan

I’d driven through the night. Caffeine kept me upright, but I’d gone days without sleep before. It was just another variable.

The coordinates pointed to a jagged scar in the earth, a place where the Davis Mountains folded in on themselves like crumpled paper.

I didn’t drive straight to the pin. That’s how you get ambushed. I parked the truck two miles out, tucking it into a dry wash behind a screen of mesquite. I threw a dusty tarp over the windshield to kill the reflection. 

A lot of people were looking for me. Not a good place to be.

But Tessa was in a far worse place. I wondered if she knew about her mother. Alma Galloway had died horribly. In pain, alone and burning.

I owed Roman Vargo for that. I owed his puppet, Miles, too.

But first? I had to get leverage of my own. Which meant I was here to convince an off-grid, paranoid bug-out type to give me his treasure map.

I got out of the truck, the weight of an impossible mission on my shoulders. The heat was a physical blow.

I checked my gear. The compact Glock was tucked into my waistband at the small of my back, cold against my spine. I’d lifted it from the center console of an unlocked Ford Dually back at the gas station while the driver was inside buying dip. In West Texas, an unlocked truck isn't a vehicle; it's a free armory.

My knife was in my pocket. My left arm was a throbbing mess. The duct tape was holding the gauze tight, but I could feel the pulse of the severed vessels against the adhesive. I had lost blood. Not enough to go into shock, but enough to make the horizon swim if I turned my head too fast.

I took a breath. 

I started walking.

I moved in what we used to call "predator gait." You don't pick your feet up high; you slide them, rolling from the outside edge to the inside, feeling for twigs or loose shale before you commit your weight. It’s slow. It burns your calves. But it’s silent.

The terrain was hostile. Everything in West Texas either bites, stings, or scratches. But it was also perfect for someone who didn't want to be found.

I approached the canyon mouth from the high ground, staying below the ridgeline to avoid silhouetting myself against the sky. The wind was in my face. Good. It meant my scent was blowing behind me, away from the target.

I stopped three hundred yards from the entrance.

The canyon was a box. Steep walls on three sides, sheer rock rising fifty feet. 

I scanned the perimeter.

Most people look for motion. I look for order. Nature is chaotic; straight lines and geometric patterns are human.

I saw it twenty yards ahead.

A glint. Not a rock, not a leaf.

I moved closer, dropping to a crouch.

It was fishing line. Monofilament, strung knee-high between two scrub oaks. It was practically invisible. I followed the line with my eyes. It ran to a pile of rocks where a rusted tin can was balanced precariously on a flat stone. Inside the can, I guessed, were pebbles.

A primitive intrusion detection system. Low-tech, zero-emission, highly effective.

I smiled grimly. Silas Blackwater wasn't just hiding; he was defending. 

I stepped over the line.

Ten yards later, I found another one. This time, it was broken glass scattered in a dry patch of leaves—a "crunch zone". 

I skirted it.

The kid was good. He was creating layers of security. He was trying to impose order on a chaotic environment, trying to control the uncontrollable variables of his life. I understood that itch. I knew what it was like to try and align the edges of your world when everything else was falling apart.

I reached the choke point. The canyon walls narrowed here, forming a throat of red rock only ten feet wide.

This was the kill zone.

I stopped. I listened.

The silence was heavy. 

That was the tell. The absence of noise is the loudest alarm in nature. 

I drew my pistol, keeping it low against my thigh.

I stepped around the final bend of rock, moving into the opening.

I expected a shantytown. Fugitives usually live in squalor—trash piles, burn barrels, the frantic entropy of people living minute-to-minute. I expected the smell of rotting garbage and desperation.

Instead, I found a homestead.

A double-wide trailer was tucked against the north wall, but it didn't look like a piece of tin garbage. It was draped in heavy-duty canvas tarps and mesquite branches, not just for camouflage, but for insulation. The ground around it wasn't dirt; it was swept clean, the hard-packed earth raked into Zen-like patterns. There wasn't a single cigarette butt or scrap of plastic in sight. Silas Blackwater didn't just live here; he curated it.

But it was the infrastructure that stopped me cold.

To the left, a series of raised garden beds marched in perfect, geometric formation. They were built from scavenged railroad ties, but the corners were square, the lines true. Drip irrigation lines—black tubing likely stolen from a construction site—snaked through lush rows of peppers, squash, and tomatoes. It wasn't a hobby garden. It was a caloric supply chain.

"Aquaponics," I said, almost to myself.

I walked over to a different self-sustaining setup. It was a marvel of scavenged engineering. Three massive plastic IBC totes had been cut open and terraced. In the bottom tank, dark shapes moved sluggishly in the water—catfish or tilapia. Their waste water was being pumped up to the clay-pellet grow beds above, feeding the plants, which filtered the water before it dropped back down to the fish.

A closed loop. A self-sustaining biological engine running in the middle of a desert.

"They built a biosphere," I murmured. I suddenly felt very guilty for being here at all.

I had spent years in the CIA destroying infrastructures—blowing bridges, severing power grids, poisoning supply lines. I knew how fragile civilization was. To see someone building one from scratch, using nothing but trash and discipline?

It was impressive. 

And then, a sound.

Creak.

It was a distinctive sound. The groan of stressed fiberglass and the tension of a bowstring reaching its break-over point.

I froze.

"Don't," a voice said.

It came from the shadows of a shallow cave alcove to my right, elevated about six feet up the canyon wall.

I didn't turn my gun. I turned my head slowly.

Silas Blackwater was standing on a limestone shelf. He looked like he’d spent a couple days under direct sunlight. His skin was deep bronze, his black hair tied back severely to keep it out of his eyes.

But I mostly looked at the weapon.

He was at full draw. His posture was perfect—shoulders aligned, anchor point solid against his cheek, elbow high.

The arrow was tipped with a broadhead. Three razor-sharp blades designed to induce massive hemorrhaging. At this range—maybe twenty feet—it would pass clean through my chest and stick in the rock behind me.

"Drop the gun," Silas said.

His voice wasn't shaky. It was the flat, dead voice of a man who has run out of options and is tired of running.

"Silas," I said calmly.

"I said drop it."

He shifted his aim slightly. He wasn't aiming at my center mass. He was aiming at my throat. He knew that body armor doesn't cover the neck.

"I'm not the law," I said. "And I'm not child services."

"You're a lie," he spat. "You're a big, bullshit lie with a gun. Kick it away."

I calculated the odds.

A bullet travels faster than an arrow. If I snapped the gun up, I could put two rounds in him before the arrow cleared the rest. But reaction time is the killer. He was already at full tension. His finger was on the release. If I moved, his sympathetic nervous system would trigger the shot instantly.

And I didn't want to kill him.

I crouched slowly, placing the pistol on the sand. I stood up and kicked it. It skittered across the rock, coming to rest near the canyon wall.

"Satisfied?" I asked.

Silas didn't lower the bow. The string remained taut, holding fifty, maybe sixty pounds of tension.

"Who are you, really?” he asked. "How did you find this place?"

"I found it because I know what I’d do if I were you," I said. "You're poaching deer. You're using a bow because it’s silent. You picked this canyon because it has one entrance and you can see anyone coming for a mile. You're smart. You're disciplined."

I took a step forward.

"Stay!" The bow tracked me. "You're police," Silas said. It was an accusation.

“Nope.”

“Social services?”

“What do you think?” I said, scornful.

“Fine, probably not. Then military?”

"I'm just a guy with a very short timeline and a very bad injury."

I gestured to my left arm with my right hand. The duct tape was grey and ugly against my skin. Blood had started to seep around the edges, dark and wet.

Silas’s eyes flicked to the wound, then back to my eyes.

"You're bleeding," he said.

"Yeah. A man named Roman Vargo put a tracker in my arm. I cut it out."

The name landed. I saw a flicker of recognition—or maybe just fear—in his face.

"Vargo," Silas whispered. “The popstar from Marfo? How’s that got anything to do with me?” 

"The man wants his orange case back," I said. “His treasure map.”

Silas’s jaw tightened. He didn't answer. But his grip on the bow shifted slightly. He was tired. I could see the tremor starting in his tricep. Holding a compound bow at full draw is exhausting; the let-off helps, but the tension is still there.

"Silas," I said, dropping my voice. "Vargo has a hostage. A woman named Tessa. He’s going to kill her if I don't bring him that case in..." I checked my watch. "...eighteen hours."

"Not my problem," Silas said. 

"You think you're safe here? You have tripwires. You have broken glass. That works for coyotes and social workers. It doesn't work for the man Vargo sends. He uses thermal optics. He shoots from a thousand yards out. He doesn't care about your tripwires. He’ll just wait until Jett comes out to pee, or Kaia hangs up the laundry, and he’ll drop them."

Silas flinched. The mention of his siblings hit the mark. 

"You're lying," he said, but there was no heat in it.

"I'm not. They are coming, Silas. And when they come, they won't knock."

I held my hands out, palms up.

"I need the case. You give me the case, I take the heat. I lead them away from you. I save the girl, you save your family. That’s the trade."

Silas stared at me. He was calculating. 

"You're the type, aren't you?" Silas said.

He didn't lower the bow. The string was still cutting into his cheek, but the tension in his shoulders had shifted. It wasn't about the shot anymore. It was about the read.

"The type?" I asked.

"The sheepdog type," Silas said. "The kind that can’t help himself. You see a wolf, you have to step in. I saw you at the junkyard. You didn't know us. You didn't owe us a damn thing. But you stepped between me and that man shooting at us."

"I don't like bullies," I said.

"I don't trust people," Silas said. His dark, hooded eyes bored into mine. "People are just problems waiting to happen. But... you saved my life back there. So I’ll give that to you. You’ve got credit."

He paused, the bow arm rock steady.

"So, give me your word."

"About what?"

"That you can have the case," Silas said. "But the deal is, you have to get the treasure. All of it."

I frowned. "The emeralds?"

"You said it yourself," Silas said, nodding slightly toward the distant ridge. "That man—Vargo—he’s been digging up the desert. He’s gone to all a bunch of the X marks on that map—not all, or he wouldn’t want it so bad. But he’s done the hard work. He’s pulled a bunch out of the ground."

The kid was smart. He was a tactician.

"He’s consolidated his assets," I said.

"Exactly," Silas said. "They’re all in one place now. Probably right next to where he’s keeping your girl. So here’s the trade. You take the case to buy her time. But then? You take the emeralds."

"Silas—"

"Get them," he insisted, his voice hardening. "Get those emeralds. You hate this guy. I can see it in your face. So punish him. You don't punish a man like that by hitting him. You punish him by taking what he loves. What’s that guy’s name? The one in the stories? Robisphere?”

“What?”

“Robbie? The dude in the hoodie, man—the green sweater.”

“Er, Robin Hood," I said.

"Robin Hood," Silas repeated. "Steal from the bastard give to the poor. Trust me man, we’re poor. We split it, fifty-fifty. Half for you and the girl. Half for me and my family. We can buy this canyon. We can stop running."

I stared at him.

I had a rule. A personal code that I tried to stick to, even when the world got messy: I didn't lie to the people I respected. And against all odds, I respected this kid. He was raising a family in a war zone he’d built out of trash and willpower.

But fifty-fifty? We were talking about hundreds of millions of dollars. We were talking about a heist that would require a team of six and six months of planning, and he wanted me to do it alone, wounded, in eighteen hours, while managing a hostage extraction.

"Silas," I said slowly. "My priority is the girl. Once I have her, I'm gone."

"Then you don't get the case," Silas said. He tightened his grip on the riser. "And you can explain to her why you failed."

It was blackmail. But it was also hope. He was desperate to secure a future for the little ones hiding behind the trailer.

"Give me your word," Silas pressed. "Swear it. On your mother. On your God. Whatever you got."

I looked at his face. The desperation masked by discipline.

The mission required it. He’d narrowed my options. What was I supposed to do?

"I give you my word," I said. "Fifty-fifty."

Silas held my gaze for a long second. Searching for the lie. Looking for the micro-expressions.

“Swear it on your God.”

“My God?”

“Yeah. You’re Texan. That’s a thing to guys like you.”

“My dad did invite me to church.”

“There you go. So do it.”

“I’m not swearing on God.”

“Then your lady is flat out of luck, isn't she?”

I could sense his iron will.

I sighed. “Fine—I swear on a stack of KJVs, buddy. Deal. It’s a stupid deal. But what else am I gonna do? Deal. I’ll steal you some emeralds.”

He nodded. “Good. Wait here," he said. "I'll get the case.”

“What? Just like that—you’re taking my word for it?”

He studied me a long moment. “You’re not like them. Like the people trying to help. They say they want to help, but they don’t want it to cost them anything. They want to live their lives without sacrifice and just feel good that no one else is eating shit. But my family doesn’t need that sort. You… you help. You put yourself on the line and help.” He shrugged. “Break my trust, and whatever happens next is your fault.”

I rubbed my jaw. “I’m not lying.”

“We’ll see.” He looked me dead in the eyes. “I’m giving you my family’s chance at a future. Don’t burn it.”

He lowered the bow, turned, and marched back toward the camouflaged trailer, moving with that silent, stiff-backed pride of a young king.

I stood alone in the heat, listening to the drip-drip-drip of the aquaponics system.

I stared after him.

What the hell did I just agree to?

I was already bleeding. I was already on a clock that was ticking down faster than I could think. Tessa was dangling over a mine shaft, waiting for a savior. And now? Now I had signed on to steal half a billion dollars in emeralds from a fortified compound guarded by a hitman.

And the private security...

My mind drifted back to Vargo’s office. The way he had laughed when I asked which mob outfit he worked for.

They're dead, he’d said. That mob? Dead. This is bigger than that.

I wiped sweat from my forehead.

If his handlers were dead, who was signing Vargo’s checks? Why was Vargo still upright if that was true? Who was providing the “Scarecrow" on loan, then? Who had the resources to turn a geological survey company into a private army?

I had promised to rob a bank. I just wasn't sure who owned the vault.

And in my line of work, the unknown variable is usually the one that puts you in the ground.


Chapter 31: Jonathan

I drove ten miles west, putting distance between the canyon and my heat signature, before I pulled into the lot of a "feed and seed" hardware store on the edge of Fort Davis.

I needed supplies. Not weapons. I had the pistol, but against a sniper like the Scarecrow—a man who preferred stand-off distances—a handgun was just a noise maker. I couldn't out-shoot him. I couldn't out-flank him on his own terrain.

So I had to change the battlefield.

I walked into the store. I moved with a shuffle—eyes down, shoulders slumped, looking like just another ranch hand having a bad day. I bought three things: a one-pound bag of granular pool shock (70% calcium hypochlorite), a bottle of DOT 3 brake fluid, and a cheap, spring-loaded door alarm.

Total cost: twelve dollars and forty cents.

I took the supplies back to the truck. I dropped the tailgate.

It was time to build a lever.

At the CIA, specifically at the Farm, they teach you about "Leverage of Loss." In a hostage negotiation, you have to identify what the aggressor values more than the life of the hostage. Vargo didn't value Tessa. To him, she was a loose end, a depreciating asset. He valued the map. He valued the emeralds.

If I walked in there begging for her life, she was dead.

If I walked in there threatening his life, she was dead.

My BATNA—Best Alternative to a Negotiated Agreement—was zero. I had no walk-away position. So I had to destroy his. I had to create a scenario of Mutually Assured Destruction.

I opened the orange Pelican case.

Inside, tucked into the foam, was the map. The heavy paper was yellowed, covered in topographic lines and X marks. I didn't look at it closely. I didn't care about the treasure. I cared about the chemistry.

I took the door alarm apart. I stripped the plastic casing until I just had the battery housing and the spring-loaded contact switch. My hands moved with a familiar, calming rhythm. This was mechanical. This was order. I lined up the screws on the tailgate, spacing them exactly half an inch apart. I felt the itch in my brain subside as the pattern formed.

I took a plastic water bottle from the cab. I cut the bottom off, creating a small cup. I poured the white granules of pool shock into it. Clean, chemical, sharp.

Then I took a heavy-duty Ziploc bag snagged from the glove compartment. I poured half a cup of brake fluid into it. I squeezed the air out and sealed it.

Now came the delicate part.

I taped the cup of pool shock to the inside lid of the Pelican case. Directly below it, I taped the bag of brake fluid.

I rigged the spring from the door alarm to a small piece of sharpened wire I’d cut from a chain-link fence remnant in the truck bed. I positioned it right over the bag.

I drilled a small hole in the side of the Pelican case. I ran a length of fishing line—Silas’ line, which I’d pocketed from a tripwire—from the spring mechanism, out through the hole, and tied it to a small steel washer.

I tested the tension.

If I pulled the washer tight, the spring was held back. The wire hovered harmlessly above the bag of brake fluid.

If I let go... snap. The spring would drive the wire into the bag. The fluid would leak onto the calcium hypochlorite.

The reaction between polyethylene glycol and calcium hypochlorite is not subtle. It doesn't need a spark. It’s hypergolic. Upon contact, it generates intense heat, smoke, and then—within seconds—a violent, white-hot chemical fire that burns at nearly a thousand degrees.

It would incinerate the map instantly. It would melt the plastic case. It would turn Vargo’s billion-dollar retirement plan into toxic sludge.

I looked at my handiwork. It was ugly, improvised, and lethal. A "Dead Man’s Grip."

I closed the lid carefully. I pulled the fishing line taut and wrapped it around my left hand. I felt the tension of the spring against my palm.

This was the only language men like Vargo understood. Asset protection.

If the Scarecrow shot me, my hand would relax. The line would slip. The map would burn.

If Vargo tried to take the case, I would let go. The map would burn.

I was walking in with a grenade, and I had already pulled the pin.

I climbed back into the driver's seat. I checked my watch. The sun was getting low, casting long, bruised shadows across the desert floor.

I looked at the passenger seat where the orange case sat. A bomb made of pool supplies and doorbells.

"Negotiation 101," I muttered to the empty cab. "Never give them a clear shot."

I put the truck in gear. I drove toward the mine. I didn't need to sneak in anymore. I was going to drive right through the front gate.


Chapter 32: Jonathan

The road from the Davis Mountains to the High Lonesome isn't a road.

It’s three hours of asphalt ribbon draped over the Chihuahuan Desert, a landscape so vast and aggressively beautiful it makes you feel strangely small. The sunlight out here doesn't just shine; it strikes. It turns the limestone ridges into bleached bone and the scrub brush into jagged wire sculptures.

I drove with my left hand resting on the steering wheel, the fishing line wrapped tight around my index finger. The tension of the spring inside the orange Pelican case was a constant, physical reminder of the bomb sitting on the passenger seat.

Don't let go.

My arm throbbed where I’d cut out the tracker. The duct tape was holding, but the adrenaline was fading, leaving behind the dull, metallic taste of exhaustion.

I saw the exit ramp up ahead. Highway 118.

To the south, I could see the familiar silhouette of the ridge line. And below it, a smear of black against the earth. Alma Galloway’s house. Even from here, I could see the flashing lights of county sheriff vehicles like blue and red beetles crawling over a carcass.

A pang of grief hit me, sharp and sudden. Alma was iron and mesquite. She deserved to die in her bed, yelling at a ranch hand, not burned to ash by a hitman.

I couldn't go that way. The road was blocked.

I checked my mirrors to merge left, looking for the old oil-field access road that cut through the north pasture.

That’s when I saw it.

A grey sedan. American make, mid-sized, government fleet standard. It was four car lengths back.

It had been there for twenty miles. I’d clocked it earlier, but traffic on 118 is sparse, so I hadn’t flagged it as a threat. But when I signaled left to take the access road—a road that led nowhere but dirt and scrub—the sedan signaled too.

My stomach tightened.

Vargo? No. Vargo drove G-Wagons and sent men in technicals. This was something else. The car held its distance perfectly—the "elastic tether" technique. Close enough to react, far enough to avoid detection by an amateur.

I wasn't an amateur.

I kept my speed steady. Maybe an undercover deputy. So far, they made no move on me.

Maybe I was just being paranoid. I had bigger things to worry about than a nosy sedan.

I was running scenarios in my head. How do I talk to Vargo? How do I present the case without getting sniped? The chemical trap was my only leverage, but leverage is a fragile thing.

The burner phone on the dashboard buzzed.

I frowned. The screen flashed a number I knew by heart, but hadn’t seen in ten years. The Hunt Estate. Landline.

My father.

I stared at it. How? I hadn’t given my old man this number. So how did he have it? I wanted to ignore the call. But the question irritated me—how did he have my number?

I answered, keeping the phone on speaker.

"Who is this?" I asked.

"Are you coming to church, this weekend, Jonathan?"

The voice was granite. Unyielding. It brought the smell of old leather bibles and gun oil flooding back into the cab.

"Dad," I said. "What the hell? How did you get this number?"

"I said I would expect you," Paul Hunt said, ignoring my question. "Sunday service. You gave your word. Liars go to hell, Jonathan. Revelation 21:8. 'All liars, their part will be in the lake that burns with fire and sulfur.'"

"I'm not sure that's how the gospel works, Dad," I said, eyeing the grey sedan in the rearview mirror. It was creeping closer. "And I'm a little busy trying not to die right now."

He snorted. A sound of pure derision. "After the stunt you pulled? Dying would have been the honorable choice. Faking it is cowardice."

I rolled my eyes. "Who gave you this number, Paul?"

"Your old buddy," he said. "Bishop. Ethan Bishop."

The air left the cab.

"He stopped by the ranch this morning," my father continued. "Polite man. Respectable man. He explained everything to me. Told me how the agency needed you to go deep cover. How you had to fake your death to infiltrate a terrorist cell. Said you’re a patriot."

My father paused.

"I had hoped you weren't a coward," he said, his voice softer, but no warmer. "But I wasn't sure. At least you’re useful to someone."

My stomach dropped through the floorboards.

Ethan Bishop.

My old handler. My partner in Kandahar. The man who taught me how to drink whiskey and how to wire a claymore.

Ethan was CIA. Office of Security. If he was in Texas, and if he was spinning cover stories to my father, it meant only one thing. The Agency knew I was alive. And they weren't happy.

"Shit," I whispered.

"Language," my father snapped.

"Dad, I gotta go."

I hung up.

I looked in the mirror. The grey sedan wasn't holding back anymore. It surged forward, the engine roaring. It was moving faster than a government sedan should be capable of—souped up.

I hissed.

I floored the truck. The old V8 roared, but it was a farm truck, not an interceptor.

The sedan closed the gap. It didn't try to pass. It came up hard on my rear quarter panel.

PIT maneuver.

"Don't do it!” I yelled at the windshield.

He did it.

The sedan clipped my rear bumper. The physics took over. My rear tires lost traction. The world went sideways.

I spun.

The desert sky and the asphalt blurred into a kaleidoscope of blue and grey. I fought the wheel, steering into the skid, but the momentum was too much. The truck slid off the shoulder, hitting the soft sand.

I slammed into a ditch.

The impact was violent. My head cracked against the side window. The airbag didn't deploy—fuse was probably blown years ago. Dust billowed up in a choking brown cloud.

My first instinct wasn't to check for blood. It was to check my hand.

I looked down. My left hand was clamped around the fishing line loop. The line was taut. The "Dead Man's Grip" held. If I had let go during the crash, the cab would already be on fire.

I kicked the door open. I stumbled out, coughing, the orange Pelican case clutched to my chest like a shield. My left hand was wrapped in the line, anchoring the trigger.

The grey sedan screeched to a halt ten yards away.

The door flew open.

Ethan Bishop stepped out.

He looked older. The last time I’d seen him, he was running a 5k in Virginia. Now, he moved with a hitch in his step, favoring his right leg. Shrapnel, I analyzed automatically. Kabul bombing, probably. His hair was greyer, his face lined with the kind of stress that comes from reading too many classified cables.

But the gun in his hand was steady. A Sig Sauer P229. Standard issue.

"Get on the ground!" Ethan shouted. "On the ground, Jonathan!"

I stood by the truck, swaying slightly. I held the case up.

"Don't," I rasped.

"You piece of shit," Ethan said. He lowered the gun slightly, aiming at my chest. His eyes were full of hurt and fury. "Two years? Two years I mourned you. I carried your casket, you son of a bitch."

I winced. Ethan wasn’t usually the swearing type—a boy scout. "Ethan. Now really isn't a good time."

"Oh?" He laughed, a harsh, barking sound. "Sorry. Did I interrupt your schedule? Should I arrest you for treason at a more convenient hour?"

"I didn't turn," I said. "I just left."

"You deserted. You faked your death. You utilized Agency resources to disappear." Ethan took a step closer, limping. "Who turned you, Jon? Was it the Russians? The Saudis?"

"Nobody turned me," I said. "I'm just trying to save a girl."

"Why?" Ethan demanded. "Why did you do it?"

"I... I have to go, Ethan. Please."

"Drop that case," he commanded.

"I can't."

"Drop it or I drop you."

He raised the gun. He was going to shoot. He was a patriot, and to him, I was a traitor. He wouldn't hesitate.

"I swear, buddy," I said, my voice cracking. "I can't drop the case. It's rigged."

Ethan tenses. He frowned, looking at the orange box. He didn't see a bomb. He saw a variable. He saw me holding onto something that might be a weapon, or intel, or just stubbornness.

He made a choice. He decided to disarm me.

He shifted his aim. Not at me. At the case.

My eyes widened.

"No!" I screamed.

Ethan fired. Pop-pop.

Two rounds. Center mass of the plastic box.

The impact was like a hammer blow. I staggered back. The bullets punched through the tough polymer shell.

Inside the case, physics and chemistry collided. The bullets shattered the encasing of pool shock. They ruptured the bag of brake fluid.

The reaction was instantaneous.

There was a sound like a dragon inhaling—a sharp, violent WHOOSH.

Smoke erupted from the bullet holes. Thick, white, acrid smoke.

"Drop it!" Ethan yelled, confused.

I couldn't hold it. The heat was immediate. The plastic began to bubble and warp in my hands. I shouted as the temperature spiked to a thousand degrees in a fraction of a second.

I dropped the case.

It hit the desert floor.

The lid blew open from the pressure. A fountain of white fire roared up, blindingly bright in the daylight. The map—the yellowed paper with the X marks, the only thing Vargo wanted, the only thing keeping Tessa alive—curled into black ash in a heartbeat. The plastic melted into a puddle of toxic slag.

I stared at it.

The silence that followed was deafening. The only sound was the hiss of the chemical fire eating itself.

"What the hell did you just do?" I whispered, staring at the ruin.

Ethan closed in, his gun still up, ignoring the fire. He moved with the tunnel vision of an operator finishing the job. He had a neat haircut. Neat clothing. Neat shoes. Neat watch.

Same as I remembered. Boy Scout, through and through. Now, a boy scout with a limp.

"Get on the ground now!" he shouted.

I looked up at him. I didn't see my friend. I saw the reason Tessa was going to die.

"You just killed her," I said, my voice hollow. "You just killed Tessa."

"Get on the ground! I won't ask you again!”

“You stupid, son of a bitch!” I yelled at the boy scout.

He blinked at the fury in my voice. Hesitated.

I didn’t.

I lunged straight at him.


Chapter 33: Jonathan

Assaulting a federal officer is a felony. Assaulting a Section Chief of the CIA’s Office of Security is suicide. But when Ethan Bishop put two rounds through the only thing keeping Tessa alive, I stopped caring about the org chart. I didn't throw a punch—hands break on tactical vests. Instead, I became a projectile.

I hit him with a quarter ton of momentum, driving my shoulder into his sternum like I was trying to put him through the engine block of his sedan.

We went down hard. The impact knocked the wind out of me, a sharp whoosh of air that tasted of dust and burning plastic. I hit the ground on top, but Ethan stayed tight, clinging to me like a burr on wool, arms wrapping around my much larger torso.

He twisted his hips and escaped with a pivot, shoving off me. I tried to grab his foot, but he kicked free.

I roared, a sound of pure frustration. I have reach. I have mass. I swung a backhand that would have cracked a normal man’s jaw.

Ethan ducked under it. He was fast, even with the bad leg. He slipped inside my guard and drove a knee into my ribs.

"Still loud, Joker!" he shouted, using the old callsign. "Still stupid.”

"Still slow, Bishop!" I lied, grabbing his vest and shoving him. He skid backward in the dirt, kicking up a cloud of limestone grit. "You burned it! You burned the only thing keeping her alive!"

"I don't know what you’re talking about!” Ethan scrambled up, circling, fists up. "I care about the oath! I care that I watched the damn building collapse thinking you were inside! I wrote your eulogy, you son of a bitch. It was very moving!"

"I bet it was," I yelled. "Did you mention the time I saved your ass in Yemen, or was that redacted?"

He rushed me again. This time, I didn't throw him. I stepped into it. I caught his wrist and twisted, using an arm-drag to off-balance him. It was a move we’d drilled a thousand times.

But Ethan knew the counter. He went with the momentum, dropping his weight, turning his hips. He swept my legs.

We hit the dirt again, a tangle of limbs.

I took the hit. My head rang. I bucked my hips, rolling him over. I pinned his wrists to the ground, my face inches from his.

I spat blood onto the sand. "We weren't fixing anything, Ethan! We were just making ghosts! Remember Williams? Remember the convoy?"

Ethan’s eyes widened, but he didn't stop. He bucked, exploding upward. He was a savant on the ground—Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu black belt, a chess master of leverage. He didn't fight my strength; he used it. He trapped my arm, slid his legs up, and suddenly I was in a triangle choke.

His thighs squeezed my neck like a vice. The world started to go gray at the edges.

"Williams knew the risks!" Ethan shouted, tightening the hold. "We all knew! That doesn't mean you quit! That doesn't mean you let us bury an empty coffin!"

I gagged. I clawed at his leg, but his technique was perfect.

"I didn't... quit," I wheezed. "I... opted... out... of the circus."

I drove my remaining strength into my legs. I stood up, lifting him off the ground with me. He hung from my neck, a dead weight trying to strangle me.

I slammed him back down onto the hood of his sedan. Metal crumpled. The windshield cracked.

The impact broke the hold.

Ethan rolled off the car, gasping. I stumbled back, clutching my throat, trying to massage air back into my windpipe.

We stood there for a second, two battered men in the middle of the desert, panting like dogs.

"You were my brother," Ethan said, his voice cracking. He wiped a line of blood from his nose. "And look at you. You look like a homeless lumberjack. You look like hell."

"I've been busy," I rasped. "Retirement is exhausting."

"You let me think you were vaporized," he said, the hurt cutting through the anger.

"I couldn't tell you. If you knew... you would have had to report it. You're a company man, Ethan. You bleed grey tape."

He raised his fists again. "That's why I have to bring you in."

He came at me. No technique this time. Just anger. A flurry of punches. I blocked, I weaved, I took a heavy right hook to the cheekbone that flared white-hot pain behind my eyes.

I tackled him. We rolled into the ditch, into the scrub brush and the thorns. We pummeled each other. It wasn't a fight anymore; it was a conversation held in the language of violence. A purge.

We had played this game a thousand times on the mats at Camp Peary. Officially, it was Close Quarters Combat proficiency training. Unofficially, it was the only form of therapy the Agency paid for. We used to conduct full debriefs while trying to hyperextend each other’s elbows—two emotionally stunted operators having a social hour in the language of blunt force trauma.

I landed a heavy blow to his ribs. He groaned.

He jammed a thumb into the pressure point of my shoulder. I shouted.

And then, just as quickly as it started, the energy vanished.

The adrenaline tank hit empty.

I reversed his position, ending up on top, my forearm pressed against his throat, pinning him to the earth. I looked down at him. He was wheezing, his face bruised, his eyes wet.

The rage evaporated, leaving only a hollow ache in my chest. I couldn't hit him again.

We’d been brothers once upon a time. Not the kind born of shared last names and backyard scuffles, but the kind forged in the kiln of a black site safe house. I’d saved his life in Yemen when a sniper pinned us in a dry riverbed. But he’d saved mine in Karachi.

I remembered the back of that Toyota Hilux. I remembered the heat, the flies, and the blood pumping out of my femoral artery. I remembered Ethan’s hands—steady, unshakeable—clamp-ing the hemostats, digging into the meat of my leg while I screamed. He hadn't just patched me up; he had donated a pint of his own O-negative into my veins when the medic bag ran dry.

I literally had his blood inside me. You don't punch a man who gave you the fuel to keep your heart beating. You just... survive him.

I rolled off.

I collapsed onto my back next to him, staring up at the relentless blue sky. I tried to impose order on the pain—ribs, jaw, knuckles—cataloging it to keep the chaos away.

We lay there for a long minute. Just the sound of our ragged breathing and the distant hiss of the melting plastic case.

"Dammit," I groaned. "I'm sorry, Ethan."

Ethan didn't answer immediately. He coughed, spitting dust.

“Sorry about what?”

“Your haircut is still stupid, you know that?” I muttered.

“Because I don’t look like a tramp?”

“Because you just fought a ghost in a ditch, and your hair still looks like you're about to brief the Director.”

“You’re an idiot. You’re sorry about what?” He insisted. It sounded like it was important I give him the right answer.

I considered my words. Then I offered him the truth. “About… leaving. About disappearing.”

A longer pause.

"Good," he whispered.

He took a deep breath, wincing as his ribs expanded.

"Good," he said again.

He rolled over, pushing himself up to his knees. He looked at me. There was no anger left in his face. Just exhaustion. And maybe a little bit of the old friendship, buried under the scar tissue.

He stood up. He swayed, steadying himself against the dented fender of his car. He looked at his gun, lying in the dirt. He picked it up, wiped the dust off on his pants, and holstered it.

He didn't aim it at me.

He walked to the driver's side door. He opened it. The hinges groaned.

"We'll call this one a draw, Hunt," he shouted over the roof of the car. "But the Agency knows. CIA is coming for you. Might as well turn yourself in. Next time, I won't go so easy.”

I pushed myself up to a sitting position, touching my jaw. It felt loose.

"Easy?" I snorted. 

Ethan looked at me one last time. He almost smiled. Almost. He nodded, once. A curt, professional acknowledgement.

Then he got in, cranked the engine, and peeled out. The grey sedan fishtailed on the gravel, corrected, and sped off back toward the highway, leaving a trail of dust hanging in the air.

I watched him go until he was just a speck.

Ethan Bishop still believed in something similar to “chivalry.” He’d give me an honorable amount of time. Then he’d be back.

I turned my head.

The orange Pelican case was a slag heap. The fire had died down, leaving a black, bubbling puddle of plastic and chemical residue.

The map was gone.

The leverage was gone.

I checked the digital clock on the burner phone.

Hours left.

I had promised Silas a half billion dollars in emeralds. I had promised myself I would save Tessa.

And now I had nothing. No map. No leverage. No plan. Just a melted puddle of polycarbonate and a bruised jaw.

My stomach twisted. Desperation is a cold thing. It starts in the gut and spreads to the fingers.

I needed backup. I needed intel. I needed a miracle.

I looked at the blackened remains of the case.

Think, Jonathan. Analyze.

I winced. I had an idea. But it would cost me six more hours.


Chapter 34: Jonathan

I’d gone back to the Davis Mountains, and I no longer drove alone.

The silence in the cab was heavier than the humidity.

We were three hours deep into the return trip, the sun bleeding out over the horizon, turning the sky the color of a fresh bruise. My left arm throbbed in time with the engine. I had taped it up again, tight. No more seepage. 

"You burned it," Silas said. He was staring out the window, watching the mesquite blur by.

"It was an accident," I said. "Chemicals are volatile."

"You rigged my case with chemicals," Silas said flatly. 

I sighed.

"I had to trap the leverage so they couldn't take it," I said. "I just... didn't expect the negotiation to go south that fast."

"So now we have nothing.”

"I have a plan."

"You have a death wish," Silas corrected. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. It was an old model, screen cracked in three places, battery probably held together by prayer. He tapped the screen. "And I have the map.”

I nodded.

This was the reason he was in the car. Of course he’d taken pictures. We lived in the age of technology. He wouldn’t have trusted me with the case without backup. The map was paper. Paper could be photographed.

He’d done just that. Which was my lifeline.

“Okay… so will you give me the phone now?” I said, reaching out. “You’re here. This is where we’re going just up ahead. Deal’s a deal.”

He’d told me he’d show me the pictures if I drove him to the canyon with the mines. He’d wanted to make sure I didn’t “burn his phone too.” This, I decided, wasn’t entirely unfair given my track record.

But Silas pulled it back. He tucked his phone into his jacket pocket and zipped it shut.

"No."

"Silas, I need that intel."

"You burn things," he said. "You burn cases. You burn bridges. You're not burning my phone. It has pictures of the kids on it."

"I'm not going to burn your phone."

"I don't trust you," he said simply. "I'll show you. You memorize it. But the phone stays with me."

I gripped the steering wheel. I checked the dashboard clock. Two hours and forty minutes. Tessa was dangling over a void, and I was arguing with a twenty-five-year-old in a beat-up truck about data retention policies.

"Fine," I gritted out. "Show me the sector with the emeralds."

Silas unlocked the phone again. He held it up.

I leaned in. My eyes scanned the image.

Another reason he’d come with me.

Memory retention works better in the short term. It’s like a dying candle, eventually, the flame goes out if you wait too long. I needed as short a gap between seeing the map and using the information as possible.

We were only a couple of miles from Vargo’s canyon. I studied the map.

I closed my eyes, burning the image into the black behind my eyelids. I constructed the mental map, overlaying it on the terrain I knew.

"Got it?" Silas asked.

"Got it."

I put the truck back in gear. We rolled forward.

Silas reached into his other pocket. He pulled out a slingshot. It wasn't a toy. It was a Wrist-Rocket, surgical tubing, steel yoke, capable of firing a quarter-inch ball bearing at two hundred feet per second.

He rolled down the window. The wind whipped his hair.

He didn't aim. He just tracked a passing speed limit sign. He pulled the pouch back to his ear—same anchor point as his bow—and released.

Ting.

The distinct, high-pitched ring of steel on steel. We were moving at sixty miles an hour.

"Show off," I muttered.

"Keeps the hands busy," Silas said. He reloaded. "Reminds me of Albuquerque. We lived under the I-40 overpass for a winter. Me and the little ones. Would take turns trying to hit the taxis. I like it better than my bow, sometimes.”

He chuckled, a dry sound.

“Also, besides the taxis… There was this pigeon problem. City wouldn't do anything. So, dinner was... available. Jett used to call it 'Chicken of the Concrete.' We’d roast 'em over a tire fire. Tasted like exhaust and popcorn."

He smiled at the memory. It wasn't a sad smile. It was the smile of someone who had won a game the world wanted him to lose.

My stomach tightened. I grew up on the Hunt Ranch. I grew up with a father who owned half the county, in a house with a walk-in freezer full of prime beef. I had never been hungry a day in my life until I joined the Agency. Paul Hunt had starved me of affection, sure, but he’d never forced me to eat pigeon cooked over burning rubber.

"Jett sounds resilient," I said.

"He's tough," Silas said. "He thinks you're half alright, by the way. For a Fed."

"I'm not a Fed."

"You walk like one."

We hit the turnoff for the canyon. I killed the headlights.

I drove by moonlight now, navigating the ruts by feel. The ridge loomed ahead, a black wall against the stars.

"Okay," I said. "This is it."

I stopped the truck a mile out from the main gate. The wind was howling down the canyon, masking the sound of the engine cooling.

"Here's the play," I said. "I'm going in. You stay here. If you see anyone but me come back over that rise, you floor it. You disappear.”

"What about the map?" Silas asked. "You don't have the phone."

"I am the map," I said, tapping my temple. "I memorized the grid. I'm going to walk in there and tell Vargo that I destroyed the physical copy to protect the asset. If he wants the emeralds, he needs me alive to guide him."

"It's a bluff," Silas said.

"It's a delay tactic. I memorized enough that I can prove some of it. The rest… well, I just have to convince him I’m smarter than I am.”

I opened the door. The air was cool, biting.

Silas got out too. He looked at the cliff face to our right. It was a sheer drop, three hundred feet of limestone and shale, leading down into the complex from the blind side.

"You're going down that?" Silas asked, nodding at the void.

"It's the only way to bypass the perimeter on the road," I said. "The Scarecrow will be watching the horizontal approaches. He won't be looking vertical. People don't look up."

"That's limestone," Silas said, kicking a loose rock over the edge. We listened. It took a long time to hit. "It crumbles. Like stale cake. You put your weight on a flake, it snaps."

"I know."

"You're... heavy," Silas said, eyeing my frame. "No offense. But you're a lot of beef to hang on a finger-hold."

I rolled my shoulders. "I've done free soloing before."

He walked to the edge and looked down. "Stay off the white patches. That's caliche. It's slippery. Stick to the grey. And don't reach for a hold unless you can verify it. Three points of contact. Always."

He looked at me. There was genuine concern in his eyes.

"Don't die, big man," he said.

"I'll try not to."

I checked the Glock in my waistband. It was digging into my spine.

“I thought you said you couldn’t reach your woman… they’d shoot her.”

“I can’t,” I said. “I’m not trying to reach her. Just… need to find where she is.”

“Er… okay… Why?”

“If you reach the drop point undetected, you can control the terrain,” I said.

“Is that cop speak?”

“Something like that,” I replied.

I looked at the cliff.

"I'm going to climb down. Find a stash spot near the ventilation duct. Plant the gun. Then I'm going to circle back to the main gate and let them catch me. They’ll frisk me for weapons… but they won’t know I’ve got a gun already stashed.”

“But I thought you didn’t know where she was.”

“I don’t. But someone’s going to tell me.”

Silas swallowed. “Someone… willing?”

I just gave him a long look.

Silas shook his head. "You make life very hard for yourself."

"Keeps it interesting."

I walked to the edge. The wind buffeted me, tugging at my clothes.

I turned back to Silas. He was leaning against the truck, the slingshot dangling from his hand.

"Stay put," I said.

"Promise," he said. He smirked. "Fifty-fifty, right?"

"Fifty-fifty."

I didn't look down. I just stepped off into the air, finding a toehold on the lip of the abyss.

The descent was a nightmare of friction and gravity.

Silas was right. The rock was garbage. Every time I reached for a hold, I had to test it, tapping it with my knuckles to hear the density. Hollow, hollow, solid.

My left arm was screaming. Every time I put weight on it, the muscles spasmed, threatening to unlock my grip. I had to rely on my legs, jamming the toes of my boots into cracks, using the rubber soles to smear against the sheer face.

I moved slow. Deliberate.

Below me, the mine complex was a sprawling grid of lights and shadows. I could see the main shaft entrance. I could see the heavy machinery.

I reached a ledge about fifty feet above the ground. I surveyed—looking for surveillance. Two cameras there. Sensors there. Guard shift sparse here. No one expected someone to climb down the cliff.

Nothing for it. Fifty feet to go.

My left arm was screaming. The duct tape held the flesh together, but it couldn't hold the nerves. Every time I engaged the tricep, a white-hot line of static shot up to my neck.  

I hit the canyon floor. The entire descent had taken a half hour. It would take me another hour or so to stow the gun and get back out.

Tessa’s timeline was almost up.

I crouched behind a stack of rusted mining pallets, breathing through my nose to keep the noise down. The air down here tasted of drill exhaust.

I was inside the perimeter.

I checked my watch. Two hours, ten minutes.

I scanned the compound. It was a hive of industrial activity. Portable floodlights cut cones of white glare into the darkness. A massive generator hummed in the center, powering a conveyor belt that ran into the main shaft mouth. Thermal cameras mounted on poles swept the open ground in lazy, rhythmic arcs.

I stuck to the shadows. I moved with the "predator gait"—rolling the feet, keeping the center of gravity low. I was a ghost in a machine shop.

I needed a tongue.

I found him near the fuel depot.

He was alone, leaning against a yellow Caterpillar bulldozer, smoking a cigarette. He was dressed in tactical gear—tan cargo pants, black t-shirt, plate carrier. Not a miner. A soldier.

I watched him for a full minute. I memorized his rhythm. Drag, exhale, scan left, scan right.

I recognized the profile. The slope of the nose, the way he held his head.

He was one of the shooters from the ridge. One of the men who had put rounds into the dirt near me and Silas after the snake pit.

Good. I was due for a little vengeance.

I waited for the thermal camera to sweep past us.

I moved.

I covered the twenty feet of open ground in three seconds of silence. I hit him from behind. My right hand clamped over his mouth, stifling the scream. My left arm—screaming in protest—wrapped around his throat.

I dragged him backward into the darkness between the bulldozer and a stack of crates.

He struggled. He was strong, trained. He tried to stomp my instep, tried to drive an elbow into my ribs. I absorbed the blows. I tightened the choke, cutting off the blood to the brain just enough to make his vision swim, but not enough to drop him.

"Don't," I whispered in his ear.

I slammed him against the steel treads of the dozer. I kept my hand over his mouth.

"I'm going to remove my hand," I said, my voice a low rumble. "If you scream, I will crush your larynx before the sound leaves your throat. Nod if you understand."

He nodded, eyes wide.

I slowly removed my hand.

He gasped, sucking in air. He looked at me, and I saw the recognition click. He knew who I was. 

"You're dead," he hissed. 

"You need glasses," I said. "Where is she?"

"Go to hell."

"I've been," I said. "It's overrated."

I grabbed his thumb. I bent it backward. Not to break it—not yet—but to the point where the ligaments scream.

“Where's the girl?" I asked calmly. 

"Vargo will kill me," he groaned, sweat popping on his forehead.

"Vargo isn't holding your thumb," I said. I applied a pound of pressure. "I am. And I'm on a tight schedule."

He gritted his teeth. He was tough, I’ll give him that. Mercenaries usually fold faster. Again, I couldn’t help but wonder where Vargo was getting these guys.

I snapped his thumb. 

He tried to scream, but I covered his mouth.

“That little piggy went to market. Let’s see if this one goes home.” I grabbed his next finger.

“Wait—wait. Okay. She’s in the Cage," he spat out.

"Where?"

"Level two," he gasped. "The old dynamite storage. It's... it's soundproof. Iron door. Vargo has the key."

"Is she alive?"

"Last I checked. An hour ago. He... he took her water."

I believed him. The detail about the water was too specific, too petty to be a lie. 

"Thank you," I said.

The guard’s eyes darted to his holster. He was calculating the draw time. He was thinking he could yell, alert the camp, maybe survive.

"You're gonna die here," the guard sneered, trying to buy courage. "There's fifty of us."

"Forty-nine," I corrected.

I didn't hesitate. I didn't take joy in it. It was simple arithmetic. If I let him go, he alerted the camp. If I knocked him out, he wakes up and alerts the camp.

I shifted my grip. One hand on the chin, one on the back of the head.

I twisted.

There was a crunch, like stepping on a dry branch. The guard went limp instantly. The light left his eyes before his body hit the dirt.

I lowered him gently to the ground. I checked his pulse. Nothing.

I stood up, wiping my hands on my jeans. I checked the sight lines. Still clear. A camera was on its return sweep. I stowed the body under a defunct digger. No one was finding that there. Not unless they slid on their belly in the mud.

I ducked behind the dozer.

I looked toward the main shaft entrance, about fifty yards away. Marked level 2. Technically it was just a few feet up on a shelf of rock, a plateau really. It was a black mouth swallowing the conveyor belt.

I peered into the gloom. I couldn't see the iron door from here, but I could hear movement echoing up from the depths. The clang of metal, the shout of voices.

I wanted to go in. Every instinct screamed at me to storm the tunnel and kick the door down.

But that was suicide.

If I crossed that open ground, the cameras would spot me. If I went into the tunnel armed only with a handgun and a bad arm, I’d be cut down in a crossfire before I reached the first junction, and Tessa would be executed as a precaution.

I had to stick to the plan.

I turned back to the machinery. I found a ventilation unit—a rusted, hulking metal box near the cliff wall.

I pulled the Glock from my waistband. It felt heavy, a comforting weight I was loath to give up. I wrapped it in the oily rag.

I found a gap in the engine housing of the vent fan. I shoved the gun deep inside, wedging it behind a hydraulic line. It was invisible to a casual search.

Now came the hard part.

I looked up at the cliff face. It rose three hundred feet into the night sky, a wall of crumbling limestone and shadows.

I had to climb back up.

I sighed. It was a sound of pure resignation. Climbing down is terrifying; climbing up is exhausting. It’s fighting gravity every inch of the way, lifting your own body weight over and over again until your muscles fail.

And I had to do it fast. Vargo was waiting. Tessa had two hours left.

"Don't think," I muttered to myself. "Just move."

I walked to the wall. I found the first hold—a sharp flake of grey rock. I tested it. It held.

I pulled myself up, leaving the dead man and the gun in the dark, and began the long, painful haul back.


Chapter 35: Jonathan

The last ten feet were the hardest.

My fingers were raw meat. My left arm was a numb, throbbing dead weight that felt less like a limb and more like an anchor I was dragging up the cliff face. When I finally hooked a heel over the lip of the canyon rim, I didn't vault up like an action hero. I flopped over like a landed fish, gasping, staring at the stars through a haze of exhaustion.

I lay there for a full minute. The ground was hard, cold, and vibrating with the hum of the distant generator.

Get up.

I forced myself to a knee.

Silas was gone. The truck was gone.

Good. He’d gotten to safety. It’s what I’d wanted to begin with. I knew he’d leveraged his phone to get close… to get a look at the operation. Maybe to see if he could spot a pile of emeralds. But the reality of men with guns and security cameras had probably sent him scampering back to his canyon. To his family and safety.

I brushed the limestone dust from my jeans. I checked my face—blood, sweat, dirt. I looked like a man who had lost everything.

Perfect.

I didn't sneak. I didn't crawl. I stood up, rolled my shoulders, and walked straight out of the darkness and into the blinding white cone of the main floodlight.

I walked to the center of the access road. I stopped. I raised my hands.

"Hey!" I screamed. My voice was a croak. "Hey!"

It took three seconds.

"Contact front!"

Men scrambled. The red dots of laser sights danced across my chest like angry fireflies. Three guards rushed from the shadows of the heavy machinery, rifles shouldered.

"On your knees!" the lead guard shouted. He was big, wearing a plate carrier that looked too clean. "On your knees or I drop you!"

I didn't kneel. I swayed, looking at him with dead, tired eyes.

"Vargo," I rasped.

"Get down!"

"I talk to Vargo," I said, louder this time. "Only Vargo."

The guard hesitated. He took a step closer, the muzzle of his AR-15 inches from my nose.

"You're the guy from the canyon," he muttered. 

"I'm the guy with the map," I said. "Call him. Unless you want to explain to him why you shot his retirement fund."

The guard glared at me, indecision warring with training. He lowered the rifle an inch. He tapped his earpiece.

"Sir. We have... a situation at the main gate. It's the ranch hand."

A pause. The guard listened. He looked at me, confused.

"Roger that."

He stepped back. "He's coming."

I waited. The wind cut through my sweat-soaked shirt. I kept my hands up, my head bowed. The picture of defeat.

A door to a sleek, silver Airstream trailer parked near the command tent opened.

Roman Vargo stepped out.

He wasn't wearing body armor. He wasn't wearing a suit. He was wearing a floor-length emerald silk robe and matching slippers. His face was caked in a drying green mud mask that cracked as he smiled. In his hand, he held a small crystal bowl of sliced cucumbers.

He looked like he was enjoying a spa day.

He walked toward me, the silk rustling softly, ignoring the dust and the armed men. He popped a cucumber slice into his mouth and chewed loudly. Crunch. Crunch.

"Well, well," Vargo said, his voice muffled slightly by the mask. "I didn't think you'd make it, big guy. Seriously. Miles owes me fifty bucks.”

He stopped five feet from me. He looked me up and down, taking in the blood, the dust, the tremor in my arm.

"You look terrible," Vargo said brightly. "Really. It's a bad look for you. Rugged is one thing, but this is just... messy."

"Where is she?" I asked.

Vargo checked his nonexistent watch. "She's missing you right about now. It's dark down there. And quiet. She was asking for you, actually. Before we took the water away."

I ground my teeth. "I'm here. Let her go."

Vargo smiled, his eyes dead behind the green clay. "That's not how this works. You bring me my orange case. I give you the girl. I don't see a case, Jonathan."

He looked around exaggeratedly.

"Did you leave it in the Uber?"

"The map is ash. The case is gone."

Vargo stopped chewing. The playfulness vanished instantly. A vein began to pulse in his temple, cracking the dried mud.

"You burned it?" he whispered. It wasn't a question. It was a threat.

"Chemical fire," I said, shrugging. "But... I have the grid in my head."

Vargo stared at me. His hand tightened on the crystal bowl. For a second, I thought he was going to smash it into my face.

"I memorized it," I said quickly. "Before it burned. I can tell you where the marks are."

"Liar," Vargo hissed.

“Exit off Marfa route two," I rattled off. "North Rim. The Old Smuggler’s Shaft.”

Vargo froze.

“Off route eighty-eight,” I continued, reciting the data points I had burned into my brain in the truck. "East face. The limestone depression near the hawk's nest."

Vargo’s eyes narrowed. He recognized the locations. I could see the greed fighting with the rage. Silas was right—Vargo had dug some of the spots. We’d seen evidence of that back at the snake pit. But he wanted the map—which meant some of the sites he hadn’t reached yet.

And I was in trouble after I rattled off the second location.

That was all I remembered. I was pretending to have a photographic memory… it was the only play I had.

"I have it," I lied. "All of it. In my head. You want the emeralds? You need my brain."

Vargo stood there, the silence stretching out. He took another cucumber slice. He didn't eat it. He just crushed it between his thumb and forefinger.

"Name one more," he said.

My heart hammered against my ribs.

"What?"

"One more," Vargo said softly. "You have the whole map, right? Give me one more X. One I haven't dug up yet."

My mind raced. I was out of intel. My memory wasn’t like from the movies. It was good—but not photographic. This was a bluff. I was standing on a wire over a pit of spikes, and the wind just picked up.

I had to say something, though.

Vargo wasn't a fool. He was unhinged, but he wasn't stupid.

He saw the hesitation. He smiled. A cruel, predatory thing.

He reached into his robe pocket and pulled out a radio. In the other hand, a pearl-handled switchblade appeared, flicking open with a snick.

"Miles," he whispered lovingly into the radio. "Drop Tessa into the mineshaft."

"Wait!" I yelled.

Vargo’s thumb hovered over the transmit button. "I'm waiting."

I took a breath. I looked him in the eye. I summoned every ounce of command presence I had left.

"Sector Seven," I said, my voice steady, confident. "The dry wash at the southern pinch point. Beneath the scree slope. There's a marker stone.”

It was a wild guess. A fabrication built on generic landscape features.

Vargo tensed. He stared at me.

He didn't know.

He didn't know where all the locations were. That was the point. He had found some, but not all. He couldn't verify if I was lying without digging.

"Is that right?" Vargo asked, his voice low. "Because if I send a crew out there and they find nothing... I'll hurt more than your feelings, big guy.”

"It's there," I said. “I tell you the rest and Tessa goes free."

"I need to verify it," Vargo sneered.

"I need to see her first," I insisted. I took a step forward. "I need to make sure she's okay. Or you get nothing. You can kill me, Vargo. But you can't extract a memory from a corpse."

Vargo weighed it. The power dynamic shifted, just a fraction. He hated it. He wanted to kill me right there. I could see the impulse twitching in his hand. But the greed won. It always wins with men like him.

He shrugged.

"Fine," he said. "You can see her. Briefly. Then you write everything down. Everything.”

He gestured to the guards.

"Frisk him."

The big guard—the one who’d first spotted me and radioed Vargo—stepped forward. He was grinning.

He didn't reach for my pockets. He reversed his grip on his rifle and slammed the buttstock into my stomach.

Oof.

The air left my lungs. I doubled over, falling to my knees.

"Hit him again," Vargo said, bored.

The guard swung the rifle up, catching me under the chin. Crack.

My head snapped back. My lip split. Blood filled my mouth, hot and metallic. I spat it onto the dirt near Vargo’s silk slippers.

"That," Vargo said, pointing a cucumber slice at me, "is for dumping your tracking chip. Asshole. I paid good money for that sewing kit."

I wheezed, clutching my ribs.

"Bring him," Vargo ordered, turning on his heel.

The guards swarmed me. Hands patted me down, rough and efficient. They found the knife in my boot instantly.

"Knife!" the guard yelled, tossing it into the darkness.

They checked my waistband. Empty. They checked my pockets. Empty.

They didn't find the Glock. Because it wasn't on me.

"Clean," the guard barked.

"Bring him," Vargo said.

Four strong hands grabbed me by the arms. They hauled me up. My feet dragged in the dirt.

Vargo led the way, his silk robe billowing like a cape. We walked through the main gates, past the humming generator, straight toward the gaping black mouth of the mine shaft.


Chapter 36: Jonathan

The walk to Tessa’s tunnel was a procession of the damned, led by a man in a silk robe eating vegetables.

The floodlights cast long, jagged shadows across the gravel.

I kept my head down, playing the part of the broken prisoner.

We approached the yellow Caterpillar bulldozer. The fuel depot where I had left the body.

I had tucked the dead guard deep into the void between the tracks and the engine block. I had been careful. 

But the universe tends toward entropy.

As we walked parallel to the machine, the angle of the floodlight shifted. A beam of white light cut through the gap in the treads.

My heart stopped.

There, protruding three inches into the light, was a boot.

The toe pointed skyward at an unnatural angle.

Shit.

I must have snagged it on a hydraulic line when I lowered him. Or maybe the body had settled as the muscles relaxed in death. Or maybe a coyote had tugged at it while I was climbing the cliff.

It didn't matter why. It only mattered that it was there.

If they saw it, the game was over. They would know I had been inside the perimeter. They would search the area. They would find the gun I had just stowed in the vent.

I kept walking. Don't look at it.

If I looked, I would telegraph the location. Humans are pack animals; if one looks, the others follow. I forced my eyes to the horizon, to the black mouth of the tunnel ahead.

But my nearest guard didn't look at the horizon. He looked for threats.

He was walking to my right, slightly behind Vargo. 

Suddenly, he stopped.

"Hold up," the guard said softly.

The procession halted. The other soldiers raised their rifles, instantly tense.

"What?" Vargo asked, annoyed. "Did you forget your juice box?"

The guard didn't answer. He was staring past me. He was staring directly at the bulldozer.

He took a step toward it. He tilted his head, squinting against the glare.

My pulse hammered in my ears. He saw the shape. He saw the anomaly in the silhouette. He was three seconds away from walking over there, looking down.

I needed a distraction. A noise. A movement.

I couldn't fake a seizure. Too dramatic.

I couldn't run. Suicide.

I had to use his ego.

"You smell it too?" I asked, keeping my voice raspy.

The guard froze. He looked at me, his eyes narrowing.

"Smell what?"

"Ozone," I said. "And overheated copper. That generator..." I nodded toward the humming machine behind us, away from the bulldozer. "Bearing is going. Sounds like it's grinding metal on metal. If that blows, your ventilation system dies. We all suffocate in the hole."

It was technical gibberish mixed with a grain of truth. Generators always smell.

The big guard looked at the generator. Then back at the bulldozer. Then at me.

He was weighing the probabilities. Broken prisoner babbling vs. actual threat.

For a second, the boot was right there in his peripheral vision. A tan smudge against the black steel.

"Branson," Vargo snapped, turning around. His robe swished. "The generator is fine. It's German. Now stop looking at the scenery and move. I have a date with a billion dollars."

Vargo’s impatience was the ultimate trump card.

Branson stared at the bulldozer for one last second. 

He shrugged. He turned his back on the dead man. He hadn’t determined what he was looking at. Just that something was off.

But something about all of this was off. His instincts were on the fritz.

"Move," the guard behind me barked, shoving me forward.

I stumbled, allowing the momentum to carry me past the dozer, past the incriminating boot.

I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding.

I spotted the ventilation unit ahead. It was a rusted hulk of iron, sitting in the shadows against the rock wall.

My heart rate was steady, but my mind was racing at 100 mph. I had one shot.

I waited until we were five feet away. Then, I let my left foot catch on a loose railroad tie.  

I went down hard. It wasn't entirely acting; my body was running on fumes. I slammed into the metal casing of the vent unit, groaning loudly.

"Get up," the guard behind me barked, kicking my boot.

I stayed down, clutching my stomach. I made a retching sound.

"I think... something ruptured," I wheezed. Then I gasped. "I gotta piss. Now. It’s the adrenaline."

Vargo stopped and turned, his silk robe shimmering in the dim work lights. He looked disgusted. "What? Now?"

"Yeah, now," I grunted, stumbling to my feet, hunched over. "Unless you want it on your shoes."

Vargo waved a hand, shielding his nose. "Gross. Do it in the corner. Hurry up."

I shuffled two steps into the deep shadow between the vent unit and the cave wall. I turned my back to them. I unzipped.

It wasn't hard to go. My bladder was tight with stress. I let it hit the rock wall, the sound splashing loudly in the quiet tunnel.

"Gawd," the guard muttered, turning his head away in instinctive social aversion. Nobody likes to watch another man relieve himself.

That was the window.

While my right hand held the zipper, my left hand shot out into the darkness. I felt the cold, greasy metal of the hydraulic line. I pushed past it.

My fingers brushed polymer. The grip of the Glock.

I grabbed it.

I pulled it free, the rag falling silently into the dust.

In one fluid motion, I brought the gun to my waistline. I tucked it deep under my untucked shirt.

I zipped up.

I turned around, wiping my hands on my jeans.

"Better?" Vargo sneered.

"Much," I said.

I fell back into line. I felt the cold rectangle of the slide against my spine.

I was back in the game.

We moved down the dark tunnel. A bulletproof, vault door ahead. Cameras on either side. I’d made the right call. No way in hell I would’ve gotten through that undetected. My spine itched. I hoped the gun wasn’t bunching up at my back. Vargo used a fingerprint to unlock the door. Two of the guards pulled, grunting, it swung open.

We entered. The tunnel opened up into a cavern.

It was a cathedral of carved rock, the ceiling lost in shadows, the walls scarred by pickaxes from a century ago. In the center of the floor was a square mouth—a vertical shaft dropping into absolute blackness.

Above it, bolted to the rock ceiling, was a heavy-duty industrial winch. The steel cable hummed with tension as it stretched down into the throat of the pit.

And dangling at the end of that cable, suspended ten feet below the lip, was Tessa.

She was bound in zip ties, her ankles crossed, her wrists secured behind her back. A strip of silver duct tape covered her mouth. She was spinning slowly, a terrified pendulum in the dark. Her eyes were wide, wet with tears, fixed on the void below her feet. Her curly bangs dangled towards the infinite plunge.

My stomach turned over.

"Spectacular, isn't it?" Vargo said, stepping up beside me. He swept a hand toward the pit like a museum curator unveiling a masterpiece. "The acoustics are incredible. If you drop a stone, you don't hear it hit bottom for eleven seconds.”

Vargo leaned out and belted a high, falsetto note, like an opera singer. He held the note, a single, shrill yell.

Then when he stopped, it echoed back.

He grinned at me like a schoolboy looking for a principal’s approval.

I didn't look at Vargo. I looked at the man leaning against the winch controls.

Miles. The Scarecrow.

Lean, wiry, built like a long-distance runner. He was wearing a grey tactical fleece and jeans. He wasn't holding a rifle now. He was peeling a green apple with a small paring knife, the peel curling away in a single, unbroken ribbon.

He looked up as we entered. His eyes were pale, washed out. He didn't smile. He didn't scowl. He just nodded. A curt, professional acknowledgement of another predator entering the room.

He took a slice of apple, popped it into his mouth, and rested his hand on the winch release lever. He pushed it.

Something clicked.

It was a friction brake. Now that he’d activated it, he had to hold it in the locked position. If he pushed it forward, or if he simply let go and gravity took over, the drum would free-spool.

I did the math instantly.

I had the Glock tucked in the small of my back. To draw it, I needed 0.8 seconds. To aim and fire, another 0.4.

Miles’s hand was resting on the lever. To push it forward required milliseconds. To simply step back and let the counterweight drop required zero effort.

Gravity pulls at 32 feet per second squared. Tessa would fall ten feet before I even cleared the holster.

Checkmate.

"She looks good, doesn't she?" Vargo walked to the edge of the pit, his silk slippers kicking pebbles into the dark. "A little dirty. But she has spirit. She tried to bite me earlier."

He waved at her.

"Hi, honey! Look who came to visit! It's your knight in shining... well, dusty denim."

Tessa made a muffled sound behind the tape. She looked up, seeing me. Her eyes went wide. She shook her head violently, her body swaying on the wire.

Run, her eyes screamed. It's a trap.

"Bring him to the edge," Vargo ordered.

The guards shoved me forward. I stumbled to the lip of the shaft. I looked down. Tessa was fifteen feet away from me, but she might as well have been on the moon.

"Here is the deal," Vargo said, stepping up behind me. He smelled of cucumbers. "You said you have the grid in your head. Prove it."

He snapped his fingers. A guard handed him a walkie-talkie. Vargo shoved it into my hand.

"My dig team is standing by on the surface," Vargo said. "You are going to give them the first coordinate. Right now. The closest.”

I held the radio. It felt heavy.

"If they find emeralds," Vargo said, "I pull the lever up. She comes to safety. We have a drink. We discuss your finder's fee."

He leaned in close, his voice dropping to a whisper.

"But if they find dirt... or if you're stalling... Miles pushes the lever down. Just for a second. She drops twenty feet. Then we stop her. Sudden stop. Whiplash. Maybe dislocate a shoulder. Then we ask for the next coordinate."

I looked at Miles. He was chewing the apple, staring at me with those dead, shark eyes. His hand caressed the brake handle.

Vargo turned back to me. "Well? I'm waiting. The battery on my patience is at one percent."

I looked at Tessa. She had stopped shaking her head. She was just staring at me, pleading.

I had to give them something. A location that sounded real, that was close enough to be plausible, but far enough away to buy time.

I remembered the map Silas had shown me.

But it was only a matter of time before someone spotted the indent in my shirt. Before something changed.

Executing a high-risk mission was about probability. Choosing the right moment to move. And when to hold.

It was time to move.

The radio silence stretched for three minutes. Vargo watched me, waiting expectantly, his eyebrows a lowering gauge of his irritation.

I leaned against the wooden crates, my breathing shallow. I wasn't looking at Tessa anymore. Looking at the hostage compromises the emotional compartmentalization.

I was looking at the machine.

It was an industrial-grade drum hoist, bolted to the rock floor with four heavy anchors. The motor was on the left, a blocky electric unit. On the right was the gear reduction box—a cast-iron casing filled with grease and interlocked steel teeth.

And in the middle, the brake lever.

Miles’ hand was resting on it lightly. His posture was relaxed. He wasn't gripping it; he was just leaning on it. If he pushed forward, the friction pads would disengage. Gravity would grab the spool, and it would spin freely.

If I shot Miles, his body would jerk. A spasm. Drop.

If I shot Vargo, Miles would release the brake out of professional courtesy. Drop.

There was no clean kill shot that saved the girl. Biology is too messy. Too unpredictable.

But mechanics? Mechanics are binary. A machine either works, or it doesn't.

I focused on the gear box. It was the size of a shoebox. Inside, a worm gear drove a larger ring gear. It was a high-torque, low-speed system. If a foreign object—say, a 115-grain jacketed hollow point traveling at 1,200 feet per second—were to enter that casing, it wouldn't just rattle around. It would shatter the teeth. The fragments would wedge between the remaining gears.

The system would seize. Instantaneously. The drum would lock, not because of the brake, but because the internal geometry had been fused together.

I shifted my weight. I felt the grip of the Glock 19 against my spine.

I visualized the draw. lift shirt, grip, pull, rotate, acquire, press.

My left arm throbbed, a dull warning. I ignored it. I would prefer two hands for stability, but I’d have to settle for one.

The radio on Vargo’s belt crackled.

The sound was like a gunshot in the quiet cave.

"Mr. Vargo," the voice said, tinny and distorted. "This is Team Leader."

Vargo smiled. He looked at me.

"Go ahead," he said.

“We’re ready for coordinates.”

“Well?” Vargo said, looking at me. “Enough stalling, Jonathan.” His voice was almost tender.

I looked him dead in the eye. Said nothing.

Vargo’s smile didn't fade. It just curdled. The playful, spa-day narcissist vanished, replaced by the reptile underneath.

He sighed. He looked at the cucumber slice in his hand, then tossed it onto the dirty floor.

"You disappoint me, Jonathan," Vargo said softly. "You really do. I thought we had a connection."

He turned to Miles.

"Cut the string."

Miles nodded. He shifted his weight, preparing to shove the lever forward.

I moved.

I didn't scream. I didn't shout a warning. I just let the adrenaline dump into my system like rocket fuel.

My right hand whipped behind my back. My shirt cleared the grip. My fingers found the purchase.

I drew.

It wasn't the fluid, beautiful motion of the range. It was a desperate, ugly snatch. The front sight snagged on my belt for a microsecond, tearing the leather, before ripping free.

"Gun!" a guard screamed.

Too late.

I didn't aim for the men. 

I swung the muzzle toward the winch. I locked my wrist. I squeezed.

BANG.

The sound was deafening in the enclosed space.

The bullet didn't hit a person. It slammed into the cast-iron casing of the gear reduction box.

CRUNCH.

It wasn't the ping of a ricochet. It was the sickening sound of metal eating metal. The casing cracked.

Miles shoved the lever forward.

The drum started to spin—for a fraction of a second. Tessa dropped six inches.

Then the physics caught up.

The shattered gear teeth, mixed with the lead mushroom of the bullet, wedged into the worm drive.

SCREEEEECH-CLUNK.

The machine screamed. Sparks showered from the motor housing as the torque spiked to infinity. The drum seized violently. The entire winch assembly bucked against its floor bolts.

Tessa jerked to a halt. She swung wildly, but the cable held. The drum was locked frozen.

Miles yelled, shoving the lever uselessly. It wouldn't move. The gears were fused into a single block of scrap metal.

"Kill him!" Vargo shrieked, diving behind a crate.

The cave erupted.

I dove to my right, hitting the dirt behind the stack of wooden pallets just as the air where I had been standing was filled with supersonic lead.

Wood splinters rained down on me like confetti. I curled into a ball, clutching the Glock to my chest.

I was pinned. I was outnumbered.

But looking up at the winch, seeing the cable taut and motionless, I allowed myself a grim smile.

She’d fallen six inches.

Perfect. Low enough that the bullets wouldn’t hit her.

Now, I just had to survive a subterranean gunfight, outnumbered ten to one.


Chapter 37: Jonathan

The wood of the crate disintegrated inches from my face.

Thwack. Thwack. Thwack.

Splinters sprayed like shrapnel, digging into my cheek and neck. I pressed myself into the dirt. The air was thick with limestone dust and the sharp tang of gunpowder.

I was down to one magazine. My left arm was a screaming knot of agony. And Vargo’s four guards were walking their fire inward, shrinking my world to a three-foot box of death.

"Suppress him!" Vargo screamed from somewhere behind a pillar. "Keep his head down! Miles, finish the girl!"

I risked a glance around the edge of the crate.

The winch was dead, smoking like a ruined engine. But Miles hadn't given up.

He stood by the pit, holstering his knife. He drew a suppressed pistol from his hip. He didn't look at me. He looked at Tessa, dangling helplessly in the dark.

I fired at him. He cursed and ducked.

For a moment, I thought I had him pinned. But he switched tactics. Instead of leaning over the lip of the chute, he aimed higher.

He couldn't drop her with the lever. So he was going to cut the string the hard way.

He raised the gun, aiming not at her body, but at the steel cable holding her. A 9mm round wouldn't sever it in one shot, but two or three would fray the strands until gravity did the rest.

"No!" I shouted, popping up to fire.

I got off two rounds—wild, suppression shots that sparked off the winch housing. Miles flinched, ducking behind the machinery, but he didn't retreat. He was just waiting for the guards to chew me up.

The return fire intensified. Bullets hammered the crate, punching through the thin wood. I felt a tug on my sleeve as a round passed through the fabric.

I was pinned. I couldn't move. I couldn't aim.

Then, I heard it.

CLANG.

A metallic reverberation, echoing from the ceiling. It wasn't gunfire. It sounded like a hammer hitting a sheet metal duct.

CLANG. CLANG.

The guards paused, confused. The rhythm was all wrong.

Above us, thirty feet up in the darkness, the rusted grate of Ventilation Duct 3 exploded outward.

It fell, spinning through the air, crashing onto the stone floor with a deafening rattle.

A second later, a bundle dropped from the hole.

It was crude—a heavy rock wrapped in a flannel shirt, soaked in something that smelled like diesel and burning with a fierce, red glare. Road flares.

It hit the ground right in the middle of the guard formation.

FWOOSH.

The bundle didn't explode, but the impact scattered the flares. They spun across the floor like demonic tops, spewing thick, choking red smoke.

"Grenade!" a guard screamed, diving for cover.

They broke formation. Panic—the great equalizer.

I looked up.

In the gap of the vent, illuminated by the red glow from below, I saw a face.

Silas.

He was hanging upside down, legs hooked into the ductwork like a bat.

Our eyes locked for a fraction of a second.

He looked terrified. His face was streaked with soot. But he nodded at me, a frantic, jerky motion that screamed, Go!

You promised to stay back, I thought, a mix of fury and gratitude washing over me. The kids need you, you idiot.

But there was no time to argue with a guardian angel.

The guards were coughing, blinded by the red smoke. Vargo was shrieking about his asthma.

I had my window.

I didn't run for the exit. I ran for the pit.

"Miles!" I roared.

The Scarecrow looked up from behind the winch. He saw me coming—a bloodied, dusty freight train emerging from the red fog.

He made a choice. He abandoned the cable. He swung his pistol toward me.

I didn't stop. I fired on the move.

Bang. Bang.

My shots were close. One hit the winch motor, sending up a shower of sparks. The other chipped the stone inches from his head.

He flinched, his return shot going wide, whistling past my ear.

I closed the distance. Twenty feet. Ten.

Miles fired, grazed my shoulder. I caught his arm a second later. The next shot. Went wide. He dropped his gun and in the same practiced motion drew a combat knife. A curved blade, wicked and fast.

He vaulted backwards, over a rock, creating some distance. I missed as I tried to grab his arm.

The smoke behind me from the road flares was the only thing keeping me from getting shot in the back. The guards were shouting, scrambling. Chaos reigned.

Miles stepped out from behind the winch to meet me.

I didn't slow down. I couldn't shoot him—my magazine was dry, the slide locked back on an empty chamber. I tossed the Glock at his face.

He slapped it aside with his free hand, sneering.

He lunged, the curved blade slashing for my gut.

I didn't dodge. I stepped into the cut.

I took the slice on my left forearm. The blade bit deep, grating against the bone, agonizing and hot. But the arm was already ruined. It was just meat now. A shield.

I trapped his knife hand with my left arm, pinning it against my body.

Miles’s eyes widened. He hadn't expected me to sacrifice the limb.

"My turn," I grunted.

I drove my right fist—my good hand, the heavy hand—straight into his throat.

Crunch.

It wasn't a clean punch. It was a sledgehammer blow to the windpipe.

Miles gagged. His eyes bulged. The knife hand went limp as his brain scrambled for oxygen.

I grabbed him by the tactical fleece, bunching the fabric in my bloody fist. I spun him, using his own disorientation against him, and slammed him back-first into the seized winch drum.

WHAM.

The metal rang like a bell. Miles sagged, the air driven from his lungs, his head lolling forward, exposing the nape of his neck. I spotted the outline of keys attached to a retractable lanyard clipped to his tactical belt—the lockout keys for the winch, I guessed, and more importantly, the cuff keys for Tessa.

I didn't think. I didn't plan. I just reacted.

My hand shot down, grabbing the key ring in a death grip. I didn't bother trying to unclip the carabiner. I yanked. Hard.

SNAP.

The belt loop tore free. I shoved the keys into my pocket in the same motion.

Miles looked up at me, his eyes regaining focus, hate burning through the hypoxia. He reached for his belt, realizing too late what I had taken.

"Mine," I whispered.

For a heartbeat, the chaos seemed to freeze. My hand was clamped on his spine, fingers digging into the muscle. I saw it then—stark against the pale skin, right at the hairline.

A tattoo. Small. A black widow spider, suspended in a delicate web.

It wasn't prison ink. It was a brand. A unit insignia I had never seen in any database. Military? How did that make sense.

Miles looked up at me, his eyes regaining focus, hate burning through the hypoxia. He reached for his belt.

"Too late," I whispered.

I then took his shirt off.

“What… the hell…” he stuttered.

“Sorry. Nothing weird. Just need this.”

He tried to shove my hands, but I ripped his shirt, tearing it off him. A sleeve was left behind. But it didn’t matter. I just needed something to protect my hands.

He yelled at me. But I’d gotten all I needed.

I didn't negotiate. I didn't hesitate. I shifted my grip to his belt and shoulder, using my hip as a fulcrum.

I heaved.

I flung him backward, launching him into the void.

I aimed wide, making sure his flailing limbs cleared the steel cable, cleared Tessa.

Miles didn't scream. He was a professional to the end. He just grabbed at the air where solid ground used to be, his eyes locking onto mine as he went over.

He disappeared into the black throat of the mine.

We waited.

One second. Two. Three. More.

THUD.

A heavy sound echoing up from the bottom. Then, absolute silence.

I turned back to the room, chest heaving, wiping blood from my eyes.

But the victory lasted exactly four seconds.

The red smoke from Silas’ flares began to drift and thin, pulled away by the cave’s draft. Through the haze, shadows materialized.

Not just the guards from before. More.

Boots crunched on gravel.

Multiple men stepped out of the gloom, moving in a tactical phalanx. Their faces were covered in bandanas, looking like faceless entities in the dying red light. They didn't panic. They didn't rush. They simply fanned out, raising carbines.

Twelve red laser dots danced across my chest, settling on my heart and forehead.

"Well done, Jonathan," Vargo called out, sounding bored. "You killed the help."

I stood alone at the edge of the pit, the empty Glock abandoned, the abyss at my back. Twelve red laser dots danced across my chest, settling on my heart and forehead.

I didn't look at them. I looked at the dark.

I was doing the math.

Miles had gone over. I’d counted the seconds. One... two... three... all the way to seven before the thud echoed back up.

Seven seconds.

In a vacuum, objects fall at 32 feet per second squared. Allowing for air resistance and the tumbling of a human body, that meant the bottom of this shaft was nearly eight hundred feet down. A terminal drop.

But the walls... the walls narrowed. I could see ledges.

If I could halve the distance—if I could get us past the choke point where the shaft narrowed—we might survive the slide.

I looked at the seized winch. The gear casing was cracked from my bullet, holding by a thread of cast iron and friction.

"Fire!" Vargo screamed.

I didn't dive for cover. I spun around and drove the heel of my boot into the shattered gear box.

CRACK.

The cast iron housing disintegrated. The locking pawl snapped. The drum, under the tension of Tessa’s weight and the cable, groaned and slipped.

SCREEEEECH.

The drum free-spooled.

The cable whipped out, a blur of steel.

Tessa screamed as she plummeted, dropping another twenty feet in a heartbeat before the drum jammed again, catching on a jagged shard of the ruined gear.

She swung violently, slamming into the limestone wall of the shaft with a sickening thud. She hung there, limp, suspended thirty feet below the lip now, protected from the angle of fire by the rock overhang.

The guards opened up. The air around me turned into a swarm of angry hornets. Bullets chipped the stone at my feet, stinging my legs with shrapnel.

I didn't hesitate. I snatched the Scarecrow’s discarded gun, jammed it in my waistband as I moved. I then jumped. 

My stomach left my body. The wind roared in my ears. I snatched the metal cable, using the Scarecrow’s shirt to protect my hands. The friction was immediate and intense—I could smell the cotton of the shirt burning within a second, the heat searing through to my palms.

I slid down the line, a human zip-line in freefall, accelerating toward the girl dangling in the dark.

Above me, the circle of light from the cavern floor shrank rapidly. Muzzle flashes sparkled like strobes, bullets whizzing past me, pinging off the rock walls, sparking against the cable inches from my face.

I saw Tessa rushing up to meet me, her face pale, pressed against the cold stone.

"Brace!" I shouted over the scream of the wire.

I gritted my teeth, tightened my grip on the smoking fabric.


Chapter 38: Jonathan

I hit the end of the line.

My momentum slammed me into Tessa, and we both swung violently into the rock wall.

Thud.

The impact knocked the wind out of me. I clung to the cable with my burning hands, my legs wrapping around Tessa’s waist to stabilize us. She groaned, her head lulling forward. A dark bruise was already blooming across her temple where she’d struck the stone.

"Tessa!" I shouted over the ringing in my ears.

She blinked, eyes unfocused. "Did we... did we win?"

"Working on it," I grunted.

Above us, the circle of light was a chaotic strobe of muzzle flashes. Bullets cracked past us, sparking against the shaft walls. They were firing blind, spraying the abyss.

I jammed my legs against the rock face, locking myself in place. I let go of the cable with one hand. Retrieved the Scarecrow’s pistol from my waistband.

"Cover your ears," I ordered.

I aimed up. It was a steep angle, nearly vertical. I couldn't see the shooters, only their silhouettes against the glare of the floodlights.

I fired. Pop-pop-pop.

Controlled bursts. Aiming for the edges of the lip.

Two screams echoed down the shaft. Two dark shapes tumbled over the edge, flailing as they fell past us into the dark.

The shooting from above stopped abruptly as the remaining guards scrambled back from the rim.

I holstered the gun. I fished the keys from my pocket—the ones I’d ripped from Miles’ belt.

"Give me your hands," I said.

Tessa was swaying, delirious. "I can't... I can't feel them."

I grabbed her wrists behind her back. I fumbled with the key, my own fingers trembling from the adrenaline and the friction burns.

Click.

The cuffs popped open.

Tessa slumped immediately, her arms falling uselessly to her sides. If I hadn't been holding her with my legs, she would have slipped right out of the harness loop.

"Stay with me, Tess," I said, shaking her shoulder. "We have to move."

I looked down.

The guards had briefly retreated since I’d hit two of their buddies. But Vargo was still screeching at them. Only a matter of time.

The shaft narrowed below us. About twenty feet down, a jagged shelf of rock jutted out from the wall. It was maybe four feet wide.

It was too far to climb down the slippery cable. 

"We have to jump," I said close to her ear.

"Jump?" She laughed, a weak, wet sound. "I don't have a parachute, Jonathan."

"You have me," I said. "Listen. We're going to fall. When we hit, you collapse. Do not lock your knees. Go limp. Roll with it. If you stiffen up, your femurs will snap like dry twigs. Understand?"

She nodded vaguely. "Limp. Like spaghetti."

"Exactly. Like spaghetti.”

“Jonathan?”

“Hmm.”

“I’m so sorry.”

I thought of Alma. Of the burning ranch house. Of ten quiet years. “Me too,” I muttered.

I looked up. The guards were regrouping. A flashlight beam cut through the dark, searching for us.

"Now!"

I let go of the cable.

We fell.

Gravity snatched us. The wind rushed past. For a second, there was nothing but the terrified beat of my own heart.

CRUNCH.

We hit the ledge.

I took the brunt of it, landing in a crouch and instantly rolling backward to dissipate the force. I grabbed Tessa as we tumbled, pulling her into my chest to shield her from the stone.

We slammed into the back wall of the ledge, a tangle of limbs and groans.

Pain shot up my shins, sharp and hot, but nothing snapped.

I lay there for a second, gasping, waiting for the adrenaline to clear.

"Tessa?"

She was lying next to me, face pale, breathing shallowly. She tried to push herself up, but her arms shook so hard they collapsed.

"I think..." she whispered. "I think I'm gonna be sick."

"Breathe," I said. "Just breathe."

Above us, the shooting started again. Crack-crack-crack. But the angle was bad for them now. We were deep in the throat of the mine, protected by the overhangs. The bullets struck the opposite wall, sending showers of sparks cascading down like fireworks.

I looked over the edge of our shelf.

The shaft continued down, plunging into absolute blackness. But the walls here were different. The crumbly limestone had given way to something harder—granite or basalt. The rock was jagged, scarred by old blasting drills.

"We can't stay here," I said. "They'll drop a grenade next."

I stood up, wincing as my knees protested. I reached down and pulled Tessa up.

She swayed, clutching my arm. Her legs were rubber. She took one step and buckled.

I caught her.

"Okay," I said. "Plan B."

I turned my back to her. "Get on."

"What?"

"Backpack," I said. "Arms around my neck. Legs around my waist. Squeeze tight."

She hesitated, then draped herself over me. She felt impossibly light, frail. Her arms wrapped loosely around my neck.

"Hold on," I grunted, hitching her up.

"You did this on purpose," she whispered weakly against my ear. Her breath was warm. "To show off your muscles."

I smirked but hid the expression. Then I moved to the edge of the shelf.

The climb down from here wasn't a tactical descent. It was a prayer.

"Don't let go," I told her.

I lowered myself over the lip.

This was harder than the cliff. I was carrying an extra 120 pounds of dead weight. My center of gravity was pulled backward, constantly threatening to peel me off the wall. My fingers clawed at the rock, finding purchase in the blast scars.

Hand. Hand. Foot. Foot.

I moved mechanically. The darkness swallowed us. The sounds of the surface—the gunfire, Vargo’s shouting—faded into a dull, distant echo.

Down here, the only sound was our breathing and the scuff of my boots on the stone.

We descended into the belly of the earth, leaving the war above, and climbing straight into the unknown below.


Chapter 39: Jonathan

We didn't go back up the shaft. We followed the draft—the faint, cool kiss of air. We crawled through narrow drifts where the ceiling scraped my shoulders, waded through stagnant pools of mine water that reached our waists, and finally emerged through a coyote hole in the canyon wall, three miles east of the complex.

The desert night had turned into the grey, bruised purple of pre-dawn.

Silas was waiting.

He was parked in a dry wash, the truck engine idling, the headlights off. When he saw us stumble out of the darkness—two specters covered in grey sludge and blood—he didn't wave. He just leaned over and popped the passenger door.

"You look like hell," Silas said through the open window.

“You didn’t listen to me.”

“I saved your life, big man.”

“You almost got yourself killed.” A pause. “Thanks.”

“Mhmm,” he muttered, glancing past me as if expecting gunmen to emerge from the canyon. I noticed his eyes kept checking my pockets.

“I don’t have the emeralds,” I said.

He sighed, slumping a bit.

"Drive," I rasped.

I helped Tessa into the back seat of the cab. I climbed in beside her, dragging the door shut with a heavy metallic thunk.

Silas didn't put it in gear immediately. He turned in the seat, his arm resting on the wheel, looking at me. His face was still streaked with soot from the ventilation duct.

"I told you to stay out of it," I said, my voice scraping like sandpaper. "Why didn't you?"

Silas shrugged. It was a jerky, defensive motion.

"I don't like debt," he said flatly. "You saved Jett at the junkyard. You took the heat. That put me in the red. I don't like being in the red."

He tapped the steering wheel with his soot-stained fingers. "I pulled your ass out of the fire.”

"Yeah," I said, leaning my head back against the seat. "We're even."

"Not quite."

Silas’s eyes narrowed. The softness of the rescue vanished, replaced by the hard edge of a kid who had negotiated his survival since childhood.

"We're even on the life-saving," Silas corrected. "But we had a deal. You keep your word to me, Jonathan. I got you out. Now you get me paid."

I closed my eyes. A wave of exhaustion rolled over me so heavy it felt like gravity had doubled.

The emerald heist.

I wasn't excited about realizing I still had a job to do on behalf of an angry, off-grid den mother. I wanted to sleep for a week. I wanted to forget the smell of that mine. But a deal is a deal. Besides, I owed Vargo a personal visit for that low blow back in his trailer.

"I keep my word," I muttered. "Just... gotta regroup."

Silas nodded, satisfied. “Regroup then. But the clock's ticking."

He put the truck in gear. The tires crunched over the gravel, finding traction, and we began the slow, rocking climb out of the wash.

For the first mile, nobody spoke. The only sounds were the rattle of the suspension and the hum of the heater Silas had cranked up.

Then, the shivering started.

It wasn't the cold. It was the crash. The adrenaline that had kept Tessa upright, that had allowed her to survive the drop and the run, finally evaporated, leaving her nerves exposed.

She started to shake. Violent, rattling tremors that shook the bench seat.

I looked at her. In the dim light of the dashboard, she looked small. Her face was streaked with tears and grime. Her wrists were raw and bloody where the zip ties had bitten into the skin.

She made a sound—a small, hitched gasp—and then she broke.

She didn't scream. She folded. She curled forward, burying her face in her hands, and began to weep. It was a guttural, ugly sound, the kind of sobbing that comes from the deepest part of the chest, where the terror lives.

"Tess," I whispered.

I didn't know what to do with my hands. They were battered, stained with grease and dried blood. 

But she didn't care. She turned toward me, blind with tears, and collapsed against my chest.

I froze for a second, then wrapped my arms around her.

I pulled her tight. I rested my chin on the top of her head, smelling the sweat in her hair. I felt her tears soaking through the thin, torn fabric of my shirt, scalding my skin.

"I've got you," I murmured, over and over, a mantra against the dark. "I've got you. You're safe."

In the driver's seat, Silas stiffened.

He glanced in the rearview mirror, his eyes widening slightly as he saw the raw, unfiltered grief in the back seat. He looked away instantly, a flush rising on his neck. He was a kid who knew how to skin a rabbit and hotwire a tractor, but he didn't know what to do with this level of adult pain.

Though, he knew his fair share of tough times.

He cleared his throat, awkward and loud.

He reached for the radio knob, turning it until a low static hum filled the cab—George Strait, faint and distant. He gripped the steering wheel at ten and two, staring aggressively at the empty dirt road ahead, giving us the only privacy he could afford: his blindness.

He pretended to watch for potholes, his jaw tight, leaving me alone in the dark to hold the woman I had almost killed to save.

A part of me wanted to stay quiet. But another part of me knew that intel was best gathered when defenses were down. I still didn’t know why Tessa had lied to me. She’d pretended she hadn’t known Vargo.

I doubted she’d known what he’d been up to. But she’d tried to get close to him. I’d seen the video of the kiss. I held my tongue a moment, just listening. Silas was humming along with the radio—off-key.

But finally, I turned to my old childhood sweetheart.

"Why?" I asked, keeping my voice low, barely audible over the hum of the tires. "Why Vargo, Tessa? You’re smart. You had to know what he was."

She leaned her head back against the seat, staring up at the dark roof of the cab.

"I needed his money," she said, her voice hollow. "I was drowning, Jonathan. Not just the drought. It was Sallow. Derrick's mother, Francine."

I frowned. "The lawyer?”

"The shark," Tessa corrected bitterly. "She was suing adjacent landowners. My mom couldn’t see it for what it was—but she was coming for our land. She was strangling us. She was pulling strings at the county assessor's office, manufacturing tax liens, blocking our water rights. She wanted to buy the High Lonesome for a tenth of its value. She plays the sophisticated California lawyer, but she’s dangerous. She was going to take everything."

She wiped her nose with the back of her hand, smearing soot across her cheek.

"I thought Vargo could help. He flashed his money. He bragged about his power. I thought... I thought I could use him. I thought I could pit a monster against a monster and save the ranch."

She looked at me then. In the shadows, her eyes were dull, accusing.

"I was wrong," she whispered. "But I had to try. I'm used to men leaving, Jonathan. My dad left. You left."

She let the accusation hang there in the stale air of the truck. It was a physical blow, heavier than any punch Ethan Bishop had thrown.

"I figured it was just my mom and me against the world," she said, her voice trembling. "My mom was... she..."

She trailed off. Her breath hitched. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block out an image that was burned into her retinas.

“He cut her throat. I watched… and he… like a hog. I… I saw the smoke," she choked out. "I saw the fire."

She broke down again, the sobbing returning, harder this time.

That confirmed what I had hoped wasn't true. She knew. She didn't just suspect; she knew. She had seen her mother die, likely dragged away as the flames consumed the only home she had ever known. No daughter should have to see that. No daughter should have to know her mother was burned alive because a sociopath wanted to make a point.

"He said he was untouchable," she wept into my chest. "He boasted about secret connections. Said he wasn't mob. Said he was different. Bigger."

I stared out the windshield at the endless stretch of Texas darkness.

Vargo’s drilling, his fake dig site was all a front. The derrick, the slant drill—looking for emeralds, or pretending to look for something else as a cover for his illicit treasure hunt. Someone was funding him.

But I realized I didn't care.

I didn't care who backed him. I didn't care about the CIA files, the emeralds, or the geopolitics.

I didn't care at all.

He had hurt someone I cared about. He had burned Alma Galloway alive. He had taken everything from this girl shivering in my arms.

Vargo would run. I knew that much. He was a bully, and bullies are cowards without their muscle. With his Scarecrow dead at the bottom of a mine shaft, he would feel naked. He would run to get protection. He would run to whoever was pulling the strings, hoping to find something big and bad enough to stop me.

But it didn't matter.

There was nowhere he could hide that I couldn't reach him.

At least... I didn't think so.


Chapter 40: Jonathan

I could only think of one safe place to hide Tessa and the kid, and I hated the idea to my core.

It was morning now. We’d managed to get some sleep roadside.

Halfway through the night, I’d caught Silas trying to steal my gun. When he spotted me watching, he pretended like he’d just been stretching his legs in the cool of the desert.

I didn’t get much sleep, cramped in the car like that, Tessa’s head resting on my chest.

But it was enough that when the sun came up, I felt ready to ask a favor from the last person I wanted to owe anything.

I knew I’d never hear the end of this. I knew the price of admission before I even put the truck in park.

I checked the long, paved driveway for Ethan Bishop’s cruiser. Empty. No deputies. They already knew I was back in Texas, probably had a BOLO out on my face, but for the moment, the driveway was clear. I had a window of opportunity. I didn’t need to sneak in the back.

This wasn't about anonymity anymore. That ghost was gone. This was about speed.

"Stay here," I told Silas. "Keep the engine running."

I stepped out of the truck. My body felt like it had been put through a woodchipper. My shirt was a buttonless rag, my face was caked in blood and soot, and I was carrying a stolen gun in my waistband.

I walked up the steps of the sprawling ranch house where I’d grown up. The place was a fortress of limestone and judgment.

The front door opened before I could knock.

My father stood there. He was dressed for Sunday service—pressed suit, tie, polished shoes. He looked at me with the cold, detached disappointment of a man inspecting a fence post that had rotted overnight.

"You're late," Paul Hunt said. "And you look like a vagrant.”

Shit. Sunday. He was expecting me to come to church.

"I need a favor," I said, cutting straight to it.

"You need a bath," he corrected. "And a lawyer. Your friend Ethan Bishop has been calling."

"Ethan can wait. I need you to house two people. Just for the day until I can figure something else out. They need some place safe.”

I pointed toward the idling truck. Through the dirty windshield, you could just make out the silhouettes of Silas and Tessa.

My father squinted. He didn't know Silas, but he recognized the second shape.

"Is that the Galloway girl?" he asked, his lip curling slightly.

"Yes. She's hurt. She's in trouble. I need you to keep them here. Behind the gates. No questions asked."

He checked his watch. "I have committee meeting in twenty minutes. Then service. Then lunch with the Deacon. I don't have time for your strays, Jonathan."

I looked past him, out toward the horizon.

A mile down the main road, a plume of dust was kicking up. Cars. Moving fast. Maybe it was just ranch hands. Maybe it was the CIA. 

"I don't have time to argue," I said, my voice hardening. "They need a safe place. This is the safest place in the county. Just put them in the guest wing and ignore them."

My father looked at the truck, then back at me. His eyes raked over my torn shirt, the bruises on my chest.

"Are you fornicating with that girl?" he asked.

The question was so absurd, so petty in the face of what we had just survived, that my brain short-circuited.

"God dammit," I snapped. "Shut up."

Crack.

His hand moved faster than a man his age should move. He slapped me across the face, open-palmed, hard enough to rock my head back. The ring on his finger cut my lip.

"You will not use the Lord's name in vain in this house!" he roared, his face flushing red.

I stood there, tasting blood. I towered over him. I could have snapped his neck with one hand. I could have put him through the oak door. The violence hummed in my veins, begging to be let out.

I took a deep breath. I swallowed the rage. I let my shoulders drop.

"Will you look after them?" I asked, tight-lipped.

My father glared at me, chest heaving. He adjusted his cuffs. He smoothed his tie. The mask of the patriarch slid back into place.

"Bring them in," he said crisply.

I waved at the truck.

Silas helped Tessa out. She was limping badly, leaning on the kid. As they approached the porch, I braced myself for another round of insults.

But my father stepped forward. His face softened. He opened the door wide, his posture shifting from tyrant to benevolent host.

"Miss Galloway," he murmured, his voice gentle. "Come in, child. Come in."

Tessa looked at him, gratitude in her eyes.

"I heard about your mother," my father said, ushering them into the foyer. It wasn’t surprising he knew. My old man had friends on the force. “I’m so sorry. A terrible tragedy.”

Tessa winced at the mention of her mother, but she nodded gratefully as he called for the maid.

"Maria! Prepare the guest suite. Draw a bath. Bring food. We have guests.”

Tessa thanked him as Maria showed him, smiling and gesturing towards a hall.

My father muttered as they left, “I always knew that rockstar turned private security shill was no good.” He sighed, glaring out to the east, through a large floor to ceiling window. In the direction of the High Lonesome. It wouldn’t have been visible from here, but following my father’s gaze, I thought I glimpsed a small column of smoke rising on the sky.

He watched them go down the hall with a strange, genuine compassion that I had never seen directed at me. Not once in thirty years.

I stood in the doorway, frozen.

The dust cloud on the horizon was getting closer. I needed to move. But my brain snagged on the words he had just used.

I turned back.

"What do you mean, private security shill?" I asked.

My father looked at me, the warmth vanishing instantly.

"Vargo," I clarified. "He's posing as a geologist. He's a banker for organized crime."

My father scoffed. "A geologist? Hardly. Vargo? No... no, he works with Florence. That lawyer from California."

I blinked. The world tilted slightly on its axis.

"Florence Sallow?" I asked, picturing the wannabe gangster and his posse of ranch hands. "Derrick Sallow's mother?"

My father nodded, checking his watch again, impatient to be rid of me. "Yes. Or, more accurately, the clients she represents.”

“Hang on, before you go… What’s Florence Sallow got to do with any of this?”

He stared at me, as if trying to peer into my soul. But then he just shrugged, “She brought Vargo in months ago. Security consulting, asset protection—that sort of nonsense. She's dangerous, Jonathan. She's been buying up land aggressively. Steer clear of her. And I expect you—"

"To be in church, I know," I muttered.

He led me to the exit.

"If you are not in a pew by the noon service," he threatened, "don't bother coming back."

He slammed the heavy door in my face.

I stood on the porch for a second, staring at the wood grain.

The lawyer.

It always came back to the lawyer.

Tessa said Ms. Sallow was squeezing the ranch. My father said Ms. Sallow brought Vargo in.

Vargo wasn't the top of the food chain. He was the hired help. He was the dog on the leash. And if he had emeralds—half a billion dollars in contraband stones—he wouldn't keep them at a dusty dig site where things went wrong.

He would keep them with someone safe. Someone bound by client privilege. Someone with high-end clients who bought dirty gems without asking questions.

I looked at the dust cloud approaching. I jumped off the porch and sprinted for the truck.

I knew exactly whose door I was going to kick down next.

Just how powerful was Ms. Sallow? I was about to find out.


Chapter 41: Jonathan

It was a spaceship that had crash-landed in the scrub brush.

That was the only way to describe Florence Sallow’s house. It was a sprawling geometric nightmare of glass, steel, and white stucco, sitting on a manicured lawn that drank more water in a day than the High Lonesome used in a year. A California fortress dropped into the hardscrabble Texas dirt.

I lay on the ridge, five hundred yards out, belly-down in the dust. I didn't have a rifle. I didn't have binoculars. I just had good eyes and patience.

Movement.

A convoy was forming in the circular driveway. Four black Chevrolet Suburbans with tinted windows. Heavy suspension, run-flat tires, comms antennas on the roofs. This wasn't a family outing.

I needed to get closer.

I crawled forward, using the shadows of the mesquite bushes to break up my silhouette. I moved slowly, inch by inch, dragging my battered body over the rocks and cactus spines until I reached the drainage ditch running parallel to the perimeter fence. Through the gaps in the expensive landscaping, I could see the backyard. It was a resort-style oasis: an infinity pool spilling over into the desert horizon, connected to a steaming, bubbling hot tub. The pool and the tub were within an enclosure made of floor to ceiling glass. I imagined the view at night, of the desert night-sky, was stunning.

I reached the fenceline. It was eight feet high and hummed with voltage.

I listened.

A woman’s voice drifted from the patio. It was commanding, clipped, and intelligent. The voice of a politician, or someone who owned politicians.

Ms. Sallow, I presumed.

"Call the others," she said. "Vargo is coming to them."

"Yes, ma'am," a man replied. A pause. “The commander did say he didn't want any more trouble."

She sighed. It was a sound of immense frustration. "He can handle Vargo. But until he tells us where those emeralds are, keep him alive. Mostly.”

“Understood. Er, ma’am, are you coming with us?”

“Oh, Donald, dear, this is—”

“It’s Roger, ma’am.”

“That’s what I said. Roger, this is my meditation tub time. You understand? Deal with the problem, then report back to me.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“It’s about keeping the client happy. You see? We’ve worked too long in this redneck region. I can’t stand the smell of cow shit. I’m not wasting my investment. Make sure Vargo brings us what he promised.”

“On it, ma’am. And this… this ranch hand?”

A sigh. “It’s one man. Vargo is melodramatic. Play his games. Get the emeralds he’s recovered. Then put him in the ground. Clear?”

“Understood.”

Car doors slammed. Engines fired.

I peered through a gap in the fence slats and watched row after row of vehicles moving out. The convoy rolled through the massive iron gates, kicking up a plume of dust as they headed toward the main highway.

The heavy hitters were leaving. That meant the coast was clear—mostly.

I scanned the grounds. Two men remained. They were patrolling, walking with the loose, confident gait of apex predators.

I clocked them instantly. Not mall cops. Not deputies. They wore Salomon hiking boots, cargo pants, and Mechanix gloves. They carried their sidearms on drop-leg holsters, riding low on the thigh for a quicker draw. They checked their corners. They maintained spacing.

Ex-Special Forces. Or Rangers. Contractors.

This wasn't going to be a bar fight.

I waited until the nearest guard turned the corner of the garage. I slipped through a drainage culvert under the fence. I came up behind the guard as he stopped to check his phone.

He heard me at the last second. He started to turn, reaching for his weapon.

I stepped inside his guard. I didn't strike him; I engulfed him. I drove my knee into his peroneal nerve—the sweet spot on the outside of the thigh. His leg collapsed. As he fell, I wrapped my left arm around his throat.

I squeezed.

He thrashed for four seconds. Then he went limp.

I didn't kill him. I just put him on pause. I rifled his pockets, found a keycard, and dragged him into the hedges.

I moved to the back gate, swiped the card, and slipped into the inner sanctum. A sign marked Pool pointed to the right. She said it was her hot tub time. I’d seen a hot-tub attached to the pool in the backyard, inside a glass enclosure.

I went right.

The glass pool enclosure in the backyard smelled of chlorine and lavender. I moved silently across the Travertine tiles.

Florence Sallow was sitting in the hot tub. She was wearing a modest, dark one-piece bathing suit with a sheer wrap dress draped over the dry side of the tub, and a massive, wide-brimmed sunhat that shaded her face. She was buried under a mountain of bubbles, her arms resting on the ledge, a glass of iced tea nearby.

The transition from her conversation out front was seamless. She’d gone from executioner to bather without a spike in her heart rate. It wasn't just cold; it was reptilian.

She looked to be in her sixties, but her face was tight, preserved by science and money.

I walked over to the patio wall. A heavy-duty electric leaf blower was plugged into an outdoor outlet, left there by the landscaping crew.

I picked it up. I unspooled the cord.

Ms. Sallow saw me.

She didn't scream. She didn't splash. She just froze, her eyes locking onto mine from under the brim of her hat. They were steel grey, cold and calculating. For a second, she reminded me of my father.

That wasn't helping her odds of making it out of our encounter alive.

I raised the Glock with my right hand. I held the leaf blower in my left, hovering it over the bubbling water.

"Don't move," I said.

She stared at me. She took in the dirty jeans, the torn shirt, the blood on my face.

"You must be the ranch hand," she said. Her voice was calm, dripping with disdain. "My son mentioned you. Jonathan, isn't it?"

“Where's Vargo?"

"You're making a mistake," she said, reaching for a towel.

"Stop."

I stepped closer to the edge of the jacuzzi. I let the nozzle of the leaf blower dip an inch, just hovering above the foam. The cord was taut.

"Physics is a bitch, Ms. Sallow. 120 volts into a conductive solution. With the salt water... it stops the heart instantly. No noise. No fuss."

She stopped moving. Her eyes flicked to the appliance, then back to me. She recalculated.

"You're not a ranch hand," she murmured. 

"Vargo," I repeated. "Where are the emeralds? Who do you work for?"

"I represent a client," she said smoothly, stalling. Her eyes flicked to the sliding glass door behind me. "Attorney-client privilege is a sacred thing, Jonathan. Even in Texas."

I saw the movement in the reflection of the glass door.

The second guard.

I didn't turn my head. I tracked the reflection. As the guard stepped out onto the patio, raising his rifle, I pivoted.

Speed-shooting champ, age twelve. Old habits die hard. I fired once.

Bang.

The shot was deafening against the stucco walls. The guard dropped like a sack of cement, a hole in his chest. He slumped against the doorframe, sliding down to the tiles.

Ms. Sallow flinched, water sloshing over the rim. But she didn't scream.

I turned back to her, keeping the leaf blower hovered over the water.

"Much better this way, don't you think?" I asked. "No interruptions."

She glared at me. The mask of civility cracked, just a fraction. She wasn't used to violence in her sanctuary. She was used to ordering it from a distance.

"You are a very foolish young man," she hissed. "You have no idea what you've stepped into."

"Enlighten me."

"BlackStone Consulting," she said, throwing the name like a grenade.

I froze.

I knew them. BlackStone. A private military company that operated in the grey zones of the Middle East and Africa. They were mercenaries who liked to call themselves "asset protection specialists." They recruited the guys who were too aggressive for the SEALs or Delta. They were the people you called when you wanted a village to disappear.

"I see you've heard of them," she said, noting the tightening of my jaw. "I represent them. I connected them with Vargo. They have a training compound out here. Ten thousand acres of scrub desert where nobody asks questions. That's where Vargo is fleeing to. That's where that convoy is headed.”

“Half a billion in assets,” I murmured. “He has the emeralds with him. And he’s taking them to military contractors. Instead of you. Doesn’t trust you, I take it?”

She laughed—a short, sharp bark of derision.

"You don't want to mess with these guys, young man. You might be a Texan. A good ol' boy. Skeet shooting? Deer hunting with your daddy's rifle in your free time?"

She looked at me with pure, unadulterated scorn, clutching her sheer wrap.

"But these guys? They will eviscerate you and everyone you love.”

I looked at her. I looked at the dead pro in the doorway. I looked at the leaf blower in my hand.

I dropped the blower onto the patio tiles. Clatter.

"Go back to California," I said softly. "Don't come here. Ever again. Or next time... the bullet is for you."

I raised the gun.

Bang. Bang.

I put two rounds into the wall, six inches above her wide-brimmed hat.

Glass exploded. The massive sliding door behind her shattered, raining shards into the pool and hot tub.

Sallow shrieked, finally breaking, ducking down into the water.

I sprinted for the perimeter wall, vaulted out of the opening I’d created in the glass, then jumping the fence. I hit the desert floor running.

I knew where I was going now.

BlackStone.

A private army. A fortified compound. And Vargo sitting in the middle of it. They had the numbers, the guns, and the high ground.

I checked the single round left in the chamber of my stolen Glock.

Finally. A fair fight.


Chapter 42: Jonathan

I sat in the back of a late-night diner, placing a call to Tessa. We kept it brief. She was safe, hidden away in the guest wing of the Hunt homestead, monitored by my father’s strange sense of frontier nobility.

I made sure she was okay.

But what was I supposed to say? Her mother was dead. She’d watched it happen. Some wounds don’t heal fast.

She turned the subject first, determined to help. 

"Find me the location," I told her. I’d already filled her in on what I knew.

Tessa found the compound in seconds. It turns out ten thousand acres of scorched earth and kill-houses tends to pop on Google Earth.

I then asked her, “Where do the private military contractors drink when they aren't playing soldier?”

The way I figured it, I didn't need satellite surveillance to find them; I just needed human nature. Men who spend their days practicing violence don't go home to knit sweaters or watch sitcoms. They run hot, their systems flooded with cortisol and adrenaline, and that energy demands a release valve. I knew the type because I used to be the type. Mercenaries are tribal creatures. They don't mix with civilians, and they don't drink alone. They seek out the darkest, loudest dive bar within a twenty-mile radius—a place with cheap whiskey, loose morals, and a tolerance for alpha-dog posturing—and they turn it into their church. They go there to pack-bond, to brag, and to numb the noise in their heads. If there was a watering hole near the compound, BlackStone wouldn't just be visiting it; they’d be occupying it.

I hung up and waited.

Tessa texted me the location: The Rusty Spur. Three miles off the main highway. Only bar within twenty minutes of the BlackStone perimeter.

If BlackStone was near The Rusty Spur, the operators would be there.

I needed a ride, and I needed a ruse.

I found both at a truck stop five miles out. Two bikers were fueling up dusty Harleys. They wore leather cuts that had seen more road rash than soap, and they looked bored.

I walked up to them. I didn't have money, but I had currency.

"Nice bikes," I said.

The bigger one, a bearded giant who looked like he chewed gravel for breakfast, didn't look up from the pump. "Walk on, citizen."

"I need a lift to the Spur," I said. "And I have a business proposition. I need a ride.”

He laughed, a hacking sound. "We ain't a taxi service."

I opened my jacket just enough to show the grip of the Glock tucked into my waistband.

The biker stopped pumping gas. His partner, a wiry guy with a neck tattoo, stepped closer.

"I'm not robbing you," I said calmly. "I'm hiring you. Ride me to the Spur. Help me with a little piece of theater. You get the gun."

The big man didn't smile. He stopped pumping gas and turned slowly, his boots crunching on the oil-stained concrete. He wiped his hands on his jeans, sizing me up. He saw the bruises, the torn clothes, the desperation. He didn't see a threat.

"Or," the biker rumbled, stepping into my personal space, "I take the piece, stomp your teeth into the pavement, and leave you here bleeding. How’s that for a counter-offer?"

His partner, a wiry guy with a neck tattoo of a scorpion, circled behind me, cutting off my exit.

I didn't flinch. I didn't step back.

"You could try," I said, keeping my voice flat. "But then you’d have to explain to the cops why you’re wrestling a guy in a gas station surveillance zone. And even if you win, you damage the merchandise."

I held the Glock up, pinching the slide.

"This isn't a pawn shop special," I said. "It’s a Gen 5. Polymer sights. No serial number filed off because it never had one registered to a civilian. It’s a ghost."

The big man’s eyes flickered.

I knew the currency of the street. Cash is nice, but cash leaves a trail. A clean gun—a weapon that has never been fired in a crime, never been logged in a database, and can be tossed in a river after a job without tracing back to the owner—that was gold. To guys like this, a "drop piece" was worth more than the bike he was riding. It was an insurance policy against a murder charge.

"Let me see it," he demanded, reaching out.

I hit the release, dropping the magazine into my left hand. I racked the slide, catching the chambered round as it ejected. I pocketed the ammo.

Scorpion-tattoo looked impressed then quickly tried to hide it. I handed the bigger guy the empty frame, grip first.

He took it, weighing it in his grease-stained hand. He inspected the lack of wear on the barrel. He knew quality.

"And you’re just giving this up?" he asked, suspicious now. "What’s the catch? It hot?"

"Cold as ice," I said. "But I need a ride. And I need two guys who look like they can handle themselves to walk into a bar and scare the hell out of some tourists."

"We ain't actors," the wiry one spat from behind me.

"For this?" The big man turned the gun over, admiring the balance. "For this, I'll be Meryl Streep."

He looked at me, his eyes narrowing. The threat wasn't gone, just postponed.

"But if this is a setup," he growled, leaning in until I could smell the stale tobacco on his breath, "I won't need a gun to finish you. I'll beat you with a tire iron.”

"Fair enough," I said.

He stared at me for another three seconds, testing my resolve. When I didn't blink, he grunted and shoved the gun into his belt.

"Hop on," he said. "But you're riding with Skinny. My suspension is expensive."

The ride was a humiliation I endured for the sake of the mission. Riding bitch on the back of a hog, clutching the sweaty leather of a stranger while doing seventy down a desert highway, wasn't exactly James Bond. But it got me there.

We rolled into the gravel lot of The Rusty Spur ten minutes later. The place looked like a shack held together by neon signs and bad intentions.

I hopped off, dusting the road grit from my jeans. The bikers dismounted, looking at me expectantly.

"The Glock," the big one said, holding out a grease-stained hand.

I pulled the weapon. I dropped the magazine, reloaded the single round and then handed it over.

"Clean," I said. "Untraceable. Yours."

The biker racked the slide, inspecting the mechanism with professional appreciation. "And all we gotta do is scare some yuppies?"

"Not yuppies," I corrected. "Contractors. They'll be armed. They'll be drunk. You go in, you wave this around, you demand something from the guys I point out. I step in. You take a dive, then you run. You don't shoot anyone. You don't get caught."

"We know how to play," the wiry one said, grinning.

"Give me two minutes," I said. "Then bring the noise. Remember, the guys I point out.” I looked them dead in the eyes. “Run with my gun, and I’ll come to collect the unpaid debt. Got it?”

Scorpion-tattoo swallowed, nodded.

I walked inside.

The air conditioner was losing the war against the body heat of seventy men packed into a space designed for forty. The air was thick, a physical weight composed of sour mash, diesel fuel and unwashed FR coveralls. I moved to a dark corner, the floorboards sticky with decades of spilled beer, and ordered a longneck I couldn't pay for and didn't intend to drink.

I turned my back to the wall and scanned the room. Analysis mode.

The crowd was a rough stratification of the West Texas economy. You had the frac crews in their fire-resistant jumpsuits, loud and exhausted, burning through paychecks before the next hitch. You had the local ranchers, nursing whiskies and grumbling about the water table. You had truckers playing pool with grim determination.

But the BlackStone guys stood out like wolves in a dog park.

I spotted them at a high-top table near the back. Two of them. 

To a civilian, they just looked like fit guys in t-shirts. To me, they were a walking resume of Classified Operations.

It wasn't just the haircuts—fades that were growing out, the "relaxed grooming standards" typical of operators transitioning to the private sector. It was the shoes. In a room dominated by steel-toed Red Wings and cowboy boots, these men were wearing Salomon and Merrells. They were wearing $200 tactical pants that looked like cargo shorts but were reinforced for knee pads.

I watched the way they sat. They faced the door—not out of paranoia, but out of a hard-wired habit that said never expose your spine to the room. They weren't scanning for girls; they were scanning for threats, dissecting the room into sectors of fire even while they threw back tequila.

I focused on the louder one. He had the build of a door-kicker—dense, ropy muscle, not the puffed-up vanity bulk of a gym rat. His shoulders were rolled forward slightly, the permanent posture of a man who spent his life wearing forty pounds of ceramic body armor.

Definitely Tier One, I thought.

Regular infantry are loud because they’re young. SEALs are loud because they love their own brand. But these guys... they had the specific, quiet arrogance of the Unit. Delta. Or maybe DEVGRU. 

One of them shifted, and I saw the tell-tale glint of a Suunto Core watch—the standard-issue timepiece for men who need to coordinate airstrikes. The other had a scar running from his ear to his jaw, the kind you get from shrapnel, not a bar fight.

They were bored. They were dangerous. And in a room full of roughnecks, they were the only ones who knew exactly how to kill everyone in the building with a cocktail napkin.

Perfect.

I glanced out the front window and gave a subtle nod. Through the grime of the glass, I saw the silhouette of the big biker waiting by the door. I shifted my gaze back to the operators, marking the target.

Showtime.

CRASH.

The front door kicked open.


Chapter 43: Jonathan

"Everybody down!" the big biker screamed. "On the ground! Now!"

He waved the Glock.

The bar froze. The roughnecks hit the floor. But the two BlackStone operators at the high-top didn't drop. They tensed, their hands drifting toward their waistbands.

"Don't you dare!" the biker shouted.

BANG.

He fired a round into the bartop—I’d left him one in the mag, just for effect. Wood splinters exploded into the air. The sound was deafening in the enclosed space.

It worked. The shock stalled the operators' muscle memory. They froze, hands hovering near their shirts.

"You!" the biker yelled, pointing the gun at the operator with the hat. "The watch. Take it off!"

"Come and get it," the operator slurred, defiant but swaying.

"Next one is in your knee!" the biker roared.

The operator cursed. He fumbled with the clasp, ripping the watch off his wrist. He held it out.

The bikers stepped forward. They kept their distance—I had warned them about the reach of a Delta operator—but they were close enough.

Now.

I stepped out from the shadows. It was the "White Knight" play—classic CIA asset recruitment. Create a crisis, solve the crisis, own the asset.

"Hey!" I shouted.

The biker with the gun spun toward me. "Back off!"

I lunged.

It was a piece of theater. The biker swung the gun—a wide, telegraphed arc. I ducked under it effortlessly. I drove my fist into his gut. I pulled the punch at the last second, delivering just enough force to wind him, but whispering, "Go," as I made contact.

"Oof!"

He stumbled back, playing the part perfectly. 

The second biker grabbed him. They scrambled for the door, exited and peeled out of the parking lot with a roar of engines.

I stood in the center of the sudden silence, breathing hard. I bent down, picked up the heavy watch from the floor, and walked over to the BlackStone table.

I handed it to the operator.

"I think this belongs to you," I said.

It was a B-movie performance at best. Fortunately, tequila has a way of suspending disbelief.

The bar erupted. The roughnecks were cheering. The bartender was pouring shots. But I only cared about the two men in front of me.

The operator with the cut cheek wiped the blood away. He looked at the watch, then at me. His eyes were glassy, but impressed.

"You got some moves, big man," he said. "Stupid, but you got moves."

"I hate thieves," I said simply.

"Drinks are on the house for him!" the bartender yelled.

I slid into the empty stool at their table. "I'm broke," I admitted, playing the down-on-his-luck wanderer. "So I won't say no."

"Hell no," the second operator said, slapping me on the back. "You saved a six-thousand-dollar timepiece. We're buying the bottle."

We drank. We talked. I let them steer the conversation, using standard elicitation techniques. I mirrored their body language. I validated their toughness.

"You move like you've been downrange," the guy with the hat said after his third shot. "Military?"

“Paramilitary. Special Activities Division. Ground Branch."

The mood at the table shifted. Respect flickered in their eyes. SAD Ground Branch was the spook version of Delta Force.

"No shit?" the second guy asked. "Where?"

"Everywhere sand gets in your cracks," I said. I held up my left hand, showing the missing pinky finger.

They stared at the stump.

"Interrogation gone wrong in Yemen," I said, my voice dropping to a low rumble. "They had me in a chair for three days. I managed to break the restraint, but the guy came at me. I jammed the bone of that stump into his jugular. It’s amazing how much pressure you can generate with adrenaline."

It was a gruesome, visceral story. And it was exactly the kind of red meat these guys loved.

"Damn," the first guy whispered. "That is hardcore."

I shrugged. "History. I'm out now."

"What are you doing in Texas?”

Here was the play. This was the reason I’d come to the bar, set it all up. Ops don’t always have to be high-percentage plays. But when they work? Damn—I forgot the adrenaline rush.

"Looking for work," I said, taking a sip of whiskey. "Hard to find gigs that pay for the skillset. Bouncing at a strip club doesn't exactly cover the mortgage."

I let the silence hang there, watching them do the mental math. I knew the economics of the private military sector. It was a meat grinder with a payroll department. Contracts like the one they had with Vargo—high risk, off the books, domestic soil—didn't end with pension plans; they ended with burnout, indictments, or body bags. Firms like BlackStone burned through operators like ammunition. With a massive convoy running hot and a paranoia-fueled client like Vargo on site, they would be hemorrhaging personnel. They didn't need a background check. They needed a warm body that could shoot straight and wouldn't ask why the pay came in duffel bags.

"You know," the first operator said, leaning in. "We might have something. We're with BlackStone. You heard of us?"

"I've heard," I said. "Asset protection."

"Mercenaries," the second guy laughed. "But it pays. Twelve hundred a day when we're overseas. And we got some big stuff coming up. The Commander is ramping up operations."

"Commander?" I asked.

"Donovan," the first guy said reverently. "Ex-CAG Commander. He runs the show. He's got these special crews... pays double if you make the cut."

"Donovan," I repeated, recalling the same name I’d heard at Ms. Sallow’s. "Sounds like a serious outfit."

"The best."

I swirled my drink. "You think... I mean, I know it's probably only the higher-ups that can make the call. No pressure. But you think a guy like me could get an interview?"

The two operators looked at each other. They were drunk on adrenaline and tequila, and I had just saved their property. Their egos were primed. Only the higher-ups. They would take that as a slight. They’d want to show me.

"Hell yeah," the guy with the hat blustered. "We can get you that. Donovan listens to us."

"What about tonight?" I asked.

They shook their heads. "Nah. Compound is locked down tight tonight. Big convoy came in. Everyone is on edge.”

“Oh?”

Their eyes narrowed. I didn’t press the issue. Know when to pull back.

"Tomorrow then?"

They hesitated.

I hooked the bait. "Look, if you can't do it, I get it. My bosses never listened to me either. Chain of command is a bitch."

That stung them.

"We can do it," the first guy snapped. "Show up at the main gate at 0800. Tell them Reno sent you. Donovan will want to meet you.”

I looked impressed. "The Commander himself?"

"We'll text him," Reno said, puffing out his chest. "He needs guys like you. Especially with what's happening this week."

I smiled. It was a genuine smile, though not for the reasons they thought.

"Good," I said. "Let me get your number. Just so I don't get shot at the gate."

Reno handed me his phone. I punched in my burner number.

"0800," Reno said. "Don't be late. Donovan hates tardiness."

"I'll be there," I said. "With bells on."

I stood up, leaving them to their bottle. I walked out into the cool desert night, the "hero" of The Rusty Spur, with a job interview in the morning at the most dangerous address in Texas.

Vargo might be hiding out at that compound. But I’d just gotten an invitation.


Chapter 44: Jonathan

The sun was already baking the asphalt when I reached the main gate. It looked like a checkpoint for a demilitarized zone: Hesco barriers, hydraulic bollards, and a guard tower manned by a guy with a belt-fed machine gun.

I walked up to the ballistic glass. I didn't smile.

"Reno sent me," I said. "0800 appointment with the Commander."

The guard checked a clipboard. He looked at my face—the bruising, the split lip, the road rash from the mine shaft. He sneered.

"Reno ain't authorized to bring in walk-ins,” the guard spat. "Turn around."

"Call him," I insisted, pressing my hand against the glass. "Tell him the guy from the Spur is here."

The guard hesitated, then keyed his radio. Two minutes later, a golf cart rattled up from the interior.

Reno looked like death warmed over. He was wearing sunglasses, his skin was the color of paste, and he was clutching a large coffee like a lifeline. The alcohol from last night had turned on him, hard.

He squinted at me, and I saw the regret instantly. In the sober light of day, bringing a stranger onto a classified compound seemed like a career-ending move.

"You actually showed up," Reno croaked.

"We had a deal," I said.

The gate guards snickered. "Your funeral, Reno," one of them laughed. "Commander is on the warpath this morning.”

Reno flinched. He looked ready to tell me to get lost.

"Look," I said, leaning in. "If this is going to get you in trouble, I can just walk away. No harm, no foul."

It was the perfect psychological nudge. Reno looked at the snickering guard, then back at me. His ego flared. He wasn't going to let a subordinate tell him what he could or couldn't do.

"No," Reno snapped, straightening his spine. "I said I'd get you a sit-down, I'll get you a sit-down. Open the damn gate."

The guard rolled his eyes but hit the buzzer.

I hopped into Reno’s cart. As we drove past the kill-houses and the obstacle courses, Reno leaned over, his voice a frantic whisper.

"Listen to me. Do not mention the bar fight. Do not mention the bikers. It looks bad on a resume, and I'm up for a team lead spot next month. You tell him we met... I don't know, at a gun show or something."

“I'm quiet as the grave," I promised. 

We pulled up to the HQ building—a brutalist slab of concrete that looked bomb-proof. But we didn't go to an office. Reno led me through a side door into a massive, cavernous gym.

The air smelled of chalk, rubber, and aggressive levels of testosterone.

In the center of the room, a man was deadlifting a barbell that bowed under the weight of six plates per side. He was built like a fire hydrant—thick neck, shaved head, ears cauliflowered from years of grappling.

Commander Donovan.

He dropped the weight. CLANG. The floor shook.

Without a pause, he turned and walked onto a padded mat where three men in gis were waiting. They were black belts. Donovan didn't bow. He just engaged.

It was brutal efficiency. He took the first man down with a double-leg, passed the guard, and choked him out in ten seconds. He stood up, breathing hard through his nose, and signaled the next man.

It wasn't a workout. It was an exorcism. He moved with the intensity of a man who believed that relaxation was a sin.

"Commander," Reno stammered.

Donovan ignored him. He flipped the second black belt, locking in a Kimura. The man tapped frantically. Donovan released him and walked back to the water fountain, wiping his face with a rough towel.

He returned to the weights. Three more sets.

Only then did he finally looked at us. His eyes were dark, intense beads that missed nothing. He looked at Reno's hungover face with disgust, then shifted his gaze to me. There was no recognition, only the cold calculation of a man assessing a threat.

"Reno," Donovan barked, his voice a field drum staccato. "You smell like a distillery. Who is the girlfriend?"

Reno swallowed hard, his Adam's apple bobbing. He gestured to me, his hand trembling slightly.

"This is... uh... the candidate, sir. The one I texted you about. Ex-Agency."

Donovan didn't blink. He walked closer, invading my personal space, radiating heat. He looked at my split lip, the bruising on my cheek, the way I stood.

"Candidate for what?" Donovan asked, not looking away from me. "The infirmary? He looks like he lost a fight with a belt sander."

"He's SAD Ground Branch, sir," Reno blurted out, trying to salvage the situation. "Paramilitary. The real deal. He's looking for work."

Donovan raised an eyebrow. He looked from Reno to me, his expression unreadable.

"Reno says a lot of things," Donovan said to me. "Usually when he's trying to avoid latrine duty. Is he lying?"

I held his gaze.

“No.”

Donovan snorted. It was a sharp, percussive sound. “Keep it simple, huh? Fine.”

Donovan waved a hand at Reno without looking at him. "Get out of my sight. Go hydrate. You look pathetic."

Reno scrambled for the exit, leaving me alone in the lions' den.

I scanned the gym quickly, keeping my head on a swivel. I was looking for a white suit, a gold chain, the smarmy face of Roman Vargo.

Nothing. Just sweaty men and iron.

A cold spike of adrenaline hit my gut. Did I burn my cover for nothing? If Vargo wasn't here, I was trapped in a fortress with a bunch of killers and no exit strategy. I’d scanned for him and the convoy from Sallow’s on the way in.

Also nada.

Granted, this was a big place. Ten thousand acres, they’d said. I was on site. Now, I just had to survive.

I had to play it out. This was the only lead I had.

I felt Donovan watching me. He was assessing the damage—the bruising on my cheek, the way I held my left arm slightly stiff.

"So," Donovan said, tossing the towel onto a bench. "Ex-CIA. Why quit? The pension no good?”

I shrugged. "Freedom. Liberty."

Donovan nodded slowly. Those were words he liked.

"And cash," I lied. "Don't make enough with the spooks to cover the alimony."

He made a noise that might have been amusement. "So, why should I hire a beat-up ex-spook?"

"You should hire me because your security is garbage," I said.

The room went silent. The black belts on the mat stopped stretching. They looked at me like I had just slapped the Pope.

Donovan’s eyes narrowed. "Excuse me?"

"I've been on your property for ten minutes. And I've already spotted three holes in your perimeter."

I held up a finger.

"One: Your thermal camera on Tower Four is misaligned by two degrees. It's watching the horizon, not the fence line. A crawling man would be invisible."

I held up a second finger.

"Two: The guard who let me in—Jeffries, name tag said—is favoring his left leg. Torn meniscus, probably. If I ran, he couldn't chase me. He's a static target."

I held up a third finger.

"Three: You have a drainage culvert running under the south wall. You put a grate over it, but the soil erosion has created a gap underneath the concrete. I could slide a rucksack full of C4 under that fence without getting my boots wet."

I dropped my hand.

"You're running a Tier One facility with Tier Three discipline. You don't need a shooter, Commander. You need an auditor."

Donovan stared at me. He didn't blink. The silence stretched, heavy and dangerous.

Then, he looked at his black belts.

"You hear that?" Donovan barked. “Spook sees what you missed. Discipline equals safety. Lack of discipline equals death."

The men glared at me. I had impressed the boss, but I had just made enemies of the entire praetorian guard. That was fine. I didn't plan on working here long enough to attend the Christmas party.

Donovan turned back to me. He cracked his neck.

"Impressive mouth," Donovan said. "Let's see if the rest of you works."

He gestured to the mat.

"Alright, hotshot. Let's see what you've got. Come on then."

I froze.

He wanted to spar.

"Sir," I said, "I'm not dressed for—"

"Combat doesn't wait for your pajamas," Donovan snapped. He stepped onto the center of the mat, raising his hands. 

I hesitated. I sighed. My left arm was a screaming knot of torn muscle and hasty field bandages under my shirt. My ribs were bruised from the mine shaft.

But there was no way out. If I backed down, I was out the gate.

I shrugged, keeping my shirt on to hide the bandages.

I stepped onto the mat. Donovan grinned, and it was the scariest thing I had seen all day.


Chapter 45: Jonathan

I stepped onto the mat.

Donovan didn't wait for a bell or a bow. He launched himself like a heat-seeking missile, closing the distance with a speed that defied his bulk.

I dropped my center of gravity, bracing for impact, but Donovan wasn't looking for a collision. He was looking for leverage. He feinted a double-leg takedown, forcing my hips back, then snapped upright and dragged my head down into a Thai clinch.

His forearms felt like iron bars. He drove a knee toward my midsection. I blocked it, but the force rattled my teeth.

He’s good, I thought.

I had to lose, but I couldn't fold. If I went down easy, a predator like Donovan would want nothing to do with me. My invitation on base would be canceled. But if I beat him—egos were tricky things. I couldn’t let him know I was throwing the fight, though, since that would make him suspicious. I had to make him work for it. I had to make him believe he beat me.

I broke the clinch with a violent shove, creating space. Donovan smiled—a rictus of pure aggression—and came back in.

He probed my defenses. He tested my right side. Solid. He tested my left.

I flinched. Just a micro-movement, a hesitation to raise the guard on my injured side.

Donovan saw it. His eyes narrowed. He smelled the blood in the water.

He shot in low, isolating my left leg, driving me to the mat. I hit the rubber hard. Pain flared in my ribs—a souvenir from the mine shaft—but I ignored it. I scrambled to half-guard, trying to frame against his neck.

Donovan didn't care about my frame. He grabbed my left wrist—the bad arm. He yanked it.

White-hot agony shot up my shoulder. The muscle I’d torn days ago screamed.

I gritted my teeth, refusing to cry out. I tried to roll, to buck him off, but Donovan was heavy. He settled his weight perfectly, a suffocating blanket of pressure.

I realized then, with a sinking feeling, that even if I had been fully healthy, even if I were fighting for my life, this might not have gone my way. The only other man I’d ever grappled who moved with this kind of terrifying, fluid violence was Ethan Bishop.

The thought of Ethan brought a sharp pang of guilt. He was probably still answering calls from CIA about me.

Focus.

Donovan was transitioning. He stepped over my head, spinning for an armbar on the left side. He was going to snap it.

I had one move. It was risky, it required brute horsepower, and it was going to hurt like hell.

As Donovan swung his leg over my face to lock in the armbar, I didn't pull my arm out. I drove into him. I locked my hands together, trapping his leg, and recruited every twitch-fiber muscle in my back and legs.

I stood up.

I lifted Donovan—all two hundred and forty pounds of him—off the mat. He was hanging upside down, clinging to my arm, his eyes widening in genuine shock.

The black belts on the sidelines gasped. To deadlift a resisting opponent from a compromised position was a feat of old-world strongman power.

I held him there for a second, a titan holding the world.

Then, I let it go.

I slammed him back down—controlled, not lethal, but hard enough to knock the wind out of him.

Thud.

But Donovan was a master. He didn't let go. He used the momentum of the slam to tighten the leverage. As we hit the mat, he torqued his hips.

My left elbow hyperextended. The pain was blinding.

I slapped the mat. Tap. Tap. Tap.

Donovan released the pressure instantly.

We lay there for a second, both gasping for air. The sweat was stinging my eyes. My arm throbbed in time with my heartbeat.

Donovan rolled to his feet. He offered me a hand. I took it, and he hauled me up.

"You're strong," Donovan said, nodding. There was no mockery in his voice now. "Your technique is rusty, and you favor that right side like a grandmother, but you've got horsepower."

The black belts were nodding, looking at me with grudging respect. I wasn't just a stray anymore. I was a contender.

"Alright," Donovan said, wiping his face. "Shooting competency with Griggs. You pass that, and we can have a proper interview."

He pointed to one of the men on the sidelines—a wiry, cruel-faced operator with a shaved head.

"Griggs, take him to the indoor range. See if he can hit a barn door."

"Yes, Sir," Griggs said, stepping forward. He didn't look happy about babysitting.

I nodded, keeping my face serious. "Where are the changing rooms? I need to wash my face. Sweat in the eyes throws off the aim."

Donovan waved a dismissive hand toward the back of the gym. "Through the double doors. Two minutes, Spook. Don't get comfortable."

I walked toward the doors. Griggs fell in step behind me, trailing by five paces.

I pushed into the locker room. It was empty, lined with grey steel lockers and benches. Steam drifted from the showers.

I moved to the sink, splashing cold water on my face. In the mirror, I watched the reflection of the room behind me.

There.

On a bench near the showers, a pile of clothes. A crisp button-down shirt, slacks, and a leather belt. A lanyard was coiled on top of the shirt.

Donovan’s civilian gear.

Griggs was lingering by the door, checking his phone.

I grabbed a paper towel, drying my face, and moved toward the bench as if looking for a trash can.

I reached down. My hand moved with the sleight-of-hand speed of a pickpocket. I snagged the lanyard. I felt the hard plastic of a keycard.

I shoved it into my pocket.

"What the hell are you doing?"

The voice was sharp.

I turned.

Griggs was standing ten feet away. He wasn't looking at his phone anymore. He was looking at my pocket.

"I asked you a question," Griggs said, his hand dropping to the holster on his hip. "That's the Commander's gear."

He saw it. He knew.

The clock started ticking.

In three seconds, he would react. In five, he would shout. In ten, the gym would flood with black belts.

"Relax," I said, forcing a casual shrug. "Just looking for a trash can."

I stepped toward the hand dryers mounted on the wall. "These things work?"

Griggs’ eyes narrowed. He opened his mouth to yell for Donovan.

I hit the button on the dryer.

WHOOOOOSH.

The machine roared to life, a jet engine of hot air. The sound filled the tiled room, bouncing off the walls, drowning out everything.

Griggs stepped forward, shouting something I couldn't hear over the air blast.

I moved.

The switch was instantaneous. No mats. No referees. No mercy. Jiu-jitsu is a game of chess played with human bodies. But I wasn't playing a game anymore. I was taking a piece off the board.

I drove the heel of my palm into his chin, snapping his head back. Before he could recover, I drove a knee into his groin—hard.

Griggs’ eyes bulged. He doubled over, the air leaving his lungs.

I grabbed the back of his neck and the back of his belt. I ran him forward.

CRACK.

I ricocheted his forehead off the porcelain sink.

His legs went rubbery. He collapsed, unconscious before he hit the floor.

The hand dryer was still roaring.

I checked the door. Clear.

I dragged Griggs’ limp body into the nearest stall. I propped him up on the toilet, locking the door from the inside and crawling out under the gap.

I stood up, adjusted my shirt, and checked my pocket. The keycard was there.

The hand dryer cut off. Silence returned to the room.

I walked out through the double doors, back into the gym.

Donovan was back on the bench press. He didn't look up.

I waved a hand in front of my nose as I passed a group of operators.

"Phew," I grimaced. "What do they serve at the mess hall? Buddy in there is fighting for his life."

A couple of the guys chuckled. "Taco Tuesday," one of them muttered. "Griggs has a weak stomach."

I didn't stop. I walked straight across the gym, past the weights, and out the side exit into the main corridor of the facility.

I checked my watch.

I had five minutes. Maybe less. Eventually, Donovan would wonder why the shooting test hadn't started. Eventually, someone would go check on Griggs. Someone would want to know why he hadn’t joined the spook in the hall.

But for now, I was a ghost in the machine.

I pulled the keycard from my pocket. It was an All-Access pass.

I wasn't here for a job. I wasn't here for the audit.

I was here for Vargo.

This was a wet work assignment now. I owed that man a bullet. Alma Galloway's life deserved it. Tessa deserved it.

And the emeralds? They had to be with Vargo.

I picked up speed, my boots silent on the linoleum, moving deeper into the belly of the beast.


Chapter 46: Jonathan

I stepped out of the gym into the main corridor. The hallway stretched out in both directions, a labyrinth of grey concrete and steel doors.

I checked my watch. Two minutes gone.

I had a choice. I could go door-to-door, hunting for a man in a white suit in a facility spanning fifty thousand square feet. That was suicide. It was a needle in a haystack, and the haystack was armed with automatic weapons.

Or, I could stop looking with my eyes and start looking with theirs.

I needed the Bird’s Eye View.

Every modern fortress has a brain—a Security Operations Center. It’s usually central, it’s always heavily air-conditioned to keep the server racks cool, and it’s the only place in the building that sees everything.

I scanned the signage. Mess Hall. Barracks. Armory. Server/Comms.

I turned left, moving fast.

I reached a heavy steel door marked AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. NO ELECTRONICS. A keypad and a card reader sat next to the handle.

I pulled Donovan’s lanyard from my pocket. My hand didn't shake, but my heart was hammering against my ribs. If this card had been deactivated, or if it required a biometric scan, the game was over.

I tapped the plastic against the reader.

Beep. Click.

Green light.

I slipped inside.

The room was bathed in the artificial twilight of blue monitor glow. It hummed with the white noise of cooling fans. One wall was dominated by a bank of twenty screens showing various angles of the compound: the gate, the perimeter, the hallways.

A single technician sat at the console. He was young, soft around the middle, wearing a headset and spinning a pen in his fingers. He looked bored.

He spun around as the door opened. His eyes widened when he saw me—not Commander Donovan, but a stranger with a battered face and a determined walk.

"Who are you?" he started, reaching for the radio on his desk. "This is a restricted—"

I didn't stop. I walked right up to the console, invading his space, channeling every ounce of Donovan’s aggressive command presence. I slapped the stolen keycard down on the desk.

"Donovan sent me," I barked. "He wants to know why the VIP coverage on Sector 4 has a blind spot."

The tech froze. He looked at the badge—Donovan’s All-Access pass—and then at me. The confusion on his face was battling with fear.

"What? What blind spot?" he stammered. "My boards are green. All feeds are active."

"Don't lie to me, son," I snapped, leaning over him. "We’re running an audit. I just walked the perimeter. The Commander is asking why he's paying for a surveillance suite when I can walk a bag of C4 right up to the Executive Wing without tripping a sensor. Pull it up."

"I... I don't know what you're talking about," the tech said, his hands hovering over the keyboard. "Which feed?"

"The VIP," I demanded. "Vargo. Put him on the main screen. Now.”

It was a bluster and bluff.

But he was young, soft. Not an operator. A techie.

It worked because of a fundamental flaw in the human command loop: panic overrides protocol. If I had asked for access, he would have checked the roster. But I didn't ask; I accused. I came in with the irritated, impatient energy of a superior officer cleaning up a mess, and that triggered his instinct to appease rather than verify. He looked at my battered face and didn't see an intruder; he saw a Tier One operator who had already had a bad day and was about to make his day worse. In the hierarchy of a place like BlackStone, the guy behind the desk is always terrified of the guy who looks like he just crawled out of a grave.

The tech, rattled by the name drop and the badge, capitulated. He typed a command.

The large central monitor flickered and changed views.

The image was crisp, high-definition color.

It showed a room that didn't belong in a military barracks. It was a luxury suite—floor-to-ceiling windows, leather furniture, a wet bar.

And there he was.

Roman Vargo.

He was wearing a white linen suit that looked blindingly bright against the dark furniture. He was pacing, a glass of champagne in one hand, gesturing wildly to a nervous-looking figure holding a tablet. 

"Where is that?" I asked, keeping my voice steady.

"The Penthouse," the tech said, pointing to the schematic in the corner of the screen. "Top floor. The Eyrie. It's the only secure suite with direct elevator access."

Top floor. Direct elevator.

"Is he alone?"

"Just the engineering lead," the tech said. "His detail is outside the door."

I memorized the layout on the screen. One door in. One elevator. And a massive window overlooking the desert.

"Good," I said. "Keep it on screen."

The tech relaxed slightly, thinking the test was over. "Look, man, tell the Commander the sensors are fine. It might just be a calibration issue with the—"

BRRRNG. BRRRNG.

The phone on the desk—the emergency line—lit up.

The tech frowned. He picked it up.

"Security, this is Lewis."

I watched his face.

"Say again?" Lewis said, his voice tightening. "The gym? Who?"

He listened for a split second. His eyes shot to the monitor showing the gym hallway. Then, slowly, his gaze slid up to me.

"A... a guy in a blue shirt?" Lewis whispered into the phone. "Beat up face?"

He knew.

"Okay," Lewis said, his hand drifting toward the alarm button under the desk. "Yeah. He's here."

There was no time for conversation. 

I reached across the desk. I grabbed a heavy metal stapler sitting by the keyboard.

Lewis opened his mouth to shout.

I swung the stapler in a vicious backhand arc.

CRACK.

It connected with his temple. Lewis’s eyes rolled back. He slumped forward onto the console, his head hitting the keyboard.

Beep... Beep... Beeeeeeeeep.

His forehead was pressing down on a key.

On the wall of monitors, a red banner flashed across every screen.

LOCKDOWN INITIATED.

SECTOR ALERT.

Sirens began to wail throughout the building—a low, rhythmic whoop-whoop that vibrated in my teeth.

"Dammit," I hissed.

I shoved Lewis’s unconscious body off the keyboard, but the damage was done. The board was lit up like a Christmas tree.

I turned and sprinted for the door.

The element of surprise was gone. 

Now it was a race.

I hit the hallway running. I knew where I was going.

Top floor. The Penthouse.


Chapter 47: Vargo

The raisins tasted like feet wrapped in gold foil.

Vargo popped another one into his mouth, chewing slowly, letting the paste coat his tongue. The texture was wrong—gritty from the raw turmeric powder, sticky from the honey-garlic glaze. It was an Ayurvedic recipe he’d picked up from a shaman in Tulum who swore it decalcified the pineal gland. It smelled absolutely wretched, filling the penthouse suite with the aroma of a sweaty spice market.

"You should try one," Vargo said, spraying a fine mist of yellow saliva. "It clears the chakras. And the bowels."

The engineer didn't look up from his laptop. He was a stiff, boring creature. Spectacles, high-and-tight military haircut, the personality of a concrete slab. He worked for Donovan, which meant he probably folded his underwear in perfect squares and flossed after every meal.

"I'm good, Mr. Vargo," the engineer said, his voice monotone. "As I was saying, the PIG—Pipeline Inspection Gauge—is modified to accept a payload of roughly one hundred pounds per canister. We can insert it at the maintenance junction here on the compound. It runs the length of the decommissioned natural gas line."

Vargo stopped listening. He walked to the floor-to-ceiling window, his reflection ghostly against the harsh Texas sun.

The desert was baking outside. It was ugly. Brown, flat, aggressive. He missed the jungle. He missed the damp rot of the tropics where life and death were intimate neighbors.

His nerves were vibrating like a plucked cello string. The mine had been a disaster. A beautiful, profitable disaster. Three of the emerald stash spots had been in that mine. The generators, the noise, the drills—cover for the real treasure hunt. And they’d found all three caches. But it had been a disaster nonetheless. The girl, Tessa, was gone. That was sloppy work by Miles. God rest his skinny, sociopathic soul.

And her mother... well. Alma Galloway had to burn. She was in the way. It was just business, but now Vargo had a loose end named Jonathan Hunt running around Texas.

Hunt.

Vargo shivered, a delicious little ripple down his spine.

Tessa had confirmed the name while she was screaming in the dark. She hadn’t been certain, but she’d said he was ex-CIA. Ground Branch. He didn't move like these BlackStone meatheads. He moved like smoke. Vargo had seen the aftermath at the mine—the way Hunt had dismantled the winch, the way he used gravity as a weapon.

He was wild. Untamed. Dangerous.

He is like me, Vargo thought, preening slightly at his reflection. A predator among sheep. Not like these corporate soldiers.

"Mr. Vargo?" the engineer droned. "Are you listening? The pressure differential needs to be precise or the emeralds will shatter against the collection grate at the terminal."

"I'm listening, I'm listening," Vargo sang, spinning around. "Pressure. Pipes. Shattering. Got it."

He felt constricted. His white linen suit felt like a cage.

"It's hot in here, isn't it? Is it hot?"

Vargo started unbuttoning his jacket. He let it drop to the floor in a heap of expensive fabric. Then his fingers went to the silk shirt.

The engineer looked up, his eyes widening behind the glasses. He looked uncomfortable. Vargo loved it when they looked uncomfortable.

"Mr. Vargo, please, we need to finalize these details for Commander Donovan,” the engineer stammered, averting his gaze.

"Oh, don't be shy, darling," Vargo purred. He peeled the shirt off, tossing it onto a leather chair. He stood there, bare-chested, admiring the engineer's flushed neck. The man was handsome, in a repressed, rigid sort of way. Broad shoulders. Vargo wondered what he looked like when he wasn't doing math.

He walked over to where the engineer sat, smelling of garlic and expensive cologne. Vargo rested a hand on the man’s thigh, just above the knee. He felt the muscle jump.

"We have nearly four hundred and fifty million dollars in stones, my pretty," Vargo whispered. "Four sites I didn't even get to tap. Little Indian asshole stole my map.” He tittered. “Not like, gas-station Indian, but casino Indian. Get me?”

The engineer tried to scoot back. Vargo smirked and continued. “Generational wealth. Donovan and Sallow promised me seventy percent.  Do you think they're trustworthy? Or are they the type to... squeeze?"

He squeezed the engineer's leg for emphasis.

"The Commander honors his contracts," the engineer said stiffly, moving his leg away. "Now, the transport..."

BWOOP. BWOOP. BWOOP.

The alarm cut through the air like a knife.

Vargo froze. He looked up at the ceiling speakers.

"What is that?" he demanded, the playfulness vanishing instantly.

The engineer stood up, closing his laptop. He looked relieved to have a distraction. "Sector alert. Probably a drill."

"I don't like drills," Vargo snapped. "Drills are for dentists."

The engineer moved toward the door. "We need to move. The vehicle—the Polaris ATV—is in the north parking lot. I'll be driving you to the insertion point. Commander Donovan wants to meet us there to discuss the final terms."

Vargo’s eyes narrowed.

Donovan wants to meet us.

His paranoia, always a low hum in the back of his mind, roared to life. He knew he was weakened. Miles was dead. The Californian lawyer viewed him as a liability. And now, alarms were blaring, and this pretty little nerd wanted to take him to a secluded parking lot?

"Why?" Vargo asked.

"Why what?"

"Why does he want to meet me?"

The engineer’s phone buzzed. He pulled it out, answering it. "Yes, sir. I'm with him now. We're heading out."

He turned to Vargo, extending the phone. "He wants to speak to you."

Vargo didn't take the phone. "What does he want?"

The engineer hesitated. "He... he just wants to know if the emeralds are on site. If they're ready for the pig."

Vargo stared at the man. He smiled, a slow, spreading grin that revealed the yellow mash of raisins jammed between his teeth.

He stepped close again. Intimate. He leaned in until his lips brushed the engineer's ear.

"I would never tell you," Vargo whispered, his voice a lover's caress. "If I did... I'd have to kiss you."

The engineer blinked, confused.

"Wait, no," Vargo giggled, a high, girlish sound. "Kill you. I meant kill you."

The engineer cleared his throat, stepping back. "Mr. Vargo, we really need to—"

Vargo moved.

He wasn't just a hedonist; he was a survivor. He moved with a viper's speed. His hand lashed out, not for the phone, but for the Sig Sauer holstered on the engineer's hip.

He ripped the gun free before the man even registered the assault.

Vargo stepped back, leveling the weapon at the engineer’s chest.

"Nu-uh-uh," Vargo tutted, wagging a finger. "Sloppy, sloppy. You let a half naked man disarm you? That's embarrassing."

The engineer froze, his hands raising slowly. "Mr. Vargo, put the weapon down. The Commander is just—"

"Buddy, you're lucky I'm letting you keep that shirt on, big guy," Vargo winked. "Now, this ATV you mentioned? You're coming with me. The two of us are going for a drive. Just like a couple of giggling teens on a Friday night, huh?"

The engineer made a half-move, a subtle shift of weight to his left foot.

Vargo danced back, laughing delightedly. "No, no! Don't try it! Don't make me shoot you. You're too pretty for a bullet in that big, strong chest. It would ruin the suit."

The engineer scowled, realizing he was outmatched by a crazy person.

"Hand me the phone," Vargo ordered. "It's still connected, right?"

The engineer handed it over.

Vargo put it to his ear.

"Nice try, Commander," Vargo said brightly. "But I think I'll be taking my business elsewhere. Your hospitality lacks... warmth."

He didn't wait for a response. He crushed the call button and tossed the phone into a vase of decorative lilies.

"Walk," Vargo commanded.

He marched the engineer to the suite door. "Open it. Slowly."

The engineer opened the door.

Two guards were stationed in the hallway. BlackStone men. Tactical gear. They turned as the door opened.

"Hey, sir, we have a lockdo—" the first guard started, looking at the engineer.

Then he saw Vargo. Shirtless, manic, holding a gun.

The guard’s eyes widened. He went for his rifle.

Pop. Pop.

Vargo fired twice. Casual. Bored. Like he was clicking a mouse button.

The first guard took a round to the throat. The second took one in the eye. They dropped to the carpet with heavy thuds.

Vargo stepped over the bodies, his bare feet squishing slightly in the spreading blood.

"Messy," he complained. "I just had a pedicure."

He jabbed the gun into the engineer's spine.

"Move. To the north lot. And if we see anyone else... well, I hope you're good at dodging."

They moved down the hall. Vargo’s mind was racing, plotting the the escape.

He had stashed the emeralds in a maintenance shed near the pipeline junction days ago. He trusted no one.

The pipeline. It was brilliant, really. The decommissioned gas line ran thirty miles south, terminating at an old pumping station that sat adjacent to a private crop-dusting airfield. He had local boys waiting there—hired guns who didn't ask questions—ready to retrieve the pig when it arrived.

Sallow and Donovan wanted to screw him. He was sure of it now. They wanted the stones, and then they wanted him in a hole.

But Vargo had a contingency. He always had a contingency.

"Faster, darling," Vargo hissed, pushing the engineer toward the stairwell. "The clock is ticking, and I hate being late.”
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Two bodies in the hall. Door slightly open. Dammit. Was I too late?

I stepped over the corpses, nudging aside the rifle of one of the men.

I kicked the penthouse door open.

"Vargo!"

Silence.

The room smelled of garlic. I glanced back towards the hall at the dead men. Neither was Vargo. BlackStone operators. One shot in the throat, one in the eye.

"Too late," I hissed.

I swept the room. Empty.

I sprinted to the floor-to-ceiling glass. I looked down.

Seven stories below, the north parking lot was baking in the heat. A Polaris RZR ATV was idling. Two figures were moving toward it. One was a stiff-looking man in a suit.

The other was shirtless, wearing white silk pants that shimmered in the sun, holding a pistol to the suited man’s spine.

Vargo.

He shoved the hostage into the driver's seat and hopped into the passenger side.

"Damn it."

I raised my stolen Glock, lining up a shot. It was a steep angle, maybe eighty yards. Doable.

I wasn’t a bad shot at distance, but my skill had always been best up close and personal. I exhaled slowly, steadying my aim.

This was the monster who’d murdered Alma Galloway, burning her alive in her own home. He’d tormented Tessa. He’d tried to kill Silas.

I released a slow breath. I had him. I knew I had him.

Gently, I squeezed the trigger.

Bang.

The glass didn't shatter. It spiderwebbed, absorbing the round like a punch to the gut. The bullet flattened and dropped harmlessly to the carpet.

Ballistic laminate. Of course.

I heard the heavy thud of boots in the hallway behind me. Shouting.

"Sector Four! Breach in the Penthouse!"

I spun around. Through the open door, I saw a stack of BlackStone guards rounding the corner at the far end of the hall.

They saw me.

"Contact front!"

The hallway erupted. Bullets chewed up the drywall around the doorframe, sending clouds of gypsum dust into the air.

I dove for the floor, sliding toward the dead guards. I grabbed the nearest rifle—a Daniel Defense Mk18 carbine. I checked the chamber. Loaded.

I rolled onto my back and fired blindly through the doorway, spraying the hall to keep their heads down.

Crack-crack-crack-crack.

I heard a scream. A thud.

I scrambled up, grabbed a heavy oak sideboard near the entrance, and dragged it across the doorframe. It wouldn't stop a breach, but it would buy me seconds.

I ran back to the window.

I raised the rifle. The ATV was moving now, kicking up dust.

I needed out. 

I fired a three-round burst into the center of the pane. The glass starred, turning opaque, but held.

"Think," I growled.

Ballistic glass works by layers—polycarbonate and glass laminated together to absorb and disperse kinetic energy. The center flexes. It catches the bullet like a catcher's mitt.

But the edges? The edges can't flex. They’re anchored to the frame. If the energy has nowhere to go, the structural integrity fails.

I aimed at the bottom right corner, where the glass met the steel frame.

I didn't fire single shots. I held the trigger down.

BRRRRRRT.

I dumped half the magazine into a six-inch square at the anchor point. The glass couldn't absorb the sustained heat and stress. It didn't shatter like a window; it delaminated. The layers separated, turning milky white, and then crumbled.

A hole opened up, big enough for a man.

I kicked the remaining sheet. It fell outward, a heavy slab of plastic and glass plummeting seven stories down to smash on the patio below.

I leaned out.

The ATV was passing the gate, picking up speed. I raised the rifle, trying to lead the target, but they were already partially obscured by a row of ornamental palms.

I lowered the weapon. 

I looked down.

The architecture of the building was brutalist—lots of concrete fins and decorative ledges. There was a vertical concrete sunshade running down the side of the building, with horizontal brise-soleil slats every few feet.

It was a ladder. A terrifying, eighty-foot ladder with no safety rail. You know what they say, everything’s bigger in Texas.

Thump. Thump.

The furniture at the door bucked as the team in the hallway tried to ram it.

Nothing for it.

I slung the rifle over my back, cinching the strap tight.

I swung my legs out the hole. The wind hit me, hot and dry. My left arm, the bad one, screamed as I put my weight on it, gripping the concrete fin.

I began to descend.

My boots scrambled for purchase on the narrow slats. I moved fast, letting gravity do the work, sliding my hands down the rough concrete. My fingers were raw within seconds.

CRASH.

Above me, the penthouse door finally gave way.

I froze, pressing myself flat against the building.

"Clear left! Clear right!"

"Window is blown!"

A head popped out of the hole I’d made. A BlackStone operator, scanning the ground below.

He didn't look down the wall immediately. Target fixation. He was looking for a body on the ground or a runner in the distance.

Then, he looked down.

He saw me hanging there, three stories below him. He raised his sidearm.

I was ready.

I didn't have time to unslung the rifle. I drew the Glock from my waistband with my right hand, hanging on by my bad arm.

I fired up.

Bang. Bang.

The operator jerked. One round hit the concrete near his face, spraying him with spalling. The second caught him in the shoulder. He screamed, losing his balance, and tumbled out of the hole.

He fell past me, flailing, and hit the landscaping below with a sickening crunch.

I re-holstered and slid the last thirty feet, burning the skin off my palms.

I hit the ground rolling.

I was in the north lot. More shouting coming from the main building. A siren began to wail.

I sprinted toward the vehicle bay.

Two vehicles.

One was a massive, up-armored JLTV—the military replacement for the Humvee. Tan, aggressive, turret ring on top.

The other was a beige EZ-GO maintenance golf cart.

I ran to the JLTV. I ripped the door open.

I scanned the dash. No keys. No push start. It was a digital keypad ignition system.

"Shit!"

I slammed the steering wheel.

I looked over my shoulder. A black Jeep Wrangler filled with security personnel was tearing around the corner of the building, heading straight for me.

I slid out of the JLTV and dove into the golf cart.

The keys were dangling in the ignition, attached to a rabbit's foot keychain.

"Beggars can't be choosers," I muttered.

I turned the key. The electric motor whined to life.

I stomped on the accelerator.

The cart lurched forward with the aggressive speed of a sedated tortoise.

I looked in the back. No weapons. Just a yellow mop bucket, a wet floor sign, and jugs of industrial bleach and ammonia.

"Great," I muttered.

The Jeep was closing in fast, a guy hanging out the window with an MP5.

I drove with my left hand, steering wildly. With my right, I swung the Mk18 rifle around from my back.

The ATV was a speck in the distance, heading for the desert pipeline road. I wasn't going to catch Vargo on the straightaway. I had to end the pursuit first.

I twisted in the seat, aiming backward at the approaching Jeep.

I fired a controlled burst. Low.

The bullets sparked off the pavement, then chewed into the Jeep's front left tire.

POP.

The tire disintegrated. The rim bit into the asphalt, catching instantly.

The Jeep slewed violently to the left. The driver overcorrected. The vehicle flipped, rolling once before slamming into a concrete light pole.

I turned back to the front.

I floored the pedal. The electric motor whined in protest, pushing the cart to its top speed of maybe eighteen miles per hour.

Ahead of me, Vargo’s dust trail was getting longer.
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The golf cart whined like a dying blender. My foot was stomped to the floorboard, but the speedometer needle was stuck trembling at nineteen miles per hour.

Ahead, Vargo’s dust cloud was shrinking, disappearing into the heat shimmer of the desert pipeline road.

"Do the math, Jonathan," I muttered, sweat stinging my eyes.

Vargo was doing sixty. I was doing twenty. In five minutes, he’d be four miles away. In ten, he’d be gone.

I looked in the cracked rearview mirror.

Two heavy-duty Ford F-250s, painted matte black with bull bars and light racks, were tearing across the tarmac behind me. They weren't just chasing; they were hunting. They were splitting up, moving in a pincer formation to box me in against the perimeter fence.

I looked at the dashboard. I looked at the pathetic electric motor.

I wasn't going to catch Vargo in this.

Think. Think.

Only one choice. Not a good one. But when were they ever?

I slammed on the brakes. The golf cart skidded, the small tires screeching against the asphalt.

I spun the wheel hard to the left, whipping the cart around a hundred and eighty degrees. Now, I was facing the oncoming trucks.

There’s a saying in the Hindu Kush. If you can't outrun the wolf, you steal his legs. Or something like that.

I jammed my knee against the steering wheel to keep the cart moving straight as the lead truck bore down on me. I reached into the back seat, my fingers scrabbling for the yellow mop bucket. It slid away from me on the plastic seat.

I swore.

I lunged, grabbing the rim, and dragged it into the passenger footwell. Dirty grey water sloshed over my boots.

A bullet cracked past my ear, snapping the air. I ducked instinctively, jerking the wheel. The cart swerved wildly.

I righted it, heart hammering against my ribs.

I grabbed the jug of industrial bleach. It was heavy, slick with condensation. I tried to twist the cap with my left hand, but my injured arm gave out, sending a spike of agony up to my neck.

"Come on!" I screamed.

I brought the jug to my mouth and tore the cap off with my teeth, spitting the plastic onto the floor. A bitter taste stung my lips.

I tipped the jug. The cart hit a pothole.

Splash.

I missed the bucket. Half a gallon of bleach poured onto the seat and down my leg. It soaked into my jeans instantly, burning like liquid fire against my skin.

I ignored it. I managed to aim the stream into the bucket for the last half-gallon. The smell of chlorine hit me, sharp and choking.

The truck was two hundred yards out. Closing fast.

I grabbed the ammonia, fumbling with the cap, my eyes darting between the chemicals and the grill of the F-250 that was growing larger by the second.

I didn't have time to be careful. I didn't have time to measure.

I ripped the cap off and just upended the jug.

I took a deep breath of fresh air and held it, squeezing my eyes shut for a second.

I dumped the ammonia in.

The reaction was violent. The liquid bubbled and hissed like a nest of snakes. A thick, white vapor erupted from the bucket instantly. Chloramine gas. It attacks the mucous membranes on contact—eyes, throat, lungs. In a confined space, it’s not just a deterrent; it’s a weapon of mass destruction.

The cloud billowed up, instantly filling the open cabin of the golf cart. My eyes started to water even with them squinted shut. My skin felt like it was itching.

I set the smoking, spitting bucket on the passenger seat, coughing into my shoulder.

The lead F-250 was fifty yards out. The driver saw me coming head-on. He saw the smoke. He probably thought I was on fire.

He flashed his high beams—blinding me—and slammed on his brakes to block the road.

"Come get some," I wheezed.

I floored the accelerator, driving blindly into the light. At the last second—ten feet before impact—I yanked the wheel.

The cart tipped on two wheels, scraping sparks along the asphalt. As it swerved past the driver's window, I grabbed the bucket handle. It was slippery. I almost lost it.

I didn't throw it at the glass. Safety glass is tough.

I waited.

They wanted to shoot me. They thought I was coming within range. So far, the guys in the backseat had been firing. But now, as I drove alongside the front passenger side. The window came down.

A gun came out.

I threw my bucket. 

The poisonous slurry splashed everywhere, soaking the seats, the would-be gunman, the front windshield. Shouts, yelling. The Ford swerved. The second Ford, which had moved in the pincer movement was now speeding back towards us. Vargo was a distant memory in his ATV. 

The truck’s climate control system was my ally. It sucked the fumes in and spread them through the vehicle’s interior.

The truck spun off, dipped, struck a ditch. Shouts as airbags deployed. I skidded to a stop at their side, eyes still watering.

I crashed the golf cart into the rear quarter panel of the truck. The impact threw me against the steering wheel, knocking the wind out of me, but I scrambled out instantly, retching.

The reaction inside the truck was immediate.

The driver’s door flew open. A BlackStone guard fell out, clawing at his throat, eyes streaming tears, coughing violently. He was convulsing, blinded by the gas.

The passenger door opened, and a second guy tumbled out, dropping his rifle to rub his burning eyes.

I stepped up to the driver. He tried to raise a hand to defend himself, but he couldn't see.

I kicked him in the ribs, hard. He went down wheezing.

I moved to the passenger. He was swinging blindly. I grabbed his vest, spun him, and drove his head into the side of the truck bed. He slumped.

I held my breath, pulling my shirt up over my nose, and dove into the truck’s cab.

The smell was horrific—like a swimming pool on fire. My eyes watered instantly.

I grabbed the keys from the ignition, killed the engine to stop the fans, and rolled all four windows down.

I restarted the engine. The V8 roared to life—a sound of pure, unadulterated horsepower.

I threw it in reverse, backing away from the chemical cloud, letting the desert wind flush the cab.

The second F-250 was pulling up now, guards piling out, weapons raised, confused by the scene.

I shifted into drive.

I didn't wait for them to engage. I slammed the accelerator.

The big truck surged forward, tires biting into the tarmac. I clipped the side of their truck as I roared past, tearing off their side mirror and sending them scrambling for cover.

I hit the perimeter road doing sixty.

My eyes were burning. My throat felt like I’d swallowed sandpaper. My leg was on fire from the bleach burn. But the speedometer was climbing.

70... 80... 90.

I peered through the windshield, wiping tears from my face.

Far ahead, a small speck of dust was moving toward the pipeline ridge.

"I see you," I rasped.
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The F-250 rattled like a tin can filled with bolts as I pushed it past ninety. The smell of ammonia and bleach still clung to the upholstery, stinging my eyes, but the desert wind blasting through the shattered windows helped.

Up ahead, the dust trail had vanished.

I squinted against the glare. The road stretched out, a straight black arrow cutting through the scrub. Then, I saw it.

Two miles out, the ATV was stopped near a cluster of limestone boulders.

I eased off the gas, letting the truck coast to reduce the engine roar.

Vargo and the engineer were out of the vehicle. They were wrestling with something heavy—black duffel bags stashed in the rocks.

The emeralds.

Vargo was paranoid enough to have cached his loot on the way out, and greedy enough to stop for it even with a hunter on his heels.

I watched as they heaved four massive bags into the back of the Polaris. The suspension sagged. That was a lot of weight. Half a billion dollars in rocks.

They scrambled back in and tore off again.

I didn't speed up immediately. I watched their trajectory. They weren't heading for the highway. They were heading due south, toward a low, corrugated steel structure shimmering in the distance.

The pipeline maintenance shed.

"Got you," I whispered.

I punched the accelerator.

***

Vargo was sweating through his silk pants. He was frantic, his movements jerky and uncoordinated as he stood before the launcher assembly.

The shed smelled of grease, rust, and old hydrocarbons.

It was a massive piece of industrial infrastructure—a thirty-inch steel pipe emerging from the concrete floor, terminating in a heavy, hinged breach door. This was the insertion point for the PIG—the Pipeline Inspection Gauge.

Usually, a PIG is a sophisticated tool used to clean pipes or check for cracks. But this one was custom. It sat on a loading cradle, a six-foot-long cylinder of stainless steel and rubber gaskets. The inspection sensors had been gutted, leaving hollow, foam-lined cavities.

"Load it!" Vargo shrieked. "Load it now!"

The engineer, pale and trembling, was struggling to lift a heavy bag of emeralds.

"It's... it's too heavy, Mr. Vargo. The pressure differential—"

"I don't care!" Vargo grabbed a handful of loose emeralds from an open bag and shoved them into the hollow belly of the metal beast. "Just get them in!"

Vargo’s hands were shaking. He could hear the roar of a V8 engine approaching. It was getting louder.

"He's coming," Vargo whimpered to himself. "The spook is coming."

He looked at the open breach of the PIG. It looked like a cannon. It looked like salvation. If he could just launch the stones, they would be waiting for him at the airfield. He could run, he could hide, but he couldn't be poor. He refused to be poor.

SCREEEEECH.

Tires locked up outside. Gravel sprayed against the metal siding of the shed.

"He's here!" Vargo screamed.

He grabbed the engineer by the collar of his suit jacket and hauled him up. He jammed the muzzle of the stolen Sig Sauer into the man’s temple.

"Don't move," Vargo hissed, his eyes wide with fear. "You're my ticket out.”

***

I stepped out of the truck.

The chemical fumes rolled off me like smoke. My shirt was stained, my face was a mask of dried blood and soot, and I was holding my rifle at the low ready.

The shed door was wide open.

Vargo stood behind the loading cradle, using the engineer’s body as a shield. The engineer was sobbing quietly, his hands raised.

"Stop!" Vargo screamed, his voice cracking. "One step closer and I paint the wall with his brains!"

I didn't stop. I walked forward until I was ten yards away. I stopped near the doorframe, the sun at my back casting a long shadow into the shed.

"It's over, Vargo," I said. My voice sounded strange—hoarse, damaged from the gas. "Put the gun down."

"You're a hero, aren't you?" Vargo laughed, a manic, high-pitched sound. "Jonathan Hunt. The Savior. Tessa told me all about you!”

He pressed the gun harder into the engineer’s temple. The man whimpered.

"Heroes have rules, Jonathan!" Vargo shouted, regaining some of his swagger. "You don't kill innocents. You don't take the shot if there's collateral damage. I know your type. You're paralyzed by your own morality."

He grinned, his teeth yellow.

"So here's the deal. We split the stones. Fifty-fifty. You let me walk, and this man lives. You try anything, and he dies. Do the math, hero."

I looked at the engineer. He was terrified, looking at me with pleading eyes.

I looked at Vargo.

"I'm not a hero," I said. 

I raised the rifle.

Vargo’s eyes widened. "I'll kill him! I swear to God, I'll—"

"He has insurance," I said.

I didn't aim for the head. I dropped the muzzle.

BANG.

The sound was deafening in the metal shed.

The bullet punched through the engineer’s outer thigh, missing the femoral artery, avoiding the femur. A flesh wound. But the round wasn't finished. It exited the engineer’s leg and slammed into Vargo’s hip, chipping the bone.

The structural support of the engineer's leg vanished instantly. He dropped like a stone, collapsing straight down with a scream of shock.

Vargo shrieked, the sudden, sharp agony in his hip shattering his concentration. He stumbled back, the pistol wavering as his balance failed him.

He was left holding a handful of air.

His human shield had just fallen out of his grasp.

Vargo stood there, exposed, favoring his right side, the gun still raised but pointed at nothing. He looked down at the screaming engineer, then up at me, his face a mask of total confusion and pain.

I didn't give him time to process the calculus.

I closed the distance in three strides.

Vargo tried to swing the pistol toward me.

I smashed the butt of the rifle into his face.

CRACK.

Vargo’s nose exploded. He spun around, dropping the gun, clutching his face.

I grabbed him by the back of his silk pants and his neck. I ran him forward, ramming him face-first into the side of the steel PIG.

He crumpled to the floor, dazed, blood pouring through his fingers.

"Please!" Vargo blubbered, crawling backward, his heels scraping on the concrete. "Please, don't! It wasn't me! It was Sallow! It was Donovan! I'm just a middleman! I'm just trying to make a buck!"

I grabbed him by the throat and hauled him up. I dragged him toward the open hatch of the PIG.

It was a tight fit. The interior was hollowed out for cargo, about the size of a large man.

"Alma Galloway," I said.

Vargo froze, his eyes bulging. “Who?"

That one word who, as if he didn’t even remember, pissed me off more than anything he’d said so far.

"The woman you burned," I said softly.

I shoved his head into the cylinder. He thrashed, grabbing at the rim.

"She gave me a Dr. Pepper once," I said, the memory surfacing clear as day through the red haze of my rage. "I was eight years old. It was a hundred degrees out. I was helping mend a fence line on the north pasture. She saw me. She walked a mile out of her way to bring me a cold soda and a sandwich."

I punched Vargo in the ribs to force his torso in. He screamed.

"She worked eighty-hour weeks," I continued, my voice conversational. "She broke her back for that land. She was kind. She was decent."

I shoved his hips into the tube.

"I found her burning alive, Vargo. She was screaming. And because of what you did, I had to put a bullet in her head to stop the pain."

I looked down at him. He was wedged in the tube, staring up at me with terror that transcended language.

"You made me do that," I whispered. "I have to live with that sound for the rest of my life."

"I'll give you the money!" Vargo shrieked, snot and blood mixing on his face. "Take the emeralds! Take it all!"

"I intend to," I said.

I grabbed the heavy steel door of the PIG.

I tried to swing it shut, but Vargo’s left leg was sticking out. He braced his foot against the frame, sobbing, trying to push himself back out.

I grabbed his ankle.

"Please!" he begged. "No! God, no!"

I didn't hesitate. I drove the heel of my boot down onto his shin, just below the knee.

SNAP.

The bone gave way with a wet crunch.

Vargo’s scream was a high, thin sound that vibrated in the metal tube. His leg folded at an unnatural angle.

I shoved the broken limb inside.

I slammed the heavy steel hatch shut.

CLANG.

The darkness swallowed him.

I spun the locking wheel, sealing the airtight gasket. The screams were instantly muffled, reduced to a dull, rhythmic thumping from inside the steel coffin.

I stood there, panting, my hand resting on the cold metal of the launcher.

I reached for the pneumatic valve lever on the wall. The one that would send the PIG rocketing down thirty miles of pipe to the airfield.

This would send Vargo to meet his maker, suffocating to death underground. Unable to breathe in his own escape hatch for his precious, precious emeralds. Most of the bags of gems still lay on the ground at my feet. Glints of green winked up at me, coy.

Click.

The sound of a hammer cocking. Distinct. Close.

"Jonathan."

The voice was grim. Familiar.

"Put your hands up. Slowly."

I froze. My hand hovered inches from the launch lever.

I turned around slowly.

Ethan Bishop stood in the doorway to the maintenance shed, silhouetted against the blinding desert sun. His service weapon was leveled at my chest. His face was hard, etched with disappointment and duty.

"Step away from the valve," Ethan said.
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"Step away from the valve," Ethan repeated.

Ethan Bishop stood in the doorway, the harsh desert sun carving his silhouette into a statue of judgment. He was the perfect Agency mold: neat hair even in a windstorm, shirt tucked in, by-the-book posture. The only flaw was the slight list to the right—favoring a leg he’d ruined in the field, which had seen him sidelined to an office.

My stomach dropped. Vargo’s painful pleading could still be heard, muffled through the door. The oxygen would be depleting in there. But he was alive.

And Ethan would want to keep it that way.

"How'd you find me?" I asked, my hand resting lightly on the cold steel of the lever.

Ethan’s voice was steady, service weapon leveled at my chest. "We have assets in the area. Old friends with BlackStone. The moment the chatter started about a 'ghost' tearing up their facility, I knew it had to be you."

"You should have stayed away, Ethan."

"I can't do that, Jonathan. You know I can't. The Deputy Director wants to speak with you. It's bad. You went AWOL. They’re building a treason charge."

"Treason," I spat the word like a piece of gristle. "That's rich."

Inside the steel tube, Vargo pounded on the walls. A muffled, frantic drumming. Thump-thump-thump.

"Help! Help me! He's going to kill me!" Vargo’s voice was tinny, vibrating through the metal.

Ethan’s eyes flicked to the PIG, then back to me. "Jonathan. Step away. That man is in custody."

"This man is a psycho," I said, my voice rising. "A murderer. He burned a woman alive, Ethan. Alma Galloway. He lit the match and watched her scream."

Ethan frowned, a flicker of confusion crossing his face. "I don't know who that is. But I can't let you murder him."

"It isn't murder," I yelled, slamming my hand against the launcher. "It's sanitation! That’s the problem with you, Ethan. That’s always been the problem. You see the world in lines of code. Rules and regs. Protocols."

"Those rules separate us from them!" Ethan shouted back, stepping into the shed. "Without the law, we're barbarians!"

"The law?" I laughed, a harsh, jagged sound. "Look at Afghanistan, Ethan. Look at what we did. We followed every rule of engagement. We filled out every form in triplicate. And what did we accomplish? We built a paper castle and watched it burn down in a weekend. Rules don't save people. Action saves people.”

“And then what? Turn those same people into animals with guns?”

"Animals?" I stepped closer, ignoring the barrel of his Glock aimed at my center mass. "You want to talk about animals? Let’s talk about Aleppo, Ethan. Let’s talk about Hakim."

Ethan flinched. The name hit him like a physical blow.

"Don't," Ethan warned, his voice tight.

"We had the shot. We had the target in the open. The warlord who was butchering that village. We had the vector. But Command said wait. They said stand down. Diplomatic sensitivities. They needed to check the protocols."

I gestured violently to the steel tube where Vargo was screaming.

"And while we waited for your precious system to give us permission, Hakim’s daughter was dragged out of her house. We watched it happen through the scope, Ethan! We watched them put her in the van because we were too busy following orders to be human beings. That is your system. It’s a coffin with a filing cabinet."

"That was a tragedy," Ethan snapped, "but it wasn't our call!"

"It should have been! Liberty is the freedom to make the right choice. You’re just enslaved to a system of good intentions with bad results.”

"And what about Yemen?" Ethan roared back, stepping into my space, his composure cracking. "You want to trade war stories? Let's talk about Yemen. When that hotshot commander you licked the boots of decided the intel was 'good enough.' When he decided we didn't need a confirm."

I went silent. The heat in the shed seemed to drop ten degrees.

"I pulled a kid out of that rubble, Jonathan," Ethan whispered, his eyes burning with a haunted light. "She was wearing a pink dress. She wasn't a terrorist. She wasn't a target. She was just a kid who was in the way of your 'justice.' That is what happens when you decide you're God. That is what happens when you cut the red tape—you cut innocent throats."

He jabbed the gun toward me.

"You think you're the hero because you pull the trigger. But you're not the one who has to carry the bodies of the kids we hit by mistake. I am. I carry that every single day. The rules aren't there to stop us from winning, Jonathan. They're there to stop us from becoming the monsters we hunt."

"Vargo isn't an innocent in a pink dress," I said, my voice low and cold. "He's the monster. And if I let him go, if I let him lawyer up with Sallow... how many more are going to die?"

"That’s not your choice to make!" Ethan yelled.

"It is today.”

"You don't get to be judge, jury, and executioner," Ethan said, tightening his grip on the gun. "Walk away. Let the system handle him."

"The system is broken. I'm going to end this."

I turned my back to him. I gripped the lever.

"Don't," Ethan warned. His voice dropped an octave. "Jonathan. Do not do it."

"Goodbye, Vargo."

My hand tightened on the lever.

Time seemed to dilate. I could hear Vargo screaming inside the tube, a high, pathetic keening. I could hear the engineer groaning in the corner. I could hear the wind outside.

Why? I asked myself.

It wasn't just for Alma. It wasn't just for Tessa. It was because men like Vargo always won in Ethan’s world. They hired lawyers like Sallow. They cut deals. They turned informant. They spent five years in a federal club-fed and came out rich.

Not today. Today, the ledger gets balanced. I would be the sin-eater. I would take the stain so the world could be a little cleaner.

I didn't hesitate.

I yanked the lever down.

HISSSSSSS-THOOM.

The pneumatic valve opened with the sound of a cracking whip. The pressure spike was instantaneous. The heavy steel cylinder—the PIG, the coffin, the vault—rocketed into the breach.

Vargo screamed, a sound that was cut off instantly as he was sucked into the thirty-mile throat of the pipeline. He’d suffocate. He’d die.

It was done.

BANG.

The gunshot was almost simultaneous.

I felt like I’d been hit by a sledgehammer. The force spun me like a top. I hit the concrete hard, sliding into a puddle of hydraulic fluid.

"You idiot!" Ethan roared, rushing forward. "You stupid son of a bitch!"

He kicked the rifle away from my reach and dropped to his knees beside me. He was pressing his hand into the wound before I could even process the pain.

"Careful there, buddy," I wheezed, staring up at the corrugated roof. Black dots danced across my vision like swarming flies. "Not good for your image... to start swearing.” I groaned. “You shot me," I added, the realization floating in a detached way.

"You murdered a man!" Ethan was shouting, his face inches from mine. He looked terrified. "You're done, Jonathan. Done. You're going away. Forever. Do you get that? All your talk of liberty. We're putting you in a cage. Probably a black site. You're an embarrassment to the Agency."

I closed my eyes. The pain was arriving now, a hot, rhythmic throbbing that synced with my fading heartbeat.

"He's dead," I whispered.

The PIG was gone. Vargo was hurtling through the dark at sixty miles an hour, encased in steel, crushed against his own greed. By the time it hit the collection grate, there wouldn't be a soul left in his oxygen-deprived corpse to charge with a crime.

In the corner, the engineer was groaning, clutching his shattered leg.

Ethan looked torn. He looked at me, bleeding out. He looked at the engineer.

"Stay with me," Ethan commanded, ripping a tourniquet from his belt. "Don't you die on me, you stubborn prick."

Sirens. I could hear them now. Close. And the thwup-thwup-thwup of a helicopter approaching. Ethan had called in the cavalry before he breached.

"Ethan..." I gasped. "You owe me something."

Ethan tightened the tourniquet. I gritted my teeth, a groan escaping my lips.

“I don't owe you shit."

"Fine..." I grabbed his wrist with my good hand. My grip was weak, trembling. "But you need to do something for me. A favor."

I looked into his eyes. I pulled on the years we spent in the dirt. I pulled on the time I dragged him three miles on a broken leg in Kandahar.

"What is it?" Ethan asked, his voice softening against his will.

"The emeralds," I rasped. 

"Jonathan... I'm not going to help you smuggle—"

"Not for me," I cut him off, coughing. Blood flecked my lips. "For a family. Four kids. Out in the middle of nowhere. The Blackwaters."

I didn't know their whole story. I only knew Silas and Jett. But I had seen their poverty. I had seen the desperation in that kid's eyes when he hung upside down in a mine shaft to save my life.

"They have nothing, Ethan. Give them... just enough. To help. Skim it off the top before you book it into evidence. Call it a finder's fee."

"I can't do that," Ethan said, shaking his head. "That's stealing federal evidence."

"You just shot your best friend.”

“We stopped being friends when you faked your death. Assh—jerk.” 

“Ha.”

"Shut up," Ethan snapped, his voice cracking. He was checking the exit wound, his hands slick with my blood. "Just shut up and breathe."

"Do one good thing, Ethan. Just one thing that isn't in the manual."

"No," Ethan said, shaking his head, his eyes focused on the wound. "I’m not doing this. I’m not starting my report by stealing federal evidence. That’s a felony, Jonathan. That’s the end of my career."

"Your career?" I let out a bubbling laugh that turned into a cough. "I’m going to a black site, Ethan. I’m going to a hole in the ground where the sun doesn't shine. I’m a dead man walking. You think I care about your pension?"

Ethan stopped working on the bandage for a second. He looked at my face. The guilt was eating him alive.

"You're the hero," I rasped, grabbing his shirt with my good hand, pulling him down until our foreheads almost touched. "You took down the rogue agent. You stopped the bad guy. You get the medal. You get the promotion."

I squeezed his collar.

"You get to go home, Ethan. I don't."

Ethan flinched. He tried to pull away, but I held on.

"Balance the scales," I whispered. "That kid, Silas... saved me. He has nothing. His brothers have nothing. They’re starving in a shack while you file your paperwork."

"Jonathan, I can't—"

"You owe me!" I shouted, the effort tearing at my chest. "For Kandahar. For the leg. And for this." I looked down at the hole in my chest. "You put a bullet in me."

The helicopter was roaring overhead now, dust swirling into the shed, coating us in grit. The tactical team would be breaching in seconds.

"Don't let it all be for nothing," I pleaded, my voice fading to a whisper. "Don't let the government bury that money like they're going to bury me. Give it to the people who actually bled for it."

Ethan stared at me. He looked at the empty launcher where Vargo had vanished. He looked at the engineer moaning in the corner. He looked at the blood soaking his own knees—my blood.

The rigidity in his face finally broke. The by-the-book agent cracked, revealing the man underneath who was terrified he had just killed his brother.

He closed his eyes for a second, a look of pained defeat crossing his face.

"Dammit," he hissed. He closed his eyes.

I knew he’d made up his mind.

The blackness swallowed me whole.

I let go.

Epilogue

The wind shifted at the worst possible second, swirling through the mesquite brush of the Davis Mountains.

Silas Blackwater froze. His muscles, wire-taut beneath a flannel shirt that had seen better decades, locked in place. He stood six feet of bronzed, scarred tension, his dark eyes narrowed beneath the hood of his jacket. In his hands, the compound bow—an extension of his own arm—was already drawn, the string biting into his calloused fingers.

Thirty yards away, the mule deer doe’s head snapped up.

"Don't breathe," Silas projected the thought, his eyes flicking to the small figure beside him.

Toby, eight years old and feral as a coyote pup, shifted his weight. He was trying to be quiet, trying to emulate the brother he worshiped, but his boot found a dry branch hidden in the limestone gravel.

Crack.

The sound was a thunderclap in the silent canyon.

The doe didn't hesitate. She bolted, white tail flashing, vanishing into the cedar break.

Dinner was gone.

Toby let out a small, strangled sound, half-sob, half-gasp. He dropped his head, his shoulders shaking. "I ruined it, Si. I’m sorry."

Silas felt the disappointment hit him like a physical blow to the gut. That doe was meat for two weeks. It was jerky for the winter. It was survival.

He exhaled slowly, un-nocking the arrow with practiced, silent grace. He looked at the jagged knife slash scar on his forearm, a reminder of Albuquerque, a reminder of how fast things go wrong. He fought the urge to snap, to lecture. Order was his religion, but Toby was the innocence he was trying to keep alive.

Silas knelt in the dirt, favoring his left knee, and pulled the boy into a hug.

"It happens, T-Bear," Silas said softly. "Wind shifted. She was a smart old girl."

"We're gonna be hungry," Toby whispered, wiping his nose on his sleeve.

"We aren't going to be hungry," Silas lied, his voice low and steady. "I’ve got beans. And Jett fixed the snare line. We'll be fine."

He stood up, hoisting Toby onto his back. "Let's go home."

The walk back to the dead-end canyon was a slog.

Silas moved silently in his taped-up boots, his mind running a relentless, exhausting algorithm. The propane tank was at fifteen percent. Winter was coming early—he could feel the bite in the air.

He thought about the bottle of cheap whiskey hidden under the sink in the double-wide. He could taste the burn already, the only thing that turned off the threat radar in his brain for a few hours. He needed it tonight.

He looked at Jett, who was walking point ten yards ahead. At fifteen, Jett was a ball of angst and muscle, carrying a heavy rusted pipe he’d scavenged, trying so hard to be the enforcer Silas needed. But Jett’s boots were flapping at the sole.

And Elara... twelve years old and too smart for her own good. She’d been counting the money in the shoebox again this morning. She knew the math didn't add up.

Can I do this again? Silas wondered, the weariness settling into his bones. Can I build the kingdom before the walls cave in?

They crested the ridge. Below, camouflaged by tarps and dense brush, lay their fortress. The double-wide trailer sat wedged against the rock face, the hydroponic greenhouse glowing faintly.

Silas stopped.

He dropped to a crouch, dumping Toby gently to the ground.

"Down," he hissed.

The change in him was instant. The brother vanished; the watchdog appeared.

Toby went still. Jett dropped instantly, gripping his pipe. "What is it?"

Silas pointed toward the narrow trail leading down to the trailer.

The perimeter alarm—a string of tin cans filled with pebbles that Silas had obsessively rigged—was down. The string wasn't just tripped; it was cut.

"Someone's been here," Silas said.

Panic, cold and sharp, spiked in his chest. Was it the system? Social workers with cops? 

"Jett, stay with Toby," Silas commanded. "If you hear shouting, run for the caves. Do not look back."

"I can fight," Jett argued, his jaw set.

"You protect the pack," Silas snapped, his hooded eyes flashing. "That is the order."

Silas moved. He nocked an arrow. He ghosted down the rocky slope, moving from shadow to shadow, scanning the porch.

He saw Kaia first.

She was on the porch, wearing an oversized thrift store sundress and combat boots, a cigarette—likely half-weed—dangling from her lips. She wasn't hiding. She was staring at something on the table.

Kaia, the dreamer. If this was a raid, she’d be trying to charm them.

Silas sprinted the last ten yards, bow raised, sweeping the area.

"Clear!" he shouted to Jett, though he saw no targets.

He stepped onto the porch, adrenaline flooding his veins. "Kaia, get inside. Why is the alarm down?"

Kaia looked up. Her heavy-lidded eyes were wide, the smoke curling around her oversized sunglasses. She didn't look scared. She looked... enchanted.

"Silas," she breathed. "Look."

She pointed to the warped wooden table near the door, right next to Elara’s stack of stolen library books.

A toolbox sat there.

It wasn't one of Jett’s rusted heaps. It was a heavy-duty, red metal toolbox. Brand new.

"Don't touch it," Silas ordered, stepping between Kaia and the box. He checked for wires. He checked for tension triggers.

Elara appeared in the doorway, holding a kitchen knife, her face pale but determined. “What is it, Si?"

"I don't know," Silas murmured. He looked at Kaia.

“I haven’t opened it,” she said. “Figured it was Jett’s. He trapped the last one with bottle rockets.”

“Served you right for snooping in his room,” Silas murmured, his voice low.

“But… it’s too new to be Jett’s,” Kaia said.

“I saw someone. A man. He dropped it off,” Elara chimed in.

“A man?” Kaia asked, frowning. “How come you said nothing.”

But Elara was already looking at the pile of books on the table, distracted by memorizing the titles.

Silas ignored his sisters now, tense. He considered his options. What was a big, red, new toolbox doing here. This wasn’t Jett’s. Jett didn’t own anything without chipped paint. He reached out with a trembling hand. He undid the heavy metal latches.

Click. Click.

He took a breath, braced himself for a bomb, and threw the lid open.

Silas Blackwater stopped breathing.

The box wasn't full of tools.

It was filled to the brim with green fire.

Rough, uncut emeralds. Hundreds of them. They glowed with a deep, verdant intensity that seemed to suck the oxygen out of the air.

Jett and Toby came skidding down the slope, breathless. They crowded onto the porch.

"Is that..." Elara pushed her way forward, her calculating eyes going wide. "Silas?"

Silas reached in. His labor-calloused hand scooped up a handful of the stones. They were cold, heavy, clicking softly against each other.

He stared at them. His brain, usually so obsessed with order and threats, short-circuited.

There was enough here to buy the canyon. To buy the deed. To build the walls. To start the horse business. To tell the world to go to hell.

"It's magic," Kaia whispered, a smile spreading across her face, validating every romance novel she’d ever had Elara read to her. “Your guardian angel came back."

Silas looked at the stones. He thought of the man in the mine. The Ghost.

He felt a tightness in his throat—the dam holding back seven years of terror and responsibility finally cracking.

He looked at Jett, whose boots could be replaced. He looked at Elara, who could have real books. He looked at Toby.

Silas didn't smile. He didn't cheer. He simply closed his eyes, let out a shuddering breath, and lowered his forehead onto the cool rim of the toolbox.

"Jett," Silas choked out, his voice thick. "Go turn on the heater."

He looked up at his pack, his dark eyes shining.

"We're going to be warm tonight.”

He could only hope the same good fortune had reached the big man. But even as he thought it, he felt a knot in his stomach.

He glanced to the ridge-line. No shooter. Not this time.

And yet…

Silas had never met a man who attracted more danger than Jonathan Hunt. He wasn’t here now…

So where was he?

Silas felt a cold shiver down his spine. 
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Chapter 1: Jonathan

There were exactly four thousand, one hundred and ninety-two acoustic perforations in the ceiling tile directly above my bunk.

I knew this because I’d counted them. Twice a day. For ninety days.

That’s the thing about black sites. People think the torture is the waterboarding or the sleep deprivation. It isn’t. It’s the boredom. The aggressive, beige nothingness. They put you in a box, they feed you flavorless nutrient paste that tasted like wet cardboard, and they wait for your brain to eat itself.

I was currently residing in a facility I guessed was somewhere in hell, though it could have been Nevada. No windows. Recycled air that smelled of ozone and floor wax.

I closed my eyes, trying to ignore the phantom itch in my left hand—the one missing the pinky finger.

Ninety days.

That was how long it had been since I shoved Roman Vargo into a pipeline PIG and launched him into the dark. I didn't regret it. The man was a sadist in a silk shirt. But Ethan Bishop—my old handler, my old friend—had watched me do it. Ethan was a by-the-book guy. And I had burned the book, pissed on the ashes, and then tried to avoid paying the library fine.

He’d shot me. They’d patched me up good enough, but my chest and shoulder still occasionally ached when the AC was too high.

CIA didn’t mind the murder charge so much as the “Faking my own death” business. Two years ago, I’d gone AWOL, disappearing in a cloud of smoke under a collapsing building. They’d thought I was dead until a fed named Harper Miller had fed my print into the database.

So now I was here. Charged with murder. Charged with treason. Waiting for a tribunal that would likely end with a needle in my arm.

I rolled over, trying to find the cold side of the pillow. There wasn't one.

I was a contradiction wrapped in scar tissue. My father raised me to herd cattle; the Agency raised me to herd revolutions. I don't fight for flags anymore—those are just colored cloth and lines on a map. 

My self-assigned mission had been freedom. Not the abstract kind, but the tactile kind—the sort that self-governs, with no handlers, no earpieces, and no oversight. I still wanted to visit Italy. I still wanted to see the perfect, ancient geometry of the Pantheon and drink espresso in a sunlit piazza. But laying in a CIA black site, expecting an eventual indictment and death sentence, I ran the numbers. The odds of a Roman holiday were currently hovering at statistical zero.

Click.

The sound was loud in the silence. It wasn't the heavy, hydraulic thud-hiss of the guard override. It was the sharp, mechanical snick of a solenoid disengaging.

My eyes snapped open.

I didn't move. I lay still, calibrating the baseline. The hum of the HVAC system hadn't changed. No footsteps. No jingling keys.

Just the click.

I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the cot. My ribs ached—a dull reminder of the bullet I took in Texas—but the bone had knitted. I was at about eighty percent. Eighty percent of me was still a problem for most people.

I walked to the cell door. It was a heavy steel slab with a thick Lexan window.

I pushed it with one finger.

It swung open. Smooth. Silent.

I frowned. CIA black sites were designed by paranoid engineers with unlimited budgets. The locks were magnetic, fail-secure. If the power went out, the doors stayed shut. If the building caught fire, the doors stayed shut.

For the doors to open, someone had to tell the computer to open them.

"Curious," I whispered.

I stepped out into the corridor. It was a long, sterile hallway lined with identical grey doors.

And they were all open.

Heads were poking out. Confused heads. Dangerous heads.

To my left, a guy who looked like he’d been carved out of granite and bad decisions stepped into the light. Shaved head. Tattoos of spiderwebs on his neck. Russian mob, maybe. Or Serbian paramilitary.

To my right, two men emerged from Cell 4. One was skinny, with a beard that reached his chest and eyes that looked like they’d seen hell and enjoyed the view. The other was massive—a wall of muscle with scar tissue for skin.

They looked at each other. Then they looked at me.

The air in the hallway changed. It went from confused to predatory in three seconds flat.

The bearded one tilted his head. He sniffed the air. Then he pointed a finger that looked like a dried twig.

"You," he muttered. His accent was thick. Chechen? "I know you. From intake. You the agent, da?—like ones who put uz here.”

The big one—let’s call him The Slab—turned toward me. He cracked his knuckles. The sound was like pistol shots.

"CIA pig," The Slab grunted.

I sighed. I dropped my shoulders, letting the tension roll off my back. I really didn't have the energy for this. I hadn't had coffee in three months.

"Gentlemen," I said. "I think there’s been a clerical error.”

"Kill him," the beard said. Casual. Like ordering a sandwich.

The Slab smiled. It wasn't a nice smile. It was missing several teeth.

He started walking toward me. He didn't rush. He occupied the center of the hallway, closing the distance like a tank with a grudge.

I looked up.

In the corner of the ceiling, a black dome camera stared back at me. The little red LED was steady. Someone was watching. Someone had pressed the button.

I scowled at the lens.

"This is your fault," I mouthed.

I didn’t want to be slapped with any more murder charges. 

I looked past The Slab. At the far end of the corridor, fifty feet away, the heavy security door leading to the administration block was ajar. Just a crack. A sliver of light.

That was the goal line.

The Slab was ten feet away. He raised fists the size of honey baked hams. He telegraphed the swing from last Tuesday. He was going for a haymaker—a right cross meant to take my head off.

I didn't put my hands up. I didn't square off. That was rookie stuff. It wasted energy.

I just waited.

Five feet. Three feet.

The Slab lunged. He threw the punch with a grunt of effort.

I stepped six inches to the left.

The fist occupied the space where my face had been a microsecond before. The air pressure from the swing ruffled my beard.

The Slab stumbled, his momentum carrying him forward.

I didn't hit him. I didn't have to. I just put my foot out. A gentle trip.

He hit the floor face-first. It sounded like a bag of wet cement being dropped from a second-story window.

The bearded, twiggy one hissed and reached into his pocket—a shiv? A sharpened toothbrush?

I didn't wait to find out. I ran.

I’m a big man—six-four, two-fifty—but I moved quietly. I sprinted down the hallway, keeping my center of gravity low.

"Stop him!" the beard screamed.

I heard the scramble of feet behind me. More doors were opening. A riot in the making.

I reached the security door. I hit it with my shoulder, expecting resistance. It flew open.

I stumbled into a control room. Empty chairs. Coffee still steaming in a mug. Screens flashing red.

Then the alarms started. A klaxon that vibrated in my teeth.

WHOOP. WHOOP. WHOOP.

I looked at the screens. A map of the facility. Red lights blinking in every sector.

I wasn't sure what was happening. A hack? A breakout? A purge?

But I knew one thing: The cage was open.

I spotted a keycard lying on the console next to a half-eaten donut.

I grabbed the card. I grabbed the donut—I needed the calories

And then I spotted the phone.

A vibrating flip phone. It lay on the desk, near a few donut sprinkles. I would’ve ignored it… Except I recognized the name of the caller on the phone.

Jonathan Hunt.

I stared at my own name. Picked up the phone.

What else was there to do? I was in uncharted territory.

I answered.

“Who the hell is this?”


Chapter 2: Jonathan

"Who the hell is this?”

I held the phone by the plastic casing edges, keeping my thumb off the screen to minimize latent prints, while my back pressed flat against the cold concrete of the blind corner.

A rookie would have stood in the open to get a better signal; I kept the load-bearing pillar between me and the blast glass, watching the reflection of the hallway rather than the room itself. If this was a trigger for a shaped charge, I wanted three inches of steel between me and the pink mist. "Who the hell is this?" I said, louder.

The voice that answered wasn't consistent with the environment. The environment was concrete, steel, and men screaming in Russian. The voice was warm, almost amused.

I instantly didn’t trust it.

"You can call me... an interested party," the voice said. Female. Mid-thirties. The kind of voice that sold you luxury cars or high-end whiskey. "Right now, I am the only reason the blast door to your left is unlocking."

Click.

I looked to my left. The heavy steel door, marked AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY, hissed open just a crack.

“Give me a name," I said. My thumb hovered over the 'End Call' button. "I don't work with anonymous sources. I find they tend to disappear when the shooting starts."

"And I don't work with corpses, Jonathan. If you stay in that control room, you will be one in approximately forty-five seconds. The tactical team has breached the North Airlock. They are currently throwing flash-bangs into the holding cells. Would you like to hear the audio feed?"

Before I could answer, the phone crackled. The sound of explosions and shouting—“Clear! Clear right!”—echoed in my ear. It was crisp. High definition.

“Want to stay and find out?”

"I'll take your word for it," I said.

I moved toward the door. Behind me, a riot had broken out. Fists were flying, shouts were echoing. The Slab and his handler were having it out with an Aryan Brotherhood leader who’d tried to blow up a school.

"Good choice," the voice said. "Now, through the door. Turn right. Walk. Do not run. Count your steps. One. Two. Three."

I stepped into the service corridor. It smelled of bleach and ozone.

One. Two. Three.

I frowned. Then it clicked.

"You're read my file," I said. "You know I count things. That's a cheap trick."

"I know you count ceiling tiles to stave off entropy," the voice corrected. "I know you prefer your coffee black because milk spoils the aesthetic of the liquid. I know you are currently gripping that phone with enough pressure to crack the casing. Relax your hand, Jonathan. Tension reduces reaction time."

I looked at my hand. My knuckles were white.

I relaxed my grip.

"If you don't tell me who is signing the checks, I'm turning around. I'll go back to my cell. I'll take my chances with the tribunal."

It was a bluff. A stupid one. But I needed to know who held the leash.

The voice didn't panic. It didn't get angry. It actually laughed—a soft ripple of amusement.

"We both know that isn't true," she said. "You don't want to go back to the cell. You want to see Rome. You want to stand in the Pantheon and look up at the oculus. You want an espresso in the Piazza Navona."

I stopped walking. The hair on my arms stood up. That wasn't in a file. I had never written that down.

"How do you know that?" I whispered.

"I know a lot of things. Now, stop. There is a camera above you. Look down. Tie your shoe."

"My shoes don't have laces. They gave me Velcro. Like a toddler."

"Pretend, Jonathan. Improvisation is a core competency."

I knelt. I fiddled with the strap of my prison-issue sneaker.

Three seconds later, a squad of armored guards sprinted past the intersection ahead. They were moving fast, weapons raised, heading toward the control room I had just left. They didn't look down the side hall. They didn't see the man kneeling in the shadows.

"Clear," the voice said. "Stand up. You have sixty seconds to reach the loading dock."

I stood up. My heart rate hadn't spiked. I was calibrating.

"You're not a handler," I said, resuming my pace. "Handlers scream. Handlers panic. You're too calm. You're sitting in a room somewhere with a satellite feed and a God complex."

"I am sitting in a room," she agreed. "Though 'God complex' implies a delusion of grandeur. My capabilities are quite real. Turn left here. The code for the keypad is 9-9-2-4."

I punched it in. The light turned green.

I pushed into the loading bay.

The cold air hit me first. Real air. Not recycled through a HEPA filter. It smelled of wet pine.

The bay was huge, filled with crates and a idling delivery truck. The bay door was open, revealing a slice of night sky and a high fence topped with razor wire.

"The gate," I said. "It's closed."

"Look again."

The massive chain-link gate began to slide. No alarm. No warning strobe. Just smooth, silent motion.

"There is a vehicle waiting for you," she said. "Fifty yards past the perimeter. Under the sodium light. It's a Land Rover. Vintage. I thought you’d appreciate the boxy aesthetic."

I walked out into the snow. The cold felt good. It bit at the scars on my arms, tightening the skin.

I reached the Land Rover. It was black, beat-up, and beautiful. The keys were in the ignition.

I climbed in and threw the phone onto the passenger seat.

"Don't hang up," the voice said. "I'm the only GPS you have. If you turn left, you hit a military checkpoint. If you turn right, you disappear."

I started the engine. The diesel rattled like a bag of bolts.

"Who are you?" I asked one last time.

"For now?" she said. "I'm the lady who just saved your life. You can thank me later. Drive, Jonathan."

I put the truck in gear. I didn't trust her. I didn't like her. But as the black site faded into the rearview mirror, swallowed by the dark pine forest, I realized she was right about one thing.

I really wanted that espresso.


Chapter 3: Jonathan

I checked the rearview mirror. Nothing.

Six hours on the road, and the voice in the phone had gone quiet. Just an address, a meet time.

I’d considered making a break for it. But right now, the only ally I had was waiting for me at a diner in Louisiana.

I had spent the last hour running a standard Surveillance Detection Route. Three right turns in a row to close a circle. A hard speed change on the straightaway, dropping from sixty to thirty to force a tail to brake or pass.Then a stop on the shoulder, feigning a tire check, just to see if the grey sedan three cars back would commit.

It didn't. It passed.

I was clear.

I’m not paranoid. Just professional.

The meet was a roadside diner ten miles outside of Baton Rouge. It was a "choke point"—a place where movement is constricted, forcing a target into a predictable path. But it was public. High visibility. Two exits.

I parked the truck. Backed in. Always back in. You don't want to be shifting into reverse when the shooting starts.

I stepped out. The Louisiana humidity hit me like a wet blanket. The air smelled of old sulfur from the refineries downriver. I kept my head down, shoulders rolled forward. I wasn't Jonathan Hunt, former paramilitary officer for the Special Activities Center. I was just a bored ranch hand looking for eggs and coffee.

I walked in. The air conditioning hummed, a low mechanical thrum that vibrated in the floorboards.

Three truckers occupied the center booth, eating in silence—men built like vending machines who were used to owning the room. One glanced over, his eyes traveling up my frame and widening slightly. He eyed me the way a pasture bull eyes a bison, a sudden, quiet recalibration of the local hierarchy as he realized he was no longer the biggest animal in the barn.

A waitress pouring coffee, bored, weight on her left hip. A state trooper at the counter, reading a paper.

Normal.

Except for the booth in the back corner.

There was a woman there. She didn't fit. The silhouette was wrong. 

She was small. Maybe five-two. She was wearing a tailored black blazer layered over a vintage t-shirt. Combat boots on her feet. She was chewing gum and pretending like she wasn’t watching the entrance.

Bingo.

I walked over. She didn't look up. She was bent over a battered black notebook, scribbling furiously with a cheap pen.

I stood at the edge of the table.

She stopped writing. She didn't flinch. She just looked up.

Her eyes were aggressive grey. There were dark circles under them, like bruises she didn't care to hide. She looked exhausted, translucent, like something that lived in a basement.

"Sit down, Hunt," she said. Her voice was raspy. She gave me another glance and did a double take. “Holy shit.”

“Nice to meet you too.”

“You’re big.”

“You’re small.”

She snorted. “You’re a human eclipse, buddy. Now sit.”

I stayed standing. I kept my hands free. “You sound different in person. Less… whiskey sales lady.”

She smirked. It was a sharp, jagged thing, like a crack in a windshield. She shifted the wad of gum to the other side of her cheek.

"AI," she said. "Catch up, Hunt. The year is 2025. I didn't type a word of that chatter. I built a sub-routine. A generative script trained on your redacted psych evaluations from the Farm and your post-deployment medicals.”

I tensed. She was CIA? I glanced towards the door. No team coming in, guns blazing. I looked back at her.

She tapped the battered black notebook with her cheap pen. She seemed really proud of herself.

"I keyed the algorithm for 'Stoic Maternalism.' It gave you exactly what your damaged psyche craves: clear instructions, low emotional variance, and the illusion of a superior officer watching your six. It was designed to keep your heart rate under a hundred while I reeled you in. You weren't talking to a friend, Hunt. You were talking to a robot.”

"A robot," I repeated. “Well… robot had manners.” I gave her a long look as if to say same can’t be said about you.

She didn’t pick up on it. Or didn’t care. 

I scanned the room again. The Seventh Floor doesn't send analysts to meet assets in roadside diners. They send SAC teams. They send vans with blacked-out windows and men who don't blink. I looked at the state trooper. Still reading the paper. I looked at the trucker by the window. Still eating eggs.

Nobody was paying attention to us.

If this was a sanctioned extraction, the perimeter would be locked down. If this was a rendition, I’d already be zip-tied in the back of a van.

"Sit down," she hissed. She looked at the door, then back at me. Her leg was bouncing under the table. A nervous tic. A frequency that traveled up her spine and made her shoulders vibrate. "You're drawing focus."

I slid into the booth opposite her. The vinyl squeaked under my weight. I kept my hands on the table.

"You're nervous," I said.

"I'm caffeinated," she snapped. She pulled a fresh piece of nicotine gum from a blister pack and shoved it into her mouth. Squish. Pop.

"You're shaking," I corrected. "You're looking at the door every four seconds. You’re not worried about who’s coming in for me. You’re worried about who’s coming in for you."

I looked at the table. It was a disaster. Her notebook was crooked. The sugar packet holder was twisted at a forty-five-degree angle. The salt shaker was sitting in a puddle of condensation from her water glass.

My left hand twitched. The burn scars felt tight.

I reached out. I moved the notebook two inches to the right. I aligned the sugar packet holder with the edge of the table. I moved the salt shaker to the dry side of the Formica and squared it with the pepper.

She watched me do it. Her eyes narrowed. The "Unsub Stare.” She was looking at me like I was a crime scene photo she was trying to deconstruct.

I don’t like being scrutinized. I didn’t know why this strange, frizzy-haired, high-strung lady had busted me out of a black site. Career suicide. Actual suicide too, if the seventh floor got trigger happy.

So what was she playing at?

I decided to go on the offensive.

"You're a narcissist, huh?" I said.

"Excuse me?"

"The AI," I said. "You're proud of it. You programmed a mother figure to manipulate a target, and you're so pleased with the code you couldn't wait to brag about it.”

Normally, an accusation like that puts an asset on guard.

But she didn’t seem to care. She just nonchalantly shrugged with one shoulder.

“I probably am a narcissist. I'm also efficient," she said. She leaned in. She had no concept of personal space. She was six inches from me, peering up with intelligent eyes while invading my tactical bubble. "And I didn't trick you for fun. I tricked you because I had a shopping list."

She flipped the notebook open. Her handwriting was jagged, aggressive scrawl.

"I needed an asset," she said, reading from the page. "I couldn't use a sanctioned operator. The bureaucracy moves too slow, and they’re not exactly return my phone calls… I needed a ghost. Someone off the books."

She looked up, meeting my eyes with that aggressive grey stare.

"I ran a query," she said. "I needed a specific profile. High-level paramilitary background. Special Activities Center or equivalent. Experience in the field. But that wasn't enough. I needed the… soft metrics."

"Soft metrics," I said. I kept her talking, still trying to figure out why the hell this wire-taut analyst had busted me out of a black site.

“Unemployed,” she listed, ticking them off on her fingers. "Single. No dependents. Financial distress. A history of insubordination. 'Mommy issues'—specifically a desire for redemption through protective violence." She paused, popping a bubble loudly. "And psychologically damaged enough to say yes to a suicide mission because he thinks it’ll wash the blood off his hands.”

She pointed the cheap pen at my chest.

"You fit the bill, Hunt. You're the perfect storm of capability and trauma."

I looked at her. Really looked at her. I didn’t like this whole suicide mission business either. She wanted something from me. That much was obvious.

She was banking on desperation. She assumed mine ran as deep as hers. The jargon gave her away. She didn't speak like a case officer; she spoke like a profiler. Quantico, not the Farm. Likely a refugee from the FBI's Behavioral Analysis Unit. But transferred to CIA—recently, I guessed. I knew the type. They spend their lives navel-gazing, trying to fit human evil into a neat psychological box. I prefer physics.

It’s amazing how fast a punch in the mouth can disprove a Freudian hypothesis.

She was alone.

There was no earpiece. No bulge of a concealed radio on her hip. The car out front—a generic rental sedan—was parked crookedly. I figured it was hers, because the disorder of the vehicle matched the chaos on the diner’s table. She wasn't an operator. She wasn't a handler. She was a rogue analyst with a stolen file and a hero complex of her own.

She thought she was holding the leash. She thought she had tricked a dangerous animal into a cage.

"You're alone," I said.

The color drained out of her face, just a fraction. "I'm the Deputy Director's top analyst."

"You're a thief," I said. "You stole my file.”

“No. I was assigned to a, er, new unit. Run by your old colleague, Ethan Bishop.”

I tensed. Bishop had shot me a few months ago. He was the reason I’d been cooling in the black box. “How’s the boy scout doing?”

“I never met him. I used my new credentials to locate a likely candidate for this operation. You fit the bill. But… if you’re going to keep giving me lip, I can always send you back.”

“Back?”

"Yes," she said, cold. She held my gaze, her eyes aggressive and grey. "Back to the box. A three-by-three cell you spent three months rotting in. I pulled you out of the archives, but I can put you right back in a cage. A federal hold. Indefinite detention. No windows. No exit."

My chest tightened. The air in the diner suddenly felt thin. It was a bluff—she was rogue, she didn't have the authority to arrest a parking meter—but she had found the one cracked brick in my foundation and hammered on it. Freedom. The thing that motivated me most. She knew how to use the mind’s little quirks. I had to give her that. Not bad for an ex-BAU shill.

"I activated you," she whispered, leaning in until I could feel the heat radiating off her. "But you are just government property, Hunt. A serial number with a pulse. Do not make me file the paperwork to have you crated up, shipped out, and buried in a hole so deep even God won't find you."

I studied her, leaned back. “Big talk for a little lady. You don't have authorization for this. If you did, we wouldn't be meeting in a diner in 'Cancer Alley.’ We’d be in a safe house in Virginia. I don’t think you can file paperwork. Hell, I think you’re off the reservation.”

She stopped chewing. For a second, the bravado flickered out, replaced by a terrified exhaustion. She looked like she hadn't slept in three days.

She glanced towards the door, back at me.

I nodded once. “You’re bluffing. I don’t play poker.”

I got to my feet, turning.

“Wait!” She tried. “I’ll call them. You’ll spend the rest of your short life in a black site before they give you the needle. You’re a murderer. A traitor!”

“I love it when you sweet talk me,” I muttered, still striding towards the door.

The trucker by the counter was now looking over, frowning.

“Wait!” Her voice squeaked now.

Panic. “Look, maybe we should start over. My name is Grace. Grace Hadley. Just—hear me out!”

“In the real world, you don’t get do-overs, Grace,” I called back.

She released a heavy sigh. Definitely panicked.

Only confirming I was right. A bluff. Analysts always think they’re so clever—they spend so much time in a SCIF they forget that in the real world, you can't just talk a wolf into a corner. You have to show teeth. And she didn't have any.

She scrambled out of the booth. I heard her boots hit the linoleum, a desperate thud-thud-thud trying to catch up to my stride.

She grabbed my arm.

Mistake.

I stopped. I didn't jerk away. I just turned. Slowly. I let the full weight of my frame settle into the space between us. Up close, without a table between us, the angles changed. I wasn't just a file in a notebook anymore. I was a physical reality.

She looked up, and I saw the calculation break in her eyes. She dropped her hand from my bicep like it was burning hot. She took a half-step back, her combat boots scuffing the floor.

"You're making a mistake," she whispered, but the steel was gone from her voice.

I turned back to the door. "Good luck with your theory, Grace."

"They're killing women!" she yelled.

The trucker put his fork down. The waitress stopped pouring coffee.

I didn't stop.

"Children!" she screamed. Her voice cracked. "They're targeting innocent civilians. They're burning it all down!"

I paused at the door, hand on the metal push bar. The humidity from outside was already seeping in through the cracks.

"They always are," I called back without turning around.

Then came the desperation.

"Please!" She lunged again, grabbing my elbow with both hands this time, digging her fingers into the fabric of my flannel shirt. She tried to wheel me around, putting her whole ninety pounds into the pull. "Please... Hunt. Please. We can stop this. We can."

I looked down at her hands. They were trembling. 

"What's in it for me?" I asked. Blunt. Transactional.

She blinked, surprised by the mercenary tone. "Redemption," she said. "A chance to matter. To be one of the good guys again."

I shook my head. "Won't work on me. Save the sermon."

"Innocent people are going to die," she pleaded.

"Innocent people died in Yemen in '16," I said, my voice low and flat. "Innocent people died in Kabul in '21. Innocent people died in a dozen places I saw with my own eyes while people like you wrote reports about 'acceptable losses' from an air-conditioned office in Langley. I've done my part. You do yours."

I pulled my arm free. Gently, but with enough force to make her stumble.

"You can't do nothing," she snapped, tears of frustration welling in those aggressive grey eyes.

"Watch me," I said.

"They'll come for you," she said. "The Agency.”

"This time," I said, opening the door, "I'll be smarter."

The swampy Louisiana evening heat hit me. I stepped out onto the sidewalk.

I glimpsed her in the reflection of a truck’s windshield. She was a lonely, desperate silhouette behind me.

"I can tell you where Rosa Martinez is," she said.

I froze.

The door was half-open. The chime dinged. But I didn't move. The humidity wrapped around me, but suddenly, I felt cold.

I let the door close. I turned back slowly.

"What?"

She let out a slow breath, her chest heaving. She knew she had played her ace.

"Rosa Martinez," she said.

The name hit me harder than a fist. I pictured her instantly. Rosa. The nurse practitioner. The woman I'd left behind in the Ozarks. I'd recently reconnected with Tessa Galloway—my childhood flame, the one who carried the ghosts of my past. I'd left Tessa with my father in Texas, safe but in the lion's den.

But Rosa... Rosa was different. Tessa was memory and adrenaline. Rosa was bedrock. She was kindness, gentleness, a woman of immense character who carried burdens without complaining. She was the one who had stitched me up in a way that wasn’t skin deep.

I’d been forced to leave after my past had dragged her into harm’s way. A cartel active in the region had nearly killed her and her kids. But it remained a painful echo, like an amputated limb.

At the mention of her name, my throat tightened. The scar tissue on my soul ached.

"She's in trouble," the analyst said, watching my face. "Bad trouble."

I walked back to her. I didn't care about the trucker or the waitress anymore. I looked her dead in the eyes.

"Don't try to play me," I warned. "If you are using her name as leverage..."

"I'm not," she said quickly, holding her hands up. "I swear it. She's in trouble."

"I don't believe you."

"Her kids' names are Leo and Maya," she said.

"That's in a file," I spat. "Public record. She's still in Missouri. Safe.”

“No. She moved."

I froze. "I... what?"

"She moved," she repeated. “She’s in trouble. Because of this. All of this. Jonathan… trust me, this is personal to you. It’s why I chose you.”

“Wait, hang on? She’s involved in this? Whatever suicide mission you’ve brought me?”

A firm nod. “I’m good at my j-job,“ Hadley stammered, recovering quickly. "I dug... she seemed to matter to you. I know unsubs. I know what triggers them."

"I'm not an unsub," I growled.

"You murdered a man by shoving him into PIG," she shot back.

“Allegedly."

She sighed, rubbing her temples. This is the strength of analysts. They don't fight with fists; they fight with doubt. They know how to unscrew the bolts of your reality.

I stared at her. My heart was hammering against my ribs, betraying the calm exterior.

"Verify," I said.

"What?"

"Give me your phone."

She hesitated. She clutched the device to her chest. "It's a secure line. If you make a call..."

I turned to walk away again.

"Okay! Okay." She unlocked it and shoved it into my hand.

I dialed. My fingers felt thick and clumsy on the small screen. I punched in Rosa's number. It was one of the only strings of digits I had memorized.

It rang. And rang.

The number you have reached is no longer in service.

Disconnected.

I felt a spike of adrenaline. I held up a finger, silencing Hadley before she could speak. I dialed another number. I had to look it up on the browser first. The small community hospital in the Ozarks where she worked.

"ER," a voice answered.

"I'm looking for Rosa Martinez," I said. "Nurse Practitioner. Is she on shift?"

There was a pause. The clacking of a keyboard.

"Rosa Martinez hasn't worked here in three months, sir," the receptionist said. "She moved out of state."

"Moved where?"

"I can't give out that information."

"It's an emergency," I said. My voice cracked, just a little.

The receptionist paused. Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. "Wait... you're not... that guy, are you? The big one? The one she had a thing for?"

I felt a lump form in my throat. I cleared it. "Yeah. That's me."

"She didn't leave a forwarding address, honey. But... she left in a hurry. I think… think she was looking for you. I really have to go.”

The line went dead.

I lowered the phone. My hand was shaking. Just a tremor.

I turned back to Hadley. She was watching me, her face pale, chewing her lip.

"How is she in trouble?" I asked. The menace was gone, replaced by a cold dread.

She sighed. She took the phone from my hand gently.

"She... she was found, Jonathan. Three days ago. There was a shooting not far from here, in fact. She was… was one of the victims. She was trying to render aid when the shooter came back.”

I felt a cold dread wrap it’s hand around my chest. “Is she dead?”

Hadley winced.

This time it was my turn to grab her arm, my large fingers wrapping around her bicep. “Tell me, right now. Is Rosa dead?”

“I can show you,” Hadley said.

And with those words, our eyes met, and we both knew: she had me hooked.
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