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PROLOGUE

There are three roads out of Nome, Alaska, and every one of them ends in the middle of nowhere. That makes it a hell of a place to lose a sister.

Rance Pickett hated it. He hated the wind that felt like a belt sander on his cheeks. He hated the silence. Most of all, he hated Jenny.

As he walked along the lonely docks, facing the frozen sea, the hatred grew. The reason was simple.

She had the debit card.  

It wasn't just a piece of plastic; it was the vein they all tapped into—the Permanent Fund check, the disability scam, the lifeline that kept the generator running and the vodka flowing. She’d taken the damn thing and run off, which meant the tap was dry.

You didn't tell Vern Pickett the tap was dry. The old man might have been rotting from the inside out with cheap whiskey and malice, but he still held the keys to the trailer. He’d made it clear before he kicked them out into the dark: find the girl, retrieve the card, or sleep in a snowbank until spring. And in Nome, sleeping outside wasn't a punishment; it was a death sentence.

So now, Rance and his brother were hunting the little thief, because freezing to death was slightly worse than dealing with their father’s disappointment. Slightly.

"She ain't here, Bo," Rance said, his voice snatched away by a gust that registered twenty below zero. “Why the hell did Vern think she’d be at the docks? Girl ain’t worked a day in her life.”

It was two in the afternoon, but the sky was a bruised purple knot. In December, the sun was a lazy employee—it showed up for four hours of twilight and then quit, leaving the town in the "Sunshine Void" for twenty hours at a stretch.  

"We should check Talbot's dredge," Bo said.

"Talbot?” Rance said, teeth chattering against the cold. “He’s a dick.”

Bo grunted.

“I’m telling you. This has the makings of something dark. Real, dark. When’s the last time you known Jenny to skip the night o’ the wine-case scam?”

Bo grunted again.

Bo Pickett was a different species entirely. If Rance was a coyote—wiry, twitchy, vibrating with meth-fueled paranoia—Bo was a bear. Three hundred pounds of insulation and malice wrapped in a grease-stained parka. He didn't walk; he lumbered, crunching the ice with every step. He was eating a stick of reindeer sausage, tearing off chunks with teeth that looked like broken tombstones.

Rance skittered beside him, a wiry collection of sharp angles and nervous tics. He wore a jacket that was too thin and a buzzcut that offered zero protection against the wind, giving him the look of a convict who had just broken out and was already regretting it. To their left, the utilidors—long, wooden coffins carrying water and sewer lines above the permafrost—ran like snakes through the snow.

Rance kept his flashlight trained on the ground. "Jenny’s an idiot for dating him."

"If Talbot's hiding her, I'm gonna bust him up," Bo grunted. "Break his fingers. Maybe his toes."

Rance winced. “You think… think someone’s hurt Jenny?”

Bo paused, frowned. It was like watching something in slow motion. “Don’t think the debit card got broke, do you?”

“No… No, perish the thought, little brother. Don’t be catastrophizing for nothing.”

“Cat-c-cat—”

“Means jumping to the worst conclusion. Don’t hurt yourself, Bo.” 

They reached the claim. Talbot’s dredge was a rusted-out bucket-line monstrosity moored ten feet off the bank. 

Gold mining in Nome wasn't the romantic swirling of pans in a sun-dappled creek; it was industrial-grade violence against the ocean floor. That was the siren song that pulled the cheechakos north—the dream of dropping a suction hose through the ice or off a rusted barge and vacuuming up a retirement fund left by melted glaciers. 

Those suckers were the Pickett family’s bread and butter. 

"Jenny!" Bo bellowed. The sound died instantly in the wind.

No answer. The dredge groaned as the ice shifted beneath it.

"I’m telling you, the numbers don't work," Rance whispered, shivering, continuing a conversation they’d had earlier in the trailer over a shared bong. “So many disappearances. It’s statistical.”

“Stati-statis—sta…” Bo scowled at the word he couldn’t pronounce. Bo often scowled.

“This many people don't just vanish, Bo,” Rance said, nodding knowingly and jamming his hands into his jacket pockets. “The FBI came up to Nome back in the day for a reason. High rate of missing persons. They blamed the alcohol. Blamed the cold. But I feel it. There’s a predator here. A town full of transients, gold miners, drifters hiding from warrants... it’s a buffet." 

"Shut up, Rance," Bo said. He stepped onto the gangway. The wood bowed under his weight.

They moved onto the deck. It was a maze of winches, cables, and shadows.

"Talbot!" Bo shouted.

Nothing.

Rance swept his light across the sluice boxes. The beam caught something slick near the winch housing.

"Bo," Rance hissed. He froze.

"What?"

"Look."

Rance pointed the light. A dark, viscous puddle was pooled on the steel plates. It looked black in the gloom, but the edges shone with a deep, arterial crimson.

The silence suddenly felt very loud.

Rance reached into his pocket and flicked his wrist. His butterfly knife snapped open—click-clack—the blade gleaming in the flashlight beam. He moved forward, his sneakers slipping slightly on the frost. He held his breath.

If that was Jenny... if that was Talbot...

Bo moved up behind him, surprisingly quiet for a man his size.

Rance squatted down. The puddle was thick. Chunky. He leaned in, the smell hitting him before he touched it.

It wasn't copper and iron. It was brine and rot.

Rance poked it with the tip of his knife. He pulled up a piece of grey, rubbery flesh.

"Fish guts," Rance spat, standing up. "Halibut bait. Probably seal oil mixed in." 

"Talbot's a moron," Bo grunted. "Left his bait bucket kicked over."

Rance cursed, his heart hammering a frantic rhythm against his ribs. "I hate this place."

Bo laughed. It was a cruel, barking sound. Then, because he could, or because he was bored, he shoved Rance hard on the shoulder.

Rance flailed. His feet went out from under him. He skid across the icy deck, slamming into the railing. His upper body teetered over the edge, staring down into the black gap between the dredge and the ice.

The water down there was thirty degrees. Liquid death. In the Bering Sea, you didn't swim; you seized up and sank. The cold hit you like a hammer, squeezing the air out of your lungs before you could scream. 

Rance scrambled back, clawing at the steel mesh, dragging himself to the center of the deck. He glared up at Bo.

"You think that's funny?" Rance shrieked. "I could have gone in!"

"You're too skinny to sink," Bo wheezed, wiping grease from his chin. "Besides, the cold would do you good. Wake you up."

"You're sick, Bo."

"I'm bored. She ain't here. And neither is Talbot."

"We need that card. Pop wants his money."

"We'll find it," Bo said. He turned and looked back toward the twinkling lights of the Council Road, glowing faintly in the distance. "Maybe we expand the search."

"Meaning what?"

"Meaning I'm thinking about that homestead out past the airport. The one with the new guy."

Rance stood up, brushing ice crystals off his jacket. “Stan's diver? Jonny something? Forget it. I’ve seen him at the harbor. Guy is huge. Built like a beached whale. That ain't a guy you rob.”

"He’s a laborer," Bo scoffed. "Probably running from child support. He keeps his head down. I like guys who keep their heads down. They don't look up until it's too late."

"He’s got that woman with him," Rance said, folding his knife away. "The nurse. Rosa." 

Bo smiled then. It was a lecherous, ugly expression in the dark. "Yeah. I seen her. Soft hands. Dark hair. She looks... lonely out there. All by herself while the giant is working the dredge."

"Don't be an idiot," Rance warned. "That guy has dead eyes. You look at him, and there’s nothing looking back. You mess with his girl, he might not call the cops. He might just bury you under the ice."

"Let him try," Bo said. He threw the sausage wrapper into the wind, watching it vanish into the gloom. "This is our town. The Picketts take what we want. The gold. The booze. The women. Ain't no serial killer in Nome. Just hungry people. And I'm starving.”

“I’m telling you, there’s a serial killer.”

“So you think he nabbed Jenny?”

“Hope he nabbed Jenny,” Rance muttered. “Hope he doesn’t take the card, though.”

“Come on. That new guy—never trust the new guys. He might be that serial killer you’re lookin’ for. Let’s go see.”

Rance sighed. “You just wanna chat to the pretty nurse.”

Bo flashed a gap-toothed grin, displaying rotting teeth. He adjusted his belt at his ample waistline, jutting out his chest.

“You wanna find Jenny or not? Dad’s not letting us back in without her.”

“Fine,” Rance muttered.

He turned to follow Bo down the gangway, but his flashlight beam dragged back one last time to the smear of blood and gristle on the barge floor. Rance knew it was just fish guts. Just bait. But in the suffocating silence of the Sunshine Void, it looked less like a mess and more like a prophecy.

He clicked off the light, shivering as the dark rushed back in, and followed his brother toward the road.


Chapter 1: Jonathan

I broke the surface of the Bering sea, gasping as the air struck me. It was five degrees above zero, which made the thirty-degree water feel like a hot tub by comparison.

I hauled myself up the iced-over ladder of the pontoon, water streaming off the black neoprene of my dry suit. I felt heavy. Gravity is a different beast when you’re carrying fifty pounds of lead weights and dragging a suction hose the size of an anaconda.

I tossed the mask onto the steel deck.

"That’s some good gold in the box," a voice wheezed.

Stan Podaki was sitting in the wheelhouse, wrapped in three wool blankets and hooked up to a portable oxygen tank that clicked rhythmically. He was seventy years old, with lungs filled with rock dust and a heart that ran on spite.

"Good cleanout?" I asked, stripping the hood off.

"Clean enough to pay the diesel bill," Stan said. He adjusted the cannula in his nose. "You’re a freak of nature, Jon. I’ve seen divers half your size get winded down there. You’re too damn big for underwater work. Displace too much water. Like sinking a slab of stone."

"Physics," I said, unzipping the suit. "Density over volume."

"Stubbornness," Stan corrected. He watched me sort the gear. I placed the regulator exactly parallel to the air tank. I coiled the hose in a perfect, geometric circle. Disorder made me itch. 

"Magnus Blackwood came by while you were down," Stan said. He threw the name out like a dead fish.

I didn't look up. "Did he?"

"Offered to buy me out again. Then he asked about you. Said he needs a foreman for his inland operation. Excavators, wash plants, the big industrial show. Said he’d pay you double what I do."

I looked at the rust-bucket dredge we were standing on. It was a glorified raft with a motor, floating on a frozen ocean at the edge of the world. The Blackwoods ran a fleet of floating factories. They pillaged the ocean floor; we just asked it politely for spare change.

"I like the quiet here, Stan," I said.

"He’s persistent," Stan warned. "The Kings of Nome don't like hearing 'no'. They think they own the water, the ice, and the people standing on it."

"I have a deal with you," I said. "I don't break deals."

Stan smirked, a jagged expression on his weathered face. "Yeah. I guess you don't. You got somewhere to be?"

"Rosa is waiting."

Stan’s smirk softened. "If I had a pretty lady like that waiting on me, I’d be in a rush too. Shame about her scar, though. You never did say how she got it."

I froze for a fraction of a second. Two bullets to the chest. One to her jaw. Rosa had barely made it.

But two years later?

We’d both healed. Phantom pains returned, on occasion. But things were different now. Had been different. Hell, I now even used my real name. No one in town knew it. No one watched two-year-old news from the lower forty-eight. Plus, my new scars on my face, along with my thick beard helped hide my identity from any tourists coming through town.

“So,” he tried again. “You never did tell me how she got that scar...”

"No," I said, pulling my parka on. "I guess I didn’t. Gotta go. Thanks, Stan.”

I drove my F-250 west, back toward town. I owned a car again. It still felt weird. It was 11:30 in the morning, but the sun was just a rumor, a faint bruise of purple light bleeding over the horizon. In winter, Nome lives in a few hours of twilight, then back to the black.

The road was a sheet of packed ice. To my left, the sea was a chaotic jumble of pressure ridges. To my right, the tundra stretched out into absolute nothingness.

I checked the rearview mirror. Clear.

Ten seconds later, I checked it again.

I’d been in Nome for nearly thirty months. The CIA had given me a clean bill of health after what I’d done to save Director Cassidy Sinclair. In exchange for my testimony against the previous director, I’d been given immunity for the murder of Roman Vargo.

I was still trying to shed a tear over the death of that waste of space.

But you don't turn the operator off just because you change your zip code. I ran a subconscious SDR every time I got behind the wheel.

In a city, you use window reflections and shop fronts. In Nome, you use the dust clouds and the long sight lines. If a car turned when I turned, I noticed. If a dog barked at the wrong time, I noticed. 

It was a hard way to live, constantly waiting for the other shoe to drop. But it kept me alive. And for the last two years, it had kept Rosa and her kids safe.

I thought about them as the heater rattled, blasting lukewarm air into the cab. Leo would be eight now. Maya was five. We had a little compound on forty acres of scrub brush off the Council Road. It wasn't much—unimproved land, a cabin I’d built myself, a few outbuildings—but it was mine. It was ordered. Tidy.

I was looking forward to the noise. That was the irony. I needed silence to survive, but I needed their noise to feel human.

I turned off the main road, the tires crunching on the gravel.

I went still when I saw the driveway. 

There was an anomaly.

A truck was parked in front of my cabin. Not Rosa’s Subaru. A lifted work truck never used for work, black, with a light bar on the roof and mud flaps that probably cost more than my weekly wage. It was parked aggressively, diagonally across the path, blocking the exit.

My heart rate didn't spike. It dropped.

This was a breach.

I scanned the perimeter. No other vehicles. No lookouts on the ridge. Just the truck and two figures standing on my porch.

The Picketts.

I knew the truck. I knew the reputation. Low-rent bullies who thought they were gangsters because they watched too many movies.

I parked ten yards back. I killed the engine.

I could hear the pounding from here. A heavy, rhythmic thudding against my front door.

I frowned. The anticipation of a warm meal and a quiet afternoon evaporated, replaced by the cold, metallic clarity of the field. I opened the door and stepped out into the wind, my boots finding traction on the ice. 

I had promised Rosa no more violence. But someone was banging on her door, and I had a feeling the Picketts weren't selling Girl Scout cookies.


Chapter 2: Jonathan

I pulled the truck door shut behind me until the latch clicked. I didn’t lock it. Keys are a fumble factor you can’t afford in the cold, and I wanted the option of a fast retreat if the conversation went sideways.

Then again if Rosa and the kids were back from the clinic, there would be no retreat.

There were two threats. Ugly and stupid.

Rance Pickett was shifting foot to foot on the bottom step, looking like a skinny-ass squirrel that had chewed through a power line. Bo Pickett was standing by the railing, staring at the front window.

"Gawd," Rance said, looking up at me. He grinned. "They grow 'em big in the lower forty-eight, don't they? What did your mama feed you, cinderblocks?" 

"Can I help you boys?" I asked. I moved one step to the right, cutting off Bo’s line of sight to the living room window.

Bo grunted. He stepped to the left. A simple, primal maneuver. He wanted to see inside.

I stepped left. I occupy a lot of cubic footage. I make a very effective wall.

"We're looking for our wayward sister," Rance said, spinning a lighter in his fingers. "Jenny. You know Jenny. Works at the Board of Trade? Dances on the pole? Although 'dance' is a strong word. It's more like she leans on it until the song ends."

"I know who she is," I said.

“What does that mean?” Bo snapped. His jaw didn’t so much jut as bulge.

“Just saying I’ve seen her around,” I said calmly. “Nothing else.”

“When did you see her?” Bo growled.

“Not recently.”

And while I had seen his sister around town, I didn’t mention my opinion of Bo or his family.

Jenny Pickett was twenty-two but looked forty under the neon lights. She had come on to me a few times at the saloon, smelling of cheap vanilla vodka and desperation. She was aggressive about it, grabbing my arm, tracing the burn scars on my hand with a chipped fingernail, asking if the fire had burned anything "important". She was a sad, messy kid, the product of a gene pool that Vern Pickett had poisoned decades ago.

I knew the Picketts. Everyone knew the Picketts.

They were the rust on Nome’s bumper—inevitable, ugly, and eating away at the edges. They were the bottom feeders of the gold fleet, a clan of grifters who didn't mine the ocean so much as scavenge it. Their father, Vern, was a career conman who would steal gold from his own sluice box if he thought he could blame it on the wind. Rance was the nervous system, twitching with amphetamines and bad ideas, while Bo was just the ballast—three hundred pounds of lazy violence used to intimidate tourists and settle bar tabs. They were loud, they were messy, and they were usually the reason the cops got called to the harbor.

"She ain't here," I said. I addressed my comment to Rance. The skinny brother was the brains of the operation. But I knew better than to underestimate him. Bo looked big, but Rance had a violent-streak and an explosive temper brought on by a serious case of little-man syndrome.

"She likes big guys," Bo rumbled. It was the first thing he’d said. His voice sounded like gravel in a blender. He wasn't looking at me. He was still trying to look through the glass. I realized he wasn’t talking about his sister.

The itch started at the base of my skull. Disorder. Bo Pickett was chaos wrapped in a dirty parka. My training screamed at me to neutralize the threat—a strike to the knee, a collapse of the trachea—but I pushed it down. I had made a promise to Rosa. No more violence.

"I haven't seen her," I said, keeping my voice even. "Not in a month."

"Maybe she came by for a check-up," Rance quipped, shivering in his thin jacket. "You know, with the nurse. Rosa. Is she home? Maybe she saw something. Or maybe she just wants to say hi to Bo. Bo gets lonely."

Bo licked his lips. "I bet she's home."

I took a breath. The air tasted of sea salt.

"Look," I said. "I'm heading out to the dredge early tomorrow. I see a lot of people on the road. I see the fishermen coming in."

Rance stopped spinning the lighter. He looked at me, suspicious. "So?"

"So, I'll keep an eye out," I said. "I'll ask Stan. If she's out there, we'll find her. I can help you look."

Rance squinted. He wasn't used to help. He was used to resistance. "Why would you do that?"

"Because it's twenty below zero," I said. "And she's your sister."

It was the right thing to say to a normal person. To Rance, it sounded like a lie. He looked at my left hand, the one missing the pinky finger. He looked at the scars on my neck.

"You ain't the Good Samaritan type," Rance said softly. "You look like you've been chewed up and spit out."

"We all have," I said.

Bo finally turned away from the window. He glared at me. "We don't need help from a cripple."

I didn't take the bait. I stood perfectly still.

"Suit yourself," I said. "But the offer stands."

Rance studied me for another second, looking for the angle. He didn't find one. I was just a big, boring dredge mechanic offering a hand. The "Grey Man" mask was holding.

"Come on, Bo," Rance said, shoving his hands into his pockets. "He ain't got her. This guy's too square. Probably reads the Bible before bed."

Bo spat on my porch. A glob of phlegm landed on the clean wood.

"Tomorrow," Bo grunted, pointing a thick finger at my chest. "We find her tomorrow. Or we come back and search the inside."

"Drive safe," I said.

They walked back to their truck. The lifted vehicle roared to life, the exhaust plumbing a grey cloud into the twilight. I watched them back out—too fast, tires spinning—and disappear down the Council Road.

I waited until the sound of the engine faded completely. I looked down at the spit on the wood. I used the toe of my boot to kick a layer of clean snow over it, hiding the mess.

Then I turned and went inside to the warmth.


Chapter 3: Jonathan

I stepped inside and threw the deadbolt. I checked the jamb. Solid. Then I turned my back on the cold and faced the warmth.

The cabin smelled of garlic, roasting meat, and the faint, sweet scent of vanilla that Rosa wore. It was a sensory overload compared to the numb silence of the porch.

I took off my boots. I set them on the rubber mat. They were slightly askew. I nudged the left one with my socked foot until it was perfectly parallel with the right, aligned with the grid pattern of the rubber.

"Did you smash them?"

I looked up. Leo was leaning against the refrigerator, vibrating. At eight years old, he was a ball of energy with a gap-toothed smile and eyes that held the spark of a future arsonist. He didn't look scared. He looked disappointed that he hadn't seen a brawl.

"No, Leo," I said, hanging my parka on the hook. "We didn't smash anyone. We had a conversation."

"Rance is a jerk," Leo said, crossing his arms. "He threw a snowball at me yesterday. Packed it with ice. If you smashed him, he’d stop."

I looked at the kid. He was seeing me as a weapon. He wanted the monster, not the mechanic. That terrified me more than Bo Pickett’s squinty eyes ever could.

"We don't smash people just because they're jerks," I said, keeping my voice low. "That’s not how it works."

"It should be," Leo muttered, wandering back to his fortress of sugar cubes on the table.

I felt a tug on my pant leg.

I looked down. Maya was there. She was five now, tiny and delicate, still possessing that toddler waddle that made her seem top-heavy. She was clutching a doll with one arm missing. Her eyes were wide, dark pools of worry. She was the observer, the one who felt everything.

"Are the bad men gone?" she whispered.

I crouched down. My knees cracked—a souvenir from a jump in Afghanistan. At eye level, I was still massive compared to her, a scarred giant trying to be gentle.

"Yeah, sweetie," I said. "They're gone. Just some loud neighbors."

"They sounded angry," she said.

"They were just cold." I reached out and smoothed her hair. "Go help your brother with the fort.”

She nodded solemnly and waddled off.

I stood up and walked into the kitchen.

Rosa was at the stove, stirring a pot of stew. I stopped and just watched her for a second.

She was the anti-venom. Soft where I was hard. She was wearing blue scrubs under a cream cardigan that had a loose thread on the shoulder. Her dark hair was pulled back in a messy clip, strands escaping to frame a face that was beautiful but perpetually exhausted.

A scar ran up the right side of her jaw, a jagged, silver line that vanished into her hairline. A souvenir from a bullet two years ago. A receipt for the violence I had brought to her doorstep.

As she stirred the pot, her hand drifted up. It was a reflex. Her fingertips traced the ridge of the scar tissue. I saw her shoulders slump, just a fraction. The glass reflection must have caught her off guard. Sometimes, on the hard days, the scar fouled her mood. She looked at it and saw a disfigurement, a reason to hide.

I didn't see a flaw. I saw a miracle. I saw proof that the world hadn't taken everything from me yet.

She turned and caught me staring. Her hand stayed on her cheek, covering it. Her eyes went down, that shadow of insecurity passing over her face.

"Stop," she whispered, self-conscious.

“Hey, beautiful," I said. 

She offered a small, tired smile, the tension draining out of her. She walked over and put her hand on my forearm.

Her hands were uncalloused—warm, soft. The touch acted like a tranquilizer. The static in my head, the constant threat assessment, the tactical calculus—it all dialed down.

"You're tense," she said softly.

"I'm fine," I said. "Just cold.”

"How was the dredge?"

"Cold. Stan is Stan." I looked at the stew. "How was the clinic?"

"Busy," she sighed, leaning her head against my chest for a brief second. "Flu season is hitting the villages hard. And we had two frostbite cases from the shelter."

"Where were the kids?"

"Mrs. Oomittuk watched them in the back office," Rosa said, pulling away to check the pot. "She let them draw on old patient charts. Leo drew a tank. Of course."

I smiled, but it didn't reach my eyes. A tank.

I was getting worried about Leo’s obsession with that side of life—the guns, the fights, the way he looked at Rance Pickett not with fear, but with a desire for retribution. He was just a kid. A boy. And "boys will be boys," as the lazy saying went. But I felt a heavy, sickening sense of guilt.

I wanted him to grow up to be a builder, a healer, someone like his mother. But every time I scanned a room for threats or clenched my jaw at a noise, I was teaching him the wrong curriculum. I was teaching him that the world was a war zone, and I was afraid he was starting to believe it.

"Mrs. Oomittuk is good people," I said. She was a local elder, tough as dried salmon.

"She asked about you," Rosa said. "Asked if you were eating enough."

"I eat plenty."

"You eat like a bird for a man your size," she teased. She reached up and touched the scars on my neck, her fingers grazing the ruined skin. Most people flinched when they saw it. Rosa just traced it like it was part of the map. "Go sit. Dinner is ready. And try to look less like you're guarding the perimeter, okay?"

"I'm not guarding anything," I said.

"Jonathan," she said, giving me a look. The 'I know you' look. "You're reorganizing the salt shakers with your eyes."

I looked at the table. The salt and pepper were misaligned.

"Right," I said. "Just hungry."

I sat down. But as I picked up my spoon, I wasn't thinking about the stew. I was thinking about the Picketts, and the look in Bo's eyes when he stared at my window.

I was thinking that sometimes, guarding the perimeter was the only way to keep the warmth inside.


Chapter 4: Jenny

Jenny Pickett was wearing Cinderella shoes.

They were clear polycarbonate platforms with six-inch heels and a glitter strap across the toes. In a club in Vegas, they would have been tacky. In a club in Miami, they would have been standard issue.

In the middle of the tundra, three miles outside of Nome at twenty degrees below zero, they were torture devices.

The plastic had frozen. The polymers had lost their elasticity somewhere around zero degrees. At negative ten, they turned rigid. At negative twenty, they were as hard and brittle as glass.

Jenny couldn't feel her toes anymore. That was bad. But she also couldn't feel her ankles, which was worse. It meant the frostbite was climbing.

She stumbled, her left foot punching through the crust of the snow. She sank to her shin. The ice crust scraped her bare leg like a serrated knife.

She screamed, but the sound was swallowed instantly by the wind.

She scrambled up, gasping. The air tasted like metal filings. It burned her throat, froze the moisture in her nose instantly. She yanked her leg free, losing the shoe in the hole. She didn't stop to get it. She limped forward, one foot six inches higher than the other, a grotesque, lopsided gait.

Behind her, the engine purred.

It was a snowmachine. A Ski-Doo, maybe an older Polaris. She couldn't tell by the sound, only that it was a two-stroke engine. It had that high-pitched, angry whine.

The driver wasn't speeding. That was the terrifying part.

He wasn't chasing her. He was walking her.

He kept the machine at a crawl, five miles per hour, just enough to keep the single, blindingly yellow headlight pinned to her back. The light cast her shadow forward across the snow, a long, stretched-out grotesque thing that mocked her every stumble.

"Please," she whimpered. Her lips were numb. She couldn't form the plosives. It came out as vleaze.

She looked ahead. The lights of the town were a faint orange haze on the horizon. They looked like they were on another planet.

She had thought she was smart. She was a Pickett, after all. Picketts were survivors.

She was wrong. She was prey.

The snowmachine revved slightly—a warning. Keep moving.

She tried to run. She pushed off with her right foot—the one still wearing the plastic stilt.

Crack.

The sound was sharp, like a pistol shot.

The polycarbonate heel shattered under the stress and the cold. The structure failed catastrophically. Jenny’s ankle twisted violently to the right.

She went down.

She hit the snow face-first. The cold shock was instantaneous. It felt like being slapped with a bag of frozen coins. She rolled over, clutching her leg. She couldn't feel the break, but she knew it was there. The angle of her foot was wrong.

She looked up, squinting into the blinding eye of the headlight.

The snowmachine stopped ten feet away.

The engine idled for a moment, put-put-put-put, sending a cloud of grey exhaust drifting over her. 

Then, the engine cut.

The silence that followed was heavier than the noise. It was the silence of a vacuum. The wind hissed over the snowdrifts.

Jenny pushed herself up on her elbows. She was shivering so hard her teeth clicked together like dice.

"I d-didn’t mean to run," she chattered. "I wasn’t t-t-trying to d-d-disobey. I wasn’t!”

The figure on the machine didn't move. He was a silhouette against the stars, bulky in a heavy parka, faceless behind a helmet and goggles.

He swung his leg over the seat and stepped onto the snow. The snow crunched under his boots. His phone was still in his hand, the small camera lens winking coyly at her.

He wasn't rushing. He had all night. The sun wouldn't rise for another nineteen hours.

He stopped five feet from her. He continued filming her with his phone. He’d been recording her torment for the last half hour. Why? Who would do something like that?

But the horrible part was she knew why… she had known for a while.

Jenny scrambled backward, crab-walking, dragging her broken foot. "I won't tell. I swear. I'm just a drunk. Nobody listens to me. Ask anyone. Ask my brothers. I'm nobody."

The figure reached into his pocket.

Jenny flinched, curling into a ball, waiting for the gun.

Sch-link.

A flame flared to life.

It was a Zippo lighter. The flame danced in the wind, yellow and blue, illuminating the lower half of his face. She could only see the lips. They weren't smiling. They were pressed into a thin, patient line.

"You're not nobody, Jenny," a voice said. It was calm. Reasonable. Almost gentle. 

He snapped the lighter shut. The dark rushed back in.

And then he stepped forward.


Chapter 5: Jonathan

The morning shift on a Bering Sea dredge is a study in misery management.

I was sitting on the steel bench in the prep room, wrestling my way into a vulcanized rubber dry suit. It was a Viking Pro 1000, stiff with cold and smelling of talc and old sweat. Outside, the wind was hammering the corrugated metal walls of the Au Grabber, making the whole barge ring like a struck gong.

"We need a cleanout, Jon," Stan Podaki wheezed.

He was sitting in his wheelchair by the heater, his oxygen tank hissing a steady rhythm against the industrial noise. He looked worse than usual. His skin was the color of wet newsprint.

"We always need a cleanout, Stan," I said. I pulled the latex neck seal over my head. It snapped tight against my scars, airtight and choking.

"Not like today," Stan said. He tapped a gauge on his tank nervously. "I did the math. The fuel bill, the slip fees... and the loan. I need thirty ounces, Jon. Today. Or I’m underwater in the bad way."

I paused, holding my dive hood. "Thirty ounces is a heavy lift for an eight-inch suction hose, Stan. That’s a glory hole. We haven't seen ground like that in a month."

"It's down there," Stan insisted, his voice trembling. "The Blackwoods... they bought the paper on this barge after I turned down Magnus. I leveraged it last season to fix the port engine. They’re calling the note. If I don't pay the interest by noon..."

"The Blackwoods," I repeated. “Thought they were trying to buy you yesterday.”

“Yeah… well, when I said no, they changed strategy.” He broke into a fit of coughing.

I found myself frowning. The Blackwood family—the Kings of Nome. They didn't just mine gold; they mined people's mistakes.

"I need you to push hard today," Stan said, looking at me with watery, desperate eyes. "Deep water. The cobble layer. I know it’s dangerous, but—"

Knock. Knock. Knock.

It wasn't a polite tap. It was a heavy, authoritative pounding on the exterior watertight door.

I looked at Stan. He went pale.

"Open it," he whispered.

I walked over and undid the latch. I swung the heavy steel door open.

The wind rushed in, followed immediately by Magnus Blackwood.

He didn't enter a room; he annexed it. Magnus was a large man, broad-shouldered and gutted, wearing a Canada Goose parka. His face was a roadmap of broken capillaries—the specific rosacea of a man who drank expensive scotch in large quantities. He had a smile that was all teeth and no warmth.

Behind him was his son, Caleb.

Caleb Blackwood was the opposite of his father. He was thin, pale, and looked like he was existing on a different frequency. He wore a wool coat buttoned to the chin and thick-rimmed glasses that magnified his eyes. He wasn't looking at me, or Stan. He was looking at the hydraulic lines running to the winch, his fingers twitching as if he were mentally calculating the fluid dynamics.

Two crewmen stood behind them—thick-necked guys in company jackets who looked more like bodyguards than miners.

"Stan!" Magnus boomed. His voice filled the small prep room. "Cozy in here.”

"Magnus," Stan said. He didn't wheel himself forward. He looked small in the chair.

Magnus turned his gaze to me. He looked me up and down, taking in the size, the dry suit, the scars.

"And you must be the secret weapon," Magnus said. He extended a beefy hand. "Jonathan Hunt. I’ve heard stories. They say you move rocks underwater that an excavator couldn't budge."

I shook his hand. His grip was firm, aggressive. The handshake of a man who read books on how to be an alpha male.

"I do the job," I said. I let go first.

"Modest," Magnus laughed. "I like that. You know, Jonathan, talent like yours is wasted on a floating scrap heap like this. We’ve got a spot on the Megara. Heated dive shack, hot water suits, double the hourly rate you’re getting here. Plus a bonus on every ounce."

He was pitching me while standing in front of my boss. It was shameless. It was a power move designed to humiliate Stan and isolate me.

"I'm happy where I am," I said.

Magnus’s smile didn't falter, but his eyes hardened. "Loyalty. Quaint. Expensive, usually."

"We were just getting ready to work, Magnus," Stan said, his voice thin. "If you're here for the interest payment, I’ll have it by tonight. Jon is going down now."

Caleb finally spoke. He didn't look up from the hydraulic line.

"The payment was due at 0900 hours," Caleb said. His voice was monotone. "It is now 0915. The grace period expired seventy-two hours ago per the contract addendum section 4, paragraph B."

"It's fifteen minutes, Caleb," Stan pleaded.

"It is a breach of contract," Caleb stated.

"We're taking the barge, Stan," Magnus said, dropping the friendly act. "And the claim rights. It’s all in the paperwork you signed last spring with Don.”

"You can't," Stan gasped.

The shock broke. Desperation took its place, hot and frantic. Stan slammed his hands against the wheels of his chair, propelling himself forward, jamming the footrests against Magnus’s shins.

"No!" Stan shouted, his voice cracking. "You can't just walk in here and steal my life! I built this rig. I welded every plate on this deck!"

Magnus didn't even step back. He looked down at the wheelchair bumping against his boots like he was watching a dog hump a table leg.

"I’m not stealing it, Stan. I bought it. You just leased it back until you ran out of luck."

"I have money coming!" Stan scrambled to grab the logbook off the dash, his hands shaking so hard the pages tore as he flipped them open. He shoved the book toward Magnus. "Look! Look at the assays! The pay streak is there. I just need a week. Give me a week, Magnus. For God's sake, we’ve known each other thirty years. My Mary sat at your wedding table!"

Magnus swatted the logbook away. It hit the floor, scattering pages across the dirty steel.

"Mary is dead, Stan. And so is this operation."

"Please," Stan begged, and the fight drained out of him, leaving only a naked, terrifying fear. He reached out, grabbing the sleeve of Magnus’s thousand-dollar parka. His fingers were stained with grease and oil. "Magnus, please. Take the barge but leave me the claim. If you take the claim, I have nowhere to go. I can’t survive on the state pension. I’ll freeze."

Magnus looked at the grease on his sleeve. His lip curled. He peeled Stan’s fingers off the fabric, one by one.

"Then you should have planned better," Magnus said. He shoved Stan’s hand back into his lap.

"The distress clause," Caleb interrupted, his voice cutting through Stan’s sobbing like a scalpel. He was tapping on his phone, bored. "Section 9. In the event of default, all assets, including subsurface mineral rights and ground leases, revert to the lien holder. It’s efficient, really. Prevents fragmentation of the asset."

Stan stared at the boy—this cold, bloodless accountant—and realized there was no mercy coming.

"You're killing me," Stan whispered. "You're actually killing me."

"Don't be dramatic," Magnus scoffed. He snapped his fingers at the guards.

"You can't," the old man gasped. He gripped the wheels of his chair. "This is my livelihood. It’s all I have."

"It’s business," Magnus said, shrugging. "You’re scratching the surface, Stan. Caleb here ran the geological surveys. There’s a payout streak ten feet deeper than you can reach with this rig. We need the slip for our new excavator."

I stepped forward. I put myself between Magnus and the wheelchair.

"Let me dive," I said. "I can pull thirty ounces by sunset. That covers the interest and the penalty."

Magnus chuckled, a dismissive sound.

"I don't need the money, son. I need the real estate." He snapped his fingers. The two bodyguards stepped into the doorway. "Get your personal effects, Stan. You’re trespassing on Blackwood Mining property."

"No!" Stan shouted, trying to rise. He fell back, coughing, his chest heaving.

"Get him out," Magnus said to the guards.

"Don't touch him," I said.

My voice dropped into that low register. The one that usually made people stop.

The guards hesitated. They looked at Magnus.

"Jonathan," Stan wheezed. "Don't. Please. Just... help me to the truck."

I looked at Stan. He was defeated. If I fought them—and I could, I could clear this room in ten seconds—Stan would still lose the barge, and he’d likely have a heart attack in the process.

I stripped off the dry suit hood. I unzipped the suit, the sound tearing through the tension.

"Fine," I said.

I helped Stan out of the chair and into his walker. I gathered his small bag of personal items—a thermos, a logbook, a picture of his late wife.

We walked out onto the icy deck. The wind was brutal. Magnus and Caleb watched us go. Caleb was already on his phone, likely ordering a crew to strip the vessel. Magnus just watched me, a look of amused calculation on his face.

I got Stan to his truck. It was a beat-up jalopy, freezing cold. I helped him in, lifting his oxygen tank into the passenger seat.

"I'm sorry," I said.

Stan gripped the steering wheel. He was shaking. "I'm done, Jon. That claim was my retirement. I’ve got nothing."

"Go to the shelter," I said. "Or go to the clinic. Ask for Rosa. She’ll make sure you're warm."

"Yeah," Stan whispered. He started the engine. "Yeah."

I watched him drive away, the taillights fading into the grey gloom of the morning.

I stood there in the parking lot, the wind biting through my thermal underlayers. I was furious. It was a cold, impotent rage. Men like Magnus Blackwood were the same everywhere—Texas, Langley, Nome. They consumed everything in their path and called it progress.

And now, I was out of a job.

I needed the money. I needed to buy heating oil. I needed to fix the roof before the heavy snows came.

I sighed, staring at the ground.

Suddenly, a hand landed on my shoulder.

I reacted on instinct. I grabbed the wrist, twisted, and spun.

"Whoa!"

It wasn't a Blackwood guard.

It was Bo Pickett.


Chapter 6: Jonathan

Bo was wearing the same greasy parka from last night. His eyes were puffy, mean, and red-rimmed. He yanked his arm back, rubbing the wrist I’d just torqued.

"Edgy," Bo grunted.

"Don't sneak up on me," I said. I let my heart rate settle.

"So?" Bo snapped.

"So what?"

"You said you'd help find Jenny."

I blinked. I remembered the conversation on the porch. The lie I’d told to get them to leave. I’ll keep an eye out. I can help you look.

I looked at the empty slip where the Blackwoods were already boarding Stan's barge. I had nowhere to be. I had no shift to work.

"I didn't see her," I said. "I just got here."

"Yeah, well, we're going out," Bo said. "You coming or what?"

He gestured with his chin.

Two snowmachines were idling near the snowbank. Rance was sitting on the lead one, revving the engine. He was watching me, his face hidden behind goggles, but I could feel the nervous energy radiating off him even from here.

I looked at Bo. Then I looked at the empty road where Stan had vanished.

Rosa would want me to help. A girl was missing in the cold. It was the right thing to do. 

"You said you'd help find Jenny," Bo repeated, stepping closer. His breath smelled of stale tobacco.

I weighed the options.

I could tell him to get lost. I could walk away. But the Picketts were like black mold; you couldn't just ignore them and hope they didn't spread. If I brushed him off now, I went from being a neutral party to a suspect in his small, angry mind. In a town like Nome, being on the Picketts' bad side didn't mean a duel at high noon; it meant slashed tires, broken windows, and constant, low-grade harassment.

Harassment led to friction. Friction led to heat. And heat eventually led to violence.

I had promised Rosa I was done with violence. If I wanted to keep that promise—if I wanted to keep the war away from her cabin—I had to manage the Picketts, not fight them. The smartest tactical move wasn't to crush the threat, but to dilute it.

"I didn't see her," I said, keeping my voice level. “Like I said.”

"Yeah, well, we're going out," Bo said. "You coming or what?”

I sighed. “Why… why do you want me to come with?”

I felt a cold paranoia that was certainly earned by the Picketts’ reputation. They weren’t the type to rob you and kill you. But that didn’t mean they were up to anything good.

I stood back, hands in my pockets, trying to look like I belonged indoors. The goal was always the same: be boring. Be forgettable. If you’re boring, people’s eyes slide right off you. If you’re mysterious, you become a puzzle, and human beings are hardwired to solve puzzles.

I was trying to fade into the tundra horizon, but it wasn't working.

Bo inched a step closer—too close for a polite conversation, just right for intimidation.

"I don't know the terrain," I said. My voice was flat. Low. "I’ll slow you down."

"Daddy doesn't think so." Bo spat a stream of brown tobacco juice into the pristine snow. "Daddy’s been watching you work. Says a man don't haul gear like that unless he’s used to hauling rucks. Says you scan the horizon every time you step out a door."

I kept my face slack, but internally, I was running a damage assessment. I had been sloppy. I had let the habits of a decade seep into my cover. The way I checked the reflection in a window before opening a door. The way I instinctively identified choke points.

Rosa had asked if I ought to change my name. We’d kept it quiet for the first couple years. But now? I hadn’t seen the point. Nome was where people went to disappear because others usually didn’t pry. Jonathan Hunt is a common enough name. And the newer scars on my face disguised my appearance well enough.

Or so I’d hoped. I was starting to realize, though, I’d been cocky. There’s something in a name. Something I hadn’t wanted to give up.

"Daddy reckons you’re military," Bo continued, leaning in. "Thinks maybe you were a SEAL. Or one of them Recon Marines."

I almost laughed. SEALs were hammers. They kicked doors and broke things. I wasn't a hammer. I was the guy who went in three weeks early to loosen the hinges so the hammer didn't have to swing so hard. I was a Paramilitary Operations Officer, an architect of collapse. I didn't fight armies; I dismantled the logistics that fed them.

But I couldn't say that.

"I was a cook," I lied. "Navy. Peeling potatoes on a carrier.”

Bo smirked. He tapped the side of his nose. "Sure you were. And I'm the Pope. Here’s the deal, cook. Jenny is gone. Vanished. And Daddy says we need a bloodhound. He thinks if you didn't kill her, you got the skillset to find who did."

He let the implication hang there in the cold air. It was a binary trap. If I refused, I was the suspect. If I agreed, I was exposing myself.

"And if I say no?"

"Then we start wondering why a Navy cook has burn scars on his hands and moves like a killer," Bo said. "And maybe we start watching you, big guy.”

“You’re just looking for a tracker for free. That it?”

Bo grinned. “Rance’s idea. Clever, isn’t he?”

I looked at the snowmobile again. Never underestimate a Pickett’s ability to get something for free. They were the types to eat the cereal and return the box to the supermarket for a full refund.

I hated the attention. Attention was a spotlight, and in my line of work, spotlights were usually followed by bullets. But for now, the only way out was through.

I looked at the empty slip where the Blackwoods were already boarding Stan's barge. I had nowhere to be. I had no shift to work. And more importantly, I couldn't afford a feud with the local trash while I was trying to protect a family.

"Fine," I said. 


Chapter 7: Jonathan

There are few things more tactically vulnerable, or personally humiliating, than riding "bitch" on the back of a snowmachine driven by Bo Pickett.

Rance took the lead sled, a twitchy little Polaris that smelled like it was burning its own pistons. He shot off across the tundra, kicking up a rooster tail of ice crystals, heading toward the dredging grounds north of town.

I was stuck with Bo on an ancient, wide-track Skandic that was built like a Soviet tank and smelled even worse.

"Hold onto the rack," Bo grunted over the idle. "You grab my waist, I throw you off."

"Don't worry," I said, gripping the freezing metal cargo bars behind the seat.

Bo gunned it. The acceleration snapped my neck back. The windchill hit me instantly, finding every microscopic gap in my parka, needle-pricks of pain stinging my face.

We weren't driving on a trail. We were cross-country, hammering over frozen tussocks of grass and wind-hardened drifts. Every bump sent a jolt straight up my spine. Bo didn't absorb the shocks; he plowed through them, a three-hundred-pound slab of marbled ham enjoying the fact that I was getting beaten senseless behind him.

We rode for twenty minutes into the "Sunshine Void"—that eerie, flat grey twilight that passed for day. The town disappeared behind us. Out here, there was nothing but snow, dwarf willows, and the occasional rusted carcass of abandoned mining gear.

Rance slowed down ahead of us, circling a collection of massive, derelict shapes looming out of the snow.

"Dredge 6 Boneyard," Bo yelled over the engine noise.

He stopped the machine. The silence that rushed in when the engine cut was immense.

We climbed off. My knees were stiff from the cold and the pounding.

The Boneyard was where machinery went to die. Half a dozen old bucket-line dredges sat marooned in the frozen mud, stripped of anything valuable, their steel skeletons turning orange with rust. They looked like prehistoric beasts trapped in a tar pit.

"Why here?" I asked, stamping my feet to get the blood moving.

"Sometimes squatters hide out in the winch rooms," Rance said, his voice jittery. He was scanning the horizon, not the machines. He kept patting the pocket of his jacket where I knew he kept a pistol. "Jenny used to come out here in high school to smoke weed with the seasonal workers."

"She ain't here," Bo said, looking at the undisturbed snow around the nearest dredge. "Nobody's been here since the first snow."

"We gotta check," Rance snapped. "Dad said check everywhere."

"You check," Bo grunted. He leaned against the snowmachine, pulling out a stick of dried meat. "I'm freezing."

Rance cursed under his breath and started trudging toward the largest dredge.

I didn't follow him. I wasn't interested in empty metal shells. I was interested in the ground.

I started walking in a slow, widening circle. I wasn't "looking"; looking is passive. I was scanning. I broke the terrain down into grids, searching for anomalies in the texture of the snow crust.

Bo watched me while chewing his meat, his eyes bovine and bored. "What are you doing, Lurch? Counting snowflakes?"

"Just looking," I said.

I walked fifty yards out. The wind had scoured the surface hard here.

Then, I saw it.

It wasn't a footprint. It was an interruption in the pattern. A place where the smooth, wind-blown crust had been violently broken.

I walked over to it.

It was a posthole, deep and narrow, punched straight down through the ice layer. Someone had stepped here, hard, and sunk to their shin.

I crouched down. The edges of the hole were sharp. Frozen solid. This happened hours ago, maybe last night when the temperature bottomed out.

"Got something," I called out.

Bo stopped chewing. He lumbered over, snow crunching under his heavy boots. Rance turned from the dredge and jogged back.

"What is it?" Rance asked, breathless.

I pointed to the hole. "Someone fell here. Punched through."

Bo peered into the hole. "So? A caribou probably."

"Caribou don't usually wear heels," I said.

I reached into the snow next to the hole. There was something glimmering there, half-buried, looking like a piece of jagged ice.

I pulled it free and held it up in the grey light.

It was a six-inch stiletto heel made of clear polycarbonate. It had sheared right off the sole of the shoe. The plastic wasn't just broken; it was shattered into sharp, glassy shards at the break point.

Rance stared at it. His jaw went slack.

"Those are her work shoes," Rance whispered. "From the club. Why the hell was she wearing those out here?"

Bo grabbed the heel from my hand. He turned it over in his thick, mittened fingers.

"She must have been high," Bo said, disgusted. "Stupid bitch walked out here and tripped."

I stood up, looking at the terrain with different eyes now.

Bo saw a broken shoe. I saw the physics of terror.

Polycarbonate is tough, but at twenty below zero, it becomes brittle glass. For that heel to shatter like that, it wasn't just a stumble. It was a high-impact event. She was running. Running for her life in six-inch platforms through crusty snow.

I looked back the way we had come. The wind had filled in most of the tracks, but I could see the faint depressions now that I knew what to look for.

A line of uneven, frantic footfalls.

And running parallel to them, the wide, smooth track of a snowmachine. It was about twenty feet to our right, not immediately visible—due to the fresh dusting of snow—unless you were looking for it.

It wasn't Rance's track from today. It was older. And it was slow. The machine hadn't sped past her. It had stayed beside her.

"She didn't just trip, Bo," I said quietly.

"What do you know about it?" Bo snapped, pocketing the broken heel.

"Look at the break," I said. "She was running full tilt when that snapped. And she didn't stop to look for it."

I pointed to the faint parallel track.

"And she wasn't alone."

Rance looked at the track, his face paling against the snow. "Someone was with her?"

"Someone was watching her," I said. "Herding her."

The silence of the Boneyard felt heavier now. It wasn't just empty space. It was a crime scene.

Bo glared at me, his suspicion warring with the undeniable piece of plastic in his pocket.

"Who?" Bo demanded.

"I don't know," I said. I turned back toward the snowmachines, my stomach tight. "But they weren't trying to help her get home."


Chapter 8: Jonathan

We followed the tracks for two miles.

The wind had scrubbed the tundra flat, erasing the finer details, but the story was still written in the hard-pack snow if you knew how to read it.

It was a simple narrative of predator and prey.

Jenny had run in jagged, desperate bursts. The snowmachine had moved in smooth, calculated arcs. It hadn't just followed her; it had corralled her. Every time she tried to veer east toward the road, the machine had cut her off, forcing her west.

Into the dead lands.

"She was heading for the coast," Rance yelled over the whine of his Polaris. He was standing on the running boards, bouncing nervously. "She was trying to get to the crab boats."

"No," I said. I was sitting behind Bo, my eyes watering behind my goggles. "She was being pushed."

Bo ignored me. He just kept the throttle pinned, the heavy Skandic plowing through the drifts. He wasn't interested in the why. He was only interested in the where.

And I was starting to realize where was a problem.

We crested a low rise, a spine of granite that poked through the permafrost like the vertebrae of a buried giant. Below us, the terrain flattened out into a wide, frozen valley.

The tracks didn't go to the ocean. They went straight down into the bowl.

I felt a tightening in my gut. A familiar cold that had nothing to do with the temperature.

"Stop," I shouted. I slapped Bo’s shoulder.

Bo hit the brake. The track locked up, sliding us sideways to a halt. Rance circled back, idling his machine.

"What?" Bo snapped, twisting around. "Why are we stopping?"

"Look," I said. I pointed into the valley.

In the distance, rising out of the gloom of the Sunshine Void, was a fortress of industrial violence.

It wasn't a scavenged operation like Stan’s. This was corporate warfare against the earth. Massive yellow excavators sat silent in rows. A wash plant the size of a three-story building loomed over a frozen retention pond. High-intensity halogen lights on poles cut through the twilight, creating cones of artificial day in the eternal dusk.

"Blackwood Mining," Rance whispered. "The Snake River claim."

"That's where the tracks go," I said.

The evidence was clear. The parallel tracks—the runner and the machine—drove straight toward the perimeter fence of the Blackwood operation.

"They took her to the plant?" Bo asked. The aggression in his voice faltered, replaced by confusion. The Picketts were used to bullying tourists and small-time miners. The Blackwoods were a different tax bracket of trouble.

"Maybe," I said.

I scanned the perimeter.

My brain shifted gears. I wasn't a mechanic anymore. I was back in the stack, running a site exploitation protocol.

I needed to establish what was normal for this environment so I could spot the outlier. Normal: Heavy machinery parked for the winter. Security lights. A perimeter fence. Outlier: A glint of glass on the ridge line, four hundred yards to the east.

It lasted a fraction of a second. A flash of reflection.

It wasn't ice. Ice refracts light; it scatters it. This was a focused reflection. A lens.

Someone was watching us.

I checked the angle. High ground. commanding view of the valley approach. It was a classic overwatch position. If I were setting up a defensive perimeter, that’s exactly where I’d put a spotter—or a shooter.

I couldn't tell Bo. If I told Bo “We have a sniper at two o’clock,” the questions would start. How do you know? Why aren't you scared?

I had to play the part. I had to be the Navy cook.

"This is private property," I said, putting a tremor in my voice. "Blackwood property. They have armed security, Bo. I’ve heard stories. They shoot looters. Gold-miners are paranoid types."

"We ain't looters," Bo growled, puffing his chest out. "We're family."

"They don't know that," I said. I shrank back, hunching my shoulders to make myself look smaller, less threatening. "I'm not getting shot for trespassing. We should call the Troopers."

"Troopers won't come out here," Rance spat. "Not without a warrant."

His machine was left idling as Rance walked a few yards down the slope, his eyes glued to the snow. He was like a magpie, always looking for something shiny to steal.

Suddenly, he dropped to his knees.

"Bo!" Rance shrieked.

I tensed. I checked the ridge line again. No muzzle flash. The shooter was holding fire. They were observing. Logging our faces.

"What is it?" Bo yelled.

"Look!"

Rance held up his hand. He was clutching a silver rectangle.

I walked over, keeping Bo between me and the ridge line—using his bulk as soft cover. It was a cold calculation, but survival is math, not morality.

Rance was holding a Zippo lighter. It was brushed chrome, expensive.

But it wasn't the metal that mattered. It was the engraving.

It was a custom job. A stylized "B" entwined with a drilling rig.

"That's Caleb's," Rance said, his voice trembling with a mix of awe and fear. "Caleb Blackwood. I seen him with it at the Polar Bar. He lights those skinny cigarettes with it."

Bo stared at the lighter. "Caleb was out here?"

"It was right next to the track," Rance said. He pointed to a patch of disturbed snow. "He was here, Bo. He was riding the machine."

The narrative clicked into place. The "accountant" son. The cold, monotone voice I’d heard on the dredge this morning. Caleb Blackwood didn't have the muscle to force a girl into a car, but he had the money to buy a machine that could run her down.

"He took her," Bo said. The realization hit him like a physical blow. His face went red, the veins in his thick neck bulging. "That little four-eyed freak took Jenny."

Bo turned toward the compound. He reached into his parka and pulled out a revolver. It was a rusted .357 Magnum that looked like it hadn't been cleaned since the Nixon administration.

"I'm gonna kill him," Bo roared.

"Bo, wait," I said.

"Shut up, cook!" Bo screamed. He started walking down the hill, waving the gun. "I'm gonna march in there and blow his head off!"

This was bad.

If Bo walked into that valley waving a gun, the overwatch on the ridge would drop him. Then they would drop Rance. And then, to clean up the mess, they would drop me.

I couldn't let that happen.

I had to stop him. But I couldn't use a wrist lock or a throat chop. I had to use fear.

"They're watching us!" I yelled.

I pointed at the camera tower on the fence line—not the sniper on the ridge.

"Look at the cameras, Bo! They've got you on video. You walk down there with a gun, and they'll call it self-defense. They'll kill you and leave you in a snowbank, and the law will thank them for it."

Bo hesitated. He looked at the camera tower.

"I don't care," Bo said, but his voice wavered.

"Think about Rance," I pressed. "Think about your dad. You get killed out here, who finds Jenny? You think the Blackwoods are going to let you walk out of there after you wave a gun at their billion-dollar mine?"

I grabbed his arm. I didn't use my grip strength. I made my hand shake.

"I'm not dying for this, Bo," I pleaded. "I'm leaving. If you want to commit suicide, go ahead. But I'm taking the sled."

It was the "Gray Man" defense. Be the coward. Be the flight risk.

Bo looked at me with pure disgust. "You're pathetic, Hunt. Just a big, useless coward."

"Yeah," I said, swallowing my pride. "I am. But I'm alive. Let's go back. We have the lighter. We have proof. We take this to the state troopers. Let them decide."

Bo looked at the compound, then at the gun in his hand, then at Rance, who was shivering and looking terrified.

The logic sank in. Or maybe just the cold.

"Fine," Bo spat. He holstered the gun. "But we ain’t going to no troopers. We gonna tell Daddy. And then we come back with the heavy stuff."

I winced. I didn’t want to know what the “heavy stuff” entailed.

He turned and stomped back to the snowmachine.

I waited until they were both seated. I took one last look at the ridge line.

The glint flashed again. Acknowledged. They were letting us leave.

It left one question, though. Why did the Blackwood company have a lookout protecting their ridge? Just paranoid gold miners?

Or something else?

And where was Jenny Pickett? I hoped she was alive… but the odds seemed lower than when we’d first started looking.

I climbed onto the back of the sled, gripping the cold metal bars. My fingers were numb, but my mind was racing. I cataloged the location, the sight lines, the security layout. I was building a map.

It seemed ham-fisted. A lighter that just so happened to belong to Caleb Blackwood found where Jenny went missing? It was the stuff of movies. Or… planted.

Someone had wanted it found…

Or maybe it was as straightforward as it looked. Maybe Caleb Blackwood had hunted down Jenny for his own twisted reasons. There were rumors about Caleb.

Though he had the appearance of a softspoken accountant with the emotional depth of a thimble, the whispers on the docks suggested something far darker. They said he didn’t look at people as human beings, but as variables in a spreadsheet. He was the kind of man who would watch a butterfly struggle in a jar not because he enjoyed the suffering, but because he wanted to measure exactly how long the oxygen lasted.

I was beginning to wonder what exactly I’d dragged myself into.

One thing was certain, I would keep my promise to Rosa. This was a problem. But it was somebody else’s problem.

What Bo and his brother did, once they spoke to their old man—it was up to them. This had nothing to do with me.

Bo gunned the engine, and we tore away from the valley, leaving the tracks—and Jenny—behind in the dark.


Chapter 9: Jonathan

Rosa’s clinic wasn't the main hospital. It was a single-story annex near the harbor, a converted warehouse that smelled of wet wool, damp drywall, and the specific tang of poverty.

It was the Norton Sound Community Outreach Center. Rosa volunteered here three shifts a week, unpaid. It was the place where women from the villages came when they didn't have insurance, or when they were hiding from boyfriends who drank too much vodka and used their fists to settle arguments.

I stood near the door, keeping my back to the wall.

The room was crowded. The faces were mostly Yup'ik and Inupiaq—women with weathered skin and tired eyes, holding babies wrapped in handmade quilts. There were grandmothers in floral kuspuks sitting stoically on plastic chairs, waiting for insulin or antibiotics.

I stuck out. I was a tall white male in a room full of indigenous women and children. I was a wolf standing in a sheep pen, trying to look like a sheepdog.

I checked the exits. One main door, blocked by a stroller. One rear exit, likely locked.

Disorder.

I was tense. It wasn't fear. It was the afterburn of adrenaline. My body was still out on the tundra, calculating windage and elevation on a sniper I hadn’t engaged.

Not my problem, I told myself.

I’d parted ways with the Pickett boys at their father’s trailer. It was no longer my business. Nothing to do with me.

I kept trying to convince myself even as I watched a young mother try to hush a crying infant. She looked terrified. She had a bruise blooming on her cheekbone, dark purple under the fluorescent lights.

Rosa was back there somewhere. Fixing the things men broke. That was the dynamic. I broke things; she fixed them. 

"I said I want to see the nurse now!"

The shout cut through the murmur of the room.

I shifted my gaze. A man was standing at the intake window. A drifter, maybe forty. He wore a stained jacket and smelled like he’d bathed in ethanol. He wasn't someone I recognized. He was just a parasite who knew this place had a soft touch.

He slammed a heavy, calloused hand on the counter.

"My hand is throbbing, and you're making me fill out forms?" he yelled, leaning over the glass. "I know she's back there. Tell the nurse to get out here."

He raised a fist. It was a threat display. Crude. Clumsy.

The switch flicked.

In my head, the room went cold and geometric. Time slowed down. I analyzed the vectors.

Target is off-balance. Right foot heavy. Left flank exposed.

I could cover the gap between us in 1.5 seconds. I would strike the radial nerve in his raised arm, numbing the limb instantly. As he turned, I would drive the heel of my boot into the back of his knee, dropping his center of gravity. When his head came down to my level, a simple palm strike to the nose would drive the cartilage back.

It would be clean. Efficient. 

My muscles coiled. My weight shifted to the balls of my feet.

Then I looked at the women in the chairs.

They weren't looking at the drunk. They were looking at me. They saw the size of me. They saw the scars on my hands. They didn't see a savior. They saw just another violent man taking up space in their sanctuary.

Stop.

I forced my heels down. I forced my shoulders to round forward, shrinking my silhouette. I made myself look like just another tired laborer waiting for a ride.

Be boring, the training whispered. Be nothing.

A security guard—an older native man named Gauge, who walked with a limp—stepped up.

"Time to go, son," Gauge said, his voice low and firm.

The drunk turned, ready to swing. Gauge didn't flinch. He just stood there, a quiet, immovable object.

The drunk hesitated. The aggression drained out of him, replaced by sloppy confusion.

"Fine," the drunk mumbled. "Place is a dump anyway."

He stumbled out.

I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding. My hands were trembling slightly. Not from fear, but from the terrifying effort of inaction.

"Jonny!"

The voice broke the tension.

I looked up. Leo was charging across the waiting room, a piece of paper flapping in his hand. He was wearing a superhero t-shirt and snow pants, dodging the strollers like an obstacle course.

"Hey, buddy," I said.

I knelt down. 

"Look!" Leo shoved the paper in my face. "I drew a tank! It has a laser cannon and tracks that can crush cars!"

I looked at the drawing. It was on the back of a patient intake form.

"That's some heavy armor," I said, forcing a smile. "But remember what we talked about? We build things. We don't just crush them."

"Crushing is cooler," Leo stated.

Maya waddled up behind him. She was holding a plastic stethoscope she’d swiped from a toy bin. She looked at me with those big, dark eyes.

"Are you sick, Unca Jonny?" she asked.

Uncle Jonny. The name they’d chosen for me.

"No, sweetie," I said. "Just here to pick you up. Mom's working late?"

"She's helping the lady with the hurt arm," Maya said seriously. "She gave her a lollipop. Even though she's a grown-up."

I stood up, herding them toward the door. I glanced toward the back offices.

Through the glass partition, I saw her.

Rosa was standing in the hallway, talking to the young woman with the bruised cheek. Rosa was holding the woman’s hands—that touch. The anchor. She wasn't wearing her scrubs; she was wearing jeans and a sweater, looking less like a medical professional and more like a saint in denim.

She looked exhausted. The kind of bone-deep fatigue that comes from trying to hold back a tide of misery with a teaspoon.

She looked up and caught me staring.

For a second, I wanted to barge in there. I wanted to tell her about the broken shoe on the tundra. About the sniper on the ridge. About the fact that while she was saving souls in here, the devil was busy setting up shop on the edge of town.

But I couldn't. I couldn't be the reason she looked at the door with fear instead of hope.

So I smiled. It was a clumsy thing. I raised my hand and gave a little wave. A "honey, I got the kids" wave.

She softened. She smiled back, a genuine, tired expression that lit up the room. She waved, mouthing drive safe.

I nodded.

I turned and ushered the kids out into the biting cold of the parking lot. I buckled them in, checking the straps twice, pulling them tight enough to chafe.

I was going to drive safe. I was going to keep my head down.

I pulled onto the road, checking the rearview mirror for a black truck that wasn't there.

Everything was fine. We were safe. 


Chapter 10: Jonathan

I was building a bunker out of sofa cushions.

It was a defensive fortification for Leo’s tank division. I had aligned the cushions perfectly, creating a ninety-degree angle that would offer maximum enfilade fire against the invisible enemy.

"The tank needs a garage," Leo said, driving a plastic M1 Abrams over the armrest.

"It needs a hull-down position," I corrected. "Keep the turret exposed, hide the tracks."

Leo made an explosion noise with his mouth—a sputtering sound that sprayed a fine mist of saliva over the ramparts. Maya was sitting inside the fortress, bandaging the leg of her doll with a strip of toilet paper she’d scavenged. She worked with a seriousness that made my chest ache, her tiny fingers looping the paper with the same focus Rosa used when stitching a wound.

The domestic peace was fragile, but it was there. The cabin was warm. The woodstove was popping, the birch logs settling into a bed of glowing coals. The smell of woodsmoke and drying wool was heavy in the air.

For a moment, the silence in my head was almost complete.

Usually, my mind was a chaotic scrolling feed of threat assessments and exit routes. Sector four clear. Structural integrity compromised. Sight lines open. It was a noise that had started in the mountains of Kandahar and hadn't stopped for a decade. But here, inside a fort made of throw pillows and a worn-out quilt, I wasn't breaking anything. I was holding the line. 

This was the prize. This was what the last two years of hiding, lying, and fixing rotted fence posts had bought me. It wasn't about the money or the safety. It was about the boredom. The glorious, repetitive, low-stakes boredom of a Tuesday afternoon. I had fought harder for this quiet room than I had ever fought in a black site prison. I had traded a life of high-velocity kinetics for the chance to watch a five-year-old tape a doll back together.

It was perfect. 

Then came the knock.

It wasn't the rhythmic, heavy pounding of the Picketts. This was sharp. Official. Three rapid raps, a pause, then three more.

I stood up. The movement was fluid, instant.

"Stay in the fort," I said to the kids. My voice was calm, but Leo stopped making explosion noises. He looked at my face. He knew the look.

I walked to the door. I didn't open it. I checked the window, standing well back from the glass.

A white SUV with blue stripes. Alaska State Troopers.

My pulse didn't spike, but my stomach went cold. Cops.

Cops meant IDs. IDs meant databases. And databases were the one enemy I couldn't shoot my way through.

I recognized the man on the step. Trooper Beets. He was a rotational guy, likely from Anchorage, doing his hardship tour in the bush. I’d seen him at the grocery store, buying overpriced milk. He looked soft. Doughy face, clean-shaven, eyes that looked tired of the wind.

He didn't know me. But I knew him.

I opened the door just enough to fill the frame.

"Afternoon," Beets said. He touched the brim of his hat. He had a partner with him, a younger guy standing down by the running board, hand resting near his holster.

"Trooper," I said.

"Sorry to disturb you," Beets said. He tried to look past me into the cabin. "Bit of a drive out here."

"It is," I agreed.

We stood there. The silence stretched. It was that polite, tense exchange where two men try to figure out who has the leverage without actually saying the words.

"Cold day," Beets said.

"Winter," I said.

Beets shifted his weight. "Do you mind if we come in? Just for a minute. Heater in the truck is on the fritz."

"I've got sick kids inside," I lied. "Flu. Highly contagious. Rosa—the nurse—she’s got them quarantined. Wouldn't want you taking that back to the detachment."

Beets frowned. 

"Right," Beets said. He leaned to the side, peering through the crack between my arm and the doorframe.

Inside the fort, Leo popped up. He leveled a finger at the Trooper.

"Bang! Bang!" Leo shouted, grinning.

I winced. It was a physical reaction, a cringe deep in my gut.

Beets blinked. His eyes narrowed.

"Cute kid," Beets said dryly.

"He's playing," I said.

I stepped out onto the porch and pulled the door shut behind me, the latch clicking with a finality that cut off the warmth.

I was wearing a thin thermal henley. The air was twenty below. The wind hit me like a belt sander, stripping the heat from my skin in seconds. I didn't shiver. I didn't cross my arms. I just stood there, letting the cold harden me.

Beets and his partner looked at me.

They saw the size of me. Then they looked at my hands.

I saw Beets’s eyes snag on the left one. He saw the burn scars that shined like melted wax. 

Then he looked at my neck. My face and jaw—the new scars, visible even in my thick beard.

Beets took a half-step back. His partner put a hand on his belt.

It was instinct. They were hounds sniffing out a wolf. They didn't know what I was, but their lizard brains were screaming that I wasn't just a guy who fixed fences.

"You know a man named Stan Podaki?" Beets asked. The casual tone was gone.

"I know Stan," I said. "He runs a dredge off the coast. I dive for him sometimes."

"When was the last time you saw him?"

"This morning," I said. "Around nine. Why?"

"We were hoping you could come down to the station," Beets said. "Answer a few questions."

I dropped the politeness. 

"What's this about?" I asked.

"No need to get touchy," Beets said, his hand twitching near his waist. "Just... we could use the help, is all."

I stared at him. I didn't blink. The wind howled around the eaves of the cabin, but between us, the air was static.

Beets broke first. He looked away, clearing his throat.

"Stan Podaki was found a couple of hours ago," Beets said. "In his truck. Down near the harbor."

I waited.

"Gunshot wound," the partner piped up from the driveway. "Looks self-inflicted."

My breath hitched. Just for a microsecond.

Stan.

I saw his face from this morning. The desperation. The way he had begged Magnus Blackwood. You're killing me. You're actually killing me.

The Blackwoods hadn't pulled the trigger. They had just taken away the only thing that gave Stan a reason to wake up, and then they had handed him the gun.

Rage is a cold thing for me. It’s not a fire. It’s liquid nitrogen. It flooded my chest, freezing the grief before it could start.

"Looks like a suicide," Beets continued, watching my reaction. "But you know how it is. We have to be thorough. The coroner is flying in from Anchorage, but with this weather..." He looked at the sky. "Might be tomorrow before he gets here. The scene is secure, but we're trying to build a timeline."

I filed that away. Coroner delayed. Scene secure.

"I'm not going to the station," I said.

Beets bristled. "Sir, it would really help us—"

"I have sick kids," I said. "I can't leave them. You know where I live. If you have a warrant, show it. If not, I'm going inside."

It was a gamble. But I knew these guys. They were stretched thin. They had a dead old man who looked like a suicide. They didn't have the energy to fight a giant on his own porch over a witness statement.

Beets stared at me for a long beat. He looked at my scars again. He decided he didn't want the trouble.

"We'll be in touch," Beets said.

He turned and walked back to the truck. They drove off, the snow crunching under their tires.

I stood on the porch until they were gone. The cold was biting deep now, turning my skin numb, but I welcomed it. It matched the feeling inside.

Stan was dead.

The Blackwoods had erased him. Just like Caleb had said. Efficient.

I checked my watch. Rosa would be back in two hours.

I wasn't going to the station. I wasn't going to sit in a fluorescent room and let them run my prints.

I was going to the harbor.

I needed to see the truck. I needed to see Stan.

Why?

The voice in the back of my head—the one that sounded like my old instructor at the Farm—whispered the answer. Because you want to find a reason. You want to find a bruise, or a scuff mark, or an angle that doesn't fit the suicide narrative. You want to find something that lets you take the leash off.

I wanted to feed the monster.

No, I told myself, opening the door and stepping back into the warmth of the cabin.

I just want to be sure.


Chapter 11: Jonathan

The harbor was a black void, the ice of the Bering Sea swallowing the light.

The only illumination came from a single Alaska State Trooper SUV parked perpendicular to the row of shipping containers. Its light bar was off, but the headlights were cutting a yellow cone through the gloom, illuminating a rusted truck parked twenty yards away.

Stan’s truck. The coroner still hadn’t arrived. Nome, Alaska didn’t have options. If the coroner was sick, then the coroner was sick. If the coroner got a flat? The coroner got a flat. The rest of the world would just have to wait. 

I lay on the ice, pressed flat behind a concrete jersey barrier. The cold seeped through my parka, finding the burn scars on my chest, making the skin tighten.

I watched the Trooper.

He was the "Cheechako" Beets had been riding with earlier. A local word for “newbie” or “outsider.” The young one. He was doing everything wrong.

He had his windows rolled up tight. I could see the condensation fogging the glass from the inside. He had the engine running, likely blasting the heat to compensate for the twenty-below ambient temperature.

He had created a sensory deprivation tank.

The heater fan would be drowning out the sound of footsteps. The fogged windows cut his peripheral vision to zero. And the temperature differential between his exhaust pipe and the freezing air was creating a dense, hanging cloud of white vapor.

At twenty below, exhaust doesn't dissipate. It lingers. It hangs like a curtain.

I waited for the wind to shift.

It was a simple equation. The wind was gusting from the north at ten knots. Every thirty seconds, the exhaust plume from the cruiser drifted directly between the Trooper and Stan’s truck.

Now.

I moved.

I didn't run. Running creates noise and rapid movement attracts the eye. I crab-walked, keeping my profile low, sliding across the frost-heaved gravel. I moved into the white cloud of carbon monoxide and water vapor. It smelled of unburnt fuel.

I reached the blind side of Stan’s truck.

This wasn’t violence. I was still keeping my word to Rosa. I was just… just looking that’s all. A concerned citizen. Besides, I’d liked Stan. He’d been decent to me. Been willing to hire an outsider for his mining outfit. He’d given me a chance.

I crouched by the rear bumper. The Trooper was fifty feet away, encased in his warm bubble, staring at his phone.

I reached under the left side of the bumper. My fingers brushed the cold steel until they found the small plastic box.

Stan was old school. He didn't trust electronic fobs. He trusted a magnetic Hide-A-Key.

I slid the box off. I pulled the key out.

I moved to the passenger door. I waited for the next gust of wind to mask the sound. I inserted the key. I turned it slowly, feeling the tumblers click.

I opened the door and slipped inside.

The smell hit me first.

It wasn't the copper scent of blood. It was the smell of burnt gunpowder, stale coffee, and something sweeter. Old spice. Stan’s aftershave.

I closed the door until the latch caught the first detent. I didn't click it shut.

I looked at Stan.

He was slumped against the driver’s side door. His head was tilted back at an unnatural angle. There was a Colt .45 in his hand—his right hand—resting on his lap.

I breathed through my mouth. I forced myself to look at the angles. I tried not to see my friend. Tried not to see the only friendly face in Nome. He was no longer rasping, breathing through that horrible mask.

He wasn’t breathing at all. Just matter suspended in place.  

The entry wound was in the right temple. Contact shot. The stippling was consistent. The splatter pattern on the driver's side window was a textbook high-velocity cone. The gun was in the correct hand. There were no signs of a struggle. No defensive bruises on his knuckles. No torn fabric on his coat.

It looked clean. It looked tight. It looked exactly like an old man who had lost his livelihood and decided to check out early.

My gut unclenched. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe the Blackwoods had just broken his heart, not his skull.

Then I looked at the floorboard.

The passenger footwell was cluttered with fast-food wrappers and old invoices. But sitting on top of a crumpled napkin, gleaming faintly in the ambient light from the dashboard clocks, was a rectangle of silver.

I froze.

I reached down, my gloved fingers hovering over it.

It was a Zippo. Brushed chrome. Expensive.

I tilted it toward the dash light.

Engraved on the front was a stylized letter C.

The skin on the back of my neck crawled. It was the same design Rance had found in the snow at the Boneyard. The same lighter Bo had pocketed.

Why was it here? Had Rance Pickett come here? Had Rance done this?

Was it a duplicate lighter?

I felt a cold chill creep down my spine. What the hell was going on here?

This wasn't a suicide. This was a signature.

It was a statement of absolute arrogance. It said: I can kill you in your truck, stage it perfectly, and leave my name in silver on the floor, and no one will do a damn thing about it.

I reached into my pocket. I didn't have a smartphone. Smartphones were tracking devices that people voluntarily carried. I had a burner flip phone, bought with cash three towns over.

I flipped it open. The screen glowed with a pathetic blue light. I aimed the grainy lens at the lighter and snapped a picture. It would be low-res, pixelated trash, but it was proof.

I put the phone away. I took the lighter.

I looked at Stan one last time. He looked small. The oxygen cannula was still around his neck, resting on his collar.

He had been a good man. He had given me a job when I was a nobody. 

I reached out and touched his shoulder. It was stiffening.

"I'm sorry, Stan," I whispered.

I brushed a speck of lint off his jacket. A final attempt to impose order on a chaotic, violent end.

"I'm sorry I wasn't here."

I slipped back out into the cold.

I locked the door. I put the key back in the magnetic box. I slid it under the bumper.

I waited for the exhaust cloud to thicken again.

I moved back into the shadows, a ghost in the machine, leaving the dead to their silence. But as I walked back toward my truck, the frown on my face set into something hard and permanent.

The Blackwoods hadn't just crossed a line. They had erased it.

Why was the lighter now in Stan’s truck? Did Rance Pickett have an identical one? Or had he accidentally dropped this one while killing Stan?

I… I wasn’t going to break my word to Rosa. Not technically. I just wanted to figure out what the Picketts were up to. I was worried they were planning something stupid. But looking at the facts, I realized I was behind the curve.

Stupid had already happened.


Chapter 12: Magnus Blackwood

The vibration didn't just wake him; it rattled the bones of the nightstand.

Magnus Blackwood lay still for a second, staring at the ceiling of his master suite. It was pitch black, the kind of heavy, suffocating darkness you only get in the sub-arctic winter. The phone buzzed again, a frantic, insectoid drilling sound against the mahogany.

2:14 AM.

Nothing good happens at 2:14 AM in Nome. At this hour, it’s either a drunk driving a truck through a storefront or a boiler explosion.

He reached out, his hand engulfing the phone. He slid the answer button.

"Report."

"Sir." The voice on the other end was breathless, cracked by static and panic. It was the night shift foreman, Davies. "Sir, we have a thermal event at Site Four. The secondary wash plant."

"Thermal event?" Magnus sat up. The air in the room was sixty-five degrees, but he felt a draft. "Speak English, Davies."

"It's fire, sir. It’s fully engulfed. The rubber mats caught. The wind is driving it straight into the hopper."

Magnus didn't gasp. He didn't shout. He felt the blood drain from his stomach and flood into his chest, a hot, pressurized wave of pure adrenaline.

Not tonight.

Any night but tonight. Tonight was the night they finalized the deal. Tonight was supposed to be a formality.

Magnus wanted to scream. Instead, though, the King of Nome did what he always did. He solved problems.

"Get the water trucks," he said, his voice dropping an octave. "Get the excavators. Move snow. If that fire reaches the diesel reserve, don't bother running. The blast will catch you before you clear the gate."

He hung up before Davies could stutter a response.

"Magnus?"

The voice from the pillow was reedy, nasal. Linda. 

"Magnus, is it the police? Is it about that man, Stan? I told you taking the barge was too aggressive..."

Magnus stood up. He walked to the window. In the distance, ten miles north, a faint, sickly orange pulse beat against the low cloud deck. It looked like a bruised heart.

"Shut up, Linda," he said. He didn't look at her. He pulled his trousers on, hopping on one leg, then the other. "Go back to sleep."

"You promised," she whined, clutching the duvet to her chin. "You said this season would be quiet. You said the investors were happy."

Magnus grabbed a heavy flannel shirt. He buttoned it wrong, skipped a hole, ripped it open, and started again. His hands were shaking. Not from fear. From rage.

"The investors are fine," he lied. "Go to sleep."

He stormed out into the hallway.

Caleb was waiting for him.

His son was standing by the stairs, fully dressed. He wasn't rushing. He was buttoning the cuff of his wool coat with slow, surgical precision. He slid his wire-rimmed glasses onto his face. He didn't look like a man whose inheritance was burning down. He looked like he was preparing to audit a particularly boring tax return.

"Site Four," Caleb said. No hello. No alarm. "Estimated loss of capital assets is forty percent if containment fails. The wind is out of the north at fifteen knots. It will push the heat signature into the hydraulic lines."

"Get to the truck," Magnus snapped.

They moved downstairs to the mudroom. Davies had radioed ahead to the house security. The young guard was standing there, holding a squawking radio, looking like he wanted to vomit.

"Mr. Blackwood, sir," the guard stammered. "The wind... Davies says it's pushing the flames toward the generator shed. He wants to know if he should evacuate the—"

"Evacuate?"

Magnus stopped. He turned slowly. He was six-foot-two, a wall of beef and bad intentions. He stepped into the guard's personal space until he could smell the kid's mint toothpaste.

"You don't evacuate my gold, son," Magnus whispered, the sound more terrifying than a scream. "You dig a firebreak. You put a blade in the ground and you stop it. If you let that plant burn, don't bother coming back for your check. I will blacklist you from every mine from here to the Yukon. Do you understand?"

"Yes, sir," the guard squeaked.

"Good. Now get out of my way."

Magnus grabbed his keys. "Caleb, take the SUV. I’ll take the truck. I might need the heavy winch."

He threw the door open. The cold hit him like a physical slap, twenty below zero and cruel, but Magnus didn't feel it. He marched across the frozen driveway to his truck.

He yanked the door open, climbed into the cab, and slammed it shut, sealing himself in the leather-scented silence.

Safe. This was his throne. Four tons of American steel.

He jammed the key into the ignition. He reached for the gear shift.

"Don't turn around."

The voice came from the back seat.

It wasn't a shout. It was barely a whisper. Soft. Syrupy.

Magnus’s hand froze on the shifter. His heart, which had been hammering a war rhythm, seized. It stopped dead for a full second, then restarted with a frantic, terrified flutter.

He knew that voice.

He swallowed. His throat felt like it was lined with sandpaper. He didn't turn around. He stared straight ahead at the frost gathering on the windshield, his eyes wide, locking onto the reflection in the glass.

"I... hey," Magnus stammered. The tyrant of the mudroom was gone. He was suddenly very small. "I was just... heading out. Minor issue. A fire."

"A fire," the voice repeated.

It was a terrifying sound. It had a reptilian quality—slow, deliberate, detached. It sounded like a man who was permanently stoned on high-grade sedatives, yet observing every micro-expression with the intensity of a sniper.

"And Troopers asking questions about a dead old man in the harbor," the voice continued, ticking off the failures like items on a grocery list. "And a missing girl whose brother is making noise in town."

"It's under control," Magnus said quickly. The words tumbled out. "The Troopers are idiots. They work for me, practically. And the fire... it's just a rival. Probably jealous. Sabotage. It happens. It's the cost of business up here."

"The deal requires quiet, Magnus," the voice said. "The boss requires invisibility. You have Troopers circling. You have smoke in the sky visible from space. This is not invisible."

Magnus gripped the steering wheel. The leather creaked under his knuckles. Years… decades… he’d been planning an exit. This was it. This was everything he’d dreamed of… And now?

Today of all days. The auditor was supposed to head home in the morning. What were the odds?

Minimal, he decided.

Someone knew. Someone had blabbed.

Who? Caleb? Caleb was the only person who knew… but his son wouldn’t do that. No, Caleb didn’t have a backstabbing bone in his body.

Was he being watched? Bugged?

He felt a cold shiver, but he bit his tongue, inhaled shakily, and fought for his legacy and, most likely, for his life.

"It's the death throes," he pleaded. "The town is dying. I'm just cleaning up the scraps. Once I secure the Snake River claim’s northern runs, we own the whole valley. It’s over. We're going to do this just fine. Don't bow out now. Please."

Silence from the back seat.

Magnus held his breath. He could hear the faint, rhythmic breathing of the intruder. In, out. Slow. Controlled.

He heard the rustle of expensive fabric. The soft tap-tap-tap of a screen being touched.

A blue light bloomed in the rearview mirror, illuminating a sharp chin and a thin mouth, but leaving the eyes in deep pools of shadow.

The figure dialed.

"Status check," the voice said into the phone. "Blackwood is... messy. He claims it's sabotage. Yes. I'm looking at the glow on the horizon now."

A pause. The person listened.

Magnus closed his eyes. He felt like a schoolboy waiting for the principal’s cane.

"Understood," the voice said.

The call ended. The phone went dark. The blue light vanished.

"You have twenty-four hours," the voice said.

"Twenty-four?" Magnus whispered. "That's not—"

"To calm the seas," the voice cut him off. "To extinguish the fires. To make the Troopers lose interest. If the chaos continues past tomorrow night... we're out. We pull the funding. We pull the logistical support. And we sanitize the assets."

The figure leaned forward. Magnus felt the movement in the air pressure of the cab. A face came close to his ear. The breath didn't feel warm. It felt dead.

"And you know what 'sanitize' means for you, don't you, Magnus?"

Magnus massaged his neck, staring at the dark dashboard. He nodded, a jerky, spasmodic motion. "I know."

"Good."

The back door opened. A blast of freezing air swirled into the cab. The figure slipped out, moving into the shadows of the garage with a fluid, silent grace that shouldn't have been possible for a human being.

Magnus sat there for ten seconds. He was trembling. Not from the cold.

Then he looked up. The orange glow on the horizon pulsed again.

Fear turned back into rage. Rage was safe. Rage was fuel.

He started the truck, slammed it into gear, and peeled out of the driveway, spitting gravel and ice.

The wash plant was a beast of steel and rubber, and it was screaming.

Magnus crested the ridge and saw it. The secondary plant looked like a vision from hell. The conveyor belts were flaming ribbons, dripping molten plastic onto the permafrost. The primary trommel drum was glowing a dull, angry cherry-red.

He skidded to a halt near the fuel tanks. Men were running everywhere—ants in a burning hill. They were shouting, throwing buckets of snow that evaporated before they even hit the metal. Useless.

"Where is Bernie?" Magnus roared, jumping out of the truck.

"B-b-boss!"

Bernie "Stubs" Kowalski waddled out from behind a loader. He was five-foot-five and nearly as wide, with no neck to speak of and grease permanently etched into his pores. He was a mechanical genius with a stutter that got worse with stress. Right now, he sounded like a jackhammer.

"T-t-t-trommel is m-m-melting!" Bernie shouted, pointing a wrench at the spinning drum. "H-hydraulic l-lines are g-g-gonna blow!"

"Forget the water!" Magnus yelled over the roar of the fire. "Smother it! Get the 345!"

He pointed to the massive Caterpillar 345 excavator parked near the tailings pile. It was a forty-ton dinosaur of yellow iron.

"D-d-davies is sc-scared!" Bernie yelled. "He won't g-g-get in it! Too hot!"

"I'll do it!" Magnus ran toward the machine.

But Bernie was faster. For a fat man, he moved with a low center of gravity that defied physics.

"N-n-no! You'll b-b-break it!"

Bernie scrambled up the tracks of the excavator. He threw himself into the cab. The massive diesel engine roared to life, black smoke puffing from the stack to join the grey smoke of the fire.

Bernie spun the house of the excavator. The boom swung out with terrifying speed. He dropped the bucket into a pile of frozen overburden—gravel and ice. He scooped up three tons of earth.

He swung the arm back toward the burning wash plant.

It was a delicate, violent dance. Bernie maneuvered the bucket inches from the burning conveyor belt, correcting for the swing momentum with a feather-light touch on the joystick. He dumped the load.

Whump.

The dirt crashed down, smothering the flames instantly. Steam hissed, violent and white.

"More!" Magnus screamed, waving his arms. "Bury it!"

Bernie was the conductor. He swung the excavator back and forth, a mechanical metronome. Scoop. Swing. Dump. Scoop. Swing. Dump.

He dropped a load of gravel directly onto the sluice run, crushing the burning mats. He used the flat bottom of the bucket to pat it down, snuffing out the oxygen, bending the steel like it was cardboard.

It took twenty minutes.

When it was done, the wash plant was a smoking, twisted ruin, half-buried in a tomb of gravel. But the fire was out. The diesel tanks were safe.

Bernie killed the engine. The silence that rushed back into the valley was ringing.

He climbed down, his face streaked with soot, looking like a coal miner.

"S-s-saved the g-g-gearbox," Bernie wheezed. "M-m-maybe."

"Good work, Stubs," Magnus grunted. He was breathing hard, sweat freezing on his forehead.

"Father."

Magnus turned.

Caleb was standing there. He was wearing his wool coat, buttoned to the chin. Amidst the chaos of soot, oil, and sweat, he was pristine. Not a fleck of ash on him. He adjusted his glasses, looking at the ruined machine not with anger, but with the detached curiosity of a scientist observing a failed lab experiment.

"The structural integrity of the trommel is compromised," Caleb observed. "Total write-off."

"I can see that," Magnus snapped. "What do you want?"

Caleb held up an iPad. The screen glowed with a ghostly white light in the darkness.

"You're going to want to see this," he said.

"What is it?"

"Perimeter security cam," Caleb said. "Sector nine. The blind spot near the willow patch. A few hours ago."

Magnus leaned in. The footage was grainy, night-vision green.

It showed the fence line near the intake pump. Three figures were crouched in the snow. Snowmachines behind them. They were peering out at his property. At his claim.

His stomach lurched. The way a gold miner’s always did whenever someone was glancing slant-eyed at their clean-up shed. 

Magnus recognized the first two immediately. The lumbering, shapeless bulk of the big one. The twitchy, rat-like movements of the skinny one.

"The Picketts," Magnus spat. "Those inbred swamp rats."

"Keep watching," Caleb said.

The third figure stepped away from one of the machines, glancing in the direction of the camera lens, as if he could see it—even from this distance.

The third man was different.

He didn't twitch. He didn't lumber. He moved with a frightening economy of motion. He scanned the area, his head moving on a swivel. 

He was big. Broad-shouldered. He wore a heavy parka, but you could see the power in the way he moved. He didn't walk like a local. He walked like a soldier.

"Who is that?" Magnus asked.

"Jonathan Hunt," Caleb said. His voice was as cold as the wind. "He was the diver with Stan this morning. The one who stood between you and the old man."

Magnus straightened up. He looked at the frozen image of the big man on the screen.

"Oh?" Magnus said softly. "He has a grudge then, huh? Throws his lot in with the grifters... thinks he can take on Blackwood Mining? Thinks he can take on me?"

He felt the rage coiling again, tight and hot. It was better than the fear.

"He was puffing up on the barge," Magnus muttered. "Bellowing. Protecting the cripple."

"He seems competent," Caleb noted. "More so than the Picketts. Look at how he uses his gloves. He’s not touching anything with bare skin."

"He's a laborer," Magnus scoffed, waving a hand. "A mechanic. A drifter. We're going to fix him, Caleb. We're going to fix him alright."

And then he remembered.

The voice in the truck.

Twenty-four hours.

Magnus looked at the smoking ruin of his wash plant. He looked at the iPad.

He had twenty-four hours to solve the issues. To settle the mayhem. To make the Picketts and this Jonathan Hunt disappear forever.

"Get the crew," Magnus said to Caleb. "And get the guns."


Chapter 13: Jonathan

Either Rance Pickett had a duplicate lighter. Or he’d been in the vehicle when Stan had “shot himself.” I was about to find out.

The wind coming off the Bering Sea had teeth. It didn't just blow; it chewed. It rattled the corrugated siding of the Picketts’ beat-up Winnebago.

I watched the RV from the shadow of a rusted shipping container about forty yards out. I was still. Perfectly still. The cold has a way of making amateurs fidget, stomping their feet to keep the blood moving, but movement attracts the eye. In the SAD, we called it vegetating. You turn down the thermostat of your own metabolism. You become part of the landscape.

It was two in the afternoon, but the light was already failing, bleeding out into that bruising blue-grey twilight.

Inside the RV, the situation was volatile.

I had eyes on the window. The curtains were thin, yellowed with nicotine. A shadow paced back and forth, jerky and erratic. That was Rance. The pacing had the frantic, staccato rhythm of a meth amp. 

Bo was the lump on the fold-out couch. I hadn't seen him move in an hour. Passed out or dead to the world.

Vern was the wildcard, but the rust-bucket truck was gone. Vern wasn't there.

I checked my watch. Analog face. No GPS, no Bluetooth, no digital breadcrumbs. Keep it dumb. The wind gusted, hitting a crescendo that rattled the container I was leaning against.

Now.

I moved. I walked with a rolling gait, placing the outside of the boot down first, rolling to the inside to dampen the crunch of the frozen gravel. I was unremarkable. Just a shifting shadow in a town full of them.

I reached the side of the RV. Up close, it smelled of propane and unwashed bodies.

I listened. Inside, a floorboard creaked, followed by a mutter. Rance was talking to himself. Paranoia induced by sleep deprivation and chemicals. He was likely seeing shadow people. I just needed to make sure he didn't see me.

The door was a flimsy aluminum slab. I gripped the handle. It was locked, but these locks were jokes. I pulled a tension wrench from my pocket—just a thin strip of steel—and a rake. I waited for the wind to slam against the metal siding again.

Wham.

I torqued the wrench. The cylinder turned.

I opened the door three inches. The air inside was hot, thick with the chemical acridity of cooked meth and stale beer.

I slipped inside.

The layout was a narrow corridor of filth. Fast food wrappers, crushed cans, and dirty laundry carpeted the floor. My eye twitched.   

I shoved the impulse down. Focus. The mission is the order.

Rance was in the back, near the kitchenette. He was scrubbing the counter with a toothbrush, scrubbing so hard I could hear the bristles snapping. His back was to me.

Bo was on the couch to my left, mouth open, snoring a wet, rattling snore.

I moved past Bo. The floor was linoleum, peeling at the corners. I stepped on the balls of my feet, avoiding the obvious weak spots in the subfloor.

I needed the table. The small dinette booth on the right.

It was covered in debris. A hunting knife. A coil of copper wire. A pile of scratch-off lottery tickets.

And there it was.

A silver Zippo lighter.

I picked it up. It was cold metal against my scarred palm. I turned it over.

The letter C was engraved on the front. Gothic script. Rough edges.

I reached into my own pocket and pulled out the Zippo I’d lifted from the site earlier. I held them side by side.

Identical.

Weight, scratch pattern, the engraving.

Someone had two. Someone had gone to the trouble of sourcing a duplicate, or Caleb had a pair and someone had swiped one to plant it. A "breadcrumb" operation designed to lead an investigation—or a vigilante—to a specific conclusion.

They were building a narrative. Caleb was here. Caleb did this.

Which meant Caleb was likely innocent, or at least, not the only player on the board.

A floorboard groaned.

I froze.

At the kitchenette, Rance stopped scrubbing. He stood rigid, the toothbrush hovering in mid-air.

"Vern?" Rance rasped.

I didn't breathe. I didn't look at him. Looking at a target can create a sense of being watched. I looked at the wall adjacent to him.

Rance spun around. His eyes were saucers, pupils dilated so wide the blue was gone. He scanned the room, sweeping right over me.

I was standing in the shadows of the overhanging bunk, motionless. To a meth head, the world is full of movement that isn't there. When real stillness happens, they often miss it. Their baseline calibration is broken.

"The bugs are loud today," Rance whispered. He turned back to the counter and resumed scrubbing.

I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding.

I slipped the second lighter into my pocket. I had what I needed.

I backed out, retracing my steps. Past the snoring Bo. Past the pile of trash that made my skin crawl. I stepped out into the biting wind and pulled the door shut, timing the click of the latch with a gust that shook the vehicle.

I moved away, not stopping until I was back in the cover of the shipping containers.

The adrenaline began to recede, replaced by the cold logic of the next step.

The duplicate lighter changed things. It meant deception. It meant the scene in Stan’s vehicle had been staged. Jenny missing, presumed dead. Stan definitely dead. 

My mind went back to Jenny.

I looked toward the mountains. The peaks were already dusted white.  The window was closing. If she was out there, dead or alive, the snow would bury the truth until spring breakup.

I needed to know. I needed to know if she was under that ice.

I thought about the dredge. Blackwood's claim on the Snake River. It was isolated, frozen over, a perfect place to hide something you never wanted found.

In the SAD, we had a saying about missing assets: Assuming death is a luxury. Confirming it is a duty.

I turned my collar up against the wind. I wasn't going back to the warmth of the lodge. Not yet.

I was going to the river. Stan was dead.

Jenny was missing.

The Blackwoods were involved.

I knew I should let it go. I knew I should go back home to Rosa and the kids.

But dammit, Stan had been my friend.


Chapter 14: Jonathan

The Nome General Supply was less a store and more a warehouse for everything that didn't fit in a suitcase. It smelled of cured rubber, stale coffee, and the unique, sweet-rot scent of thawing bait. The aisles were narrow, crammed with items that had no business sitting next to each other: boxes of 12-gauge shells stacked on top of powdered milk; heavy wool socks draped over a display of chainsaw chains.

Before heading out into the frigid cold in search of a body, I needed to kit up.

I grabbed a canister of white gas, a coil of 550 paracord, and a pair of gloves thick enough to stop a knife but flexible enough to pull a trigger.

The man behind the counter was a "Sourdough"—an old-timer hardened by the winters. He was perched on a stool, nursing a mug of something that smelled like dark roast. His name tag, written on duct tape, just said Sully.

"You're the new hand," Sully said. It wasn't a question. In a town this isolated, anonymity was a fairy tale.

I set the gas on the counter. "I was."

"Heard you were pulling double shifts on the dredge. Cleaning plates like a machine," Sully said, eyeing my size. "Stan said he hadn't seen a guy work a nozzle like that since the nineties."

I nodded. "Stan knew how to run a crew."

Sully rang up the items. The register was an ancient mechanical beast that clunked with every number. "Haven't seen his truck in a day or two. He usually comes in for his chew by now. He alright?"

I paused. I looked at the old man, really looked at him. He had the kind of face that had been eroded by the wind, lines cut deep like dry riverbeds.

"He's dead, Sully."

The clunking of the register stopped. Sully didn't gasp. He didn't drop his mug. He just stared at the wall behind me, at a calendar from three years ago.

"How?"

"Troopers are saying suicide," I said. "Shot himself."

Sully chewed on the inside of his cheek. He looked down at the counter, tracing a gouge in the wood with a callous-thickened thumb. "Stan? Suicide?" He let out a short, sharp breath—not a laugh, but a dismissal. "Man survived three breakups, a divorce that took his house, and a bear mauling in '08. He was too stubborn to check out early."

"That's what I think," I said.

"But the Troopers... they like a tidy ending," Sully muttered. "Paperwork is lighter when it's self-inflicted." He looked up at me, his eyes hard. "You stick around, Cheechako, you'll learn that 'Outside' logic don't apply here. People disappear. Sometimes the ice takes 'em. Sometimes the bottle. Sometimes..." He trailed off, leaving the implication hanging in the stale air.

The bell above the door jingled.

A gust of wind tore into the room, dropping the temperature ten degrees in a second. Two uniforms stepped out of the darkness of the Alaskan sky and into the fluorescent buzz.

Alaska State Troopers.

I didn't turn. I didn't freeze. I just kept my hand on the wallet I was pulling out. 

I watched them in the reflection of the plexiglass cigarette case behind Sully.

The first one was Trooper Beets again, the same guy who’d stopped by my cabin. Soft around the middle, with the doughy face of someone counting the days until his transfer back to Anchorage. He looked tired of the wind.

The second one was an unfamiliar threat.

She was indigenous, Yup'ik or Inupiaq, standing nearly six feet tall. While Beets looked like he was wearing a costume, she wore the uniform like a second skin. Her hair was pulled back tight, revealing high cheekbones and eyes that didn't just look—they assessed. She had the "doesn't suffer fools" stillness of someone who’d grown up rough.

They walked to the counter. Beets took the lead, puffing out his chest.

"Afternoon, Sully," Beets said.

Sully didn't look up from the register. "Beets. Sarah."

"Stocking up?" Beets asked, looking at my pile of gear. "Bit late in the season for camping, Mr. Hunt."

I turned slowly. "Hiking."

"Hiking," Beets repeated. He looked at the white gas and the paracord. "We just came from the Blackwood claim on the Snake River. Their washplant caught fire a few hours ago. Burned right down to the cribbing."

I kept my face slack. "Is that so?"

"Total loss," the female trooper—Sarah—said. Her voice was lower than Beets', raspier. She stepped closer, invading my personal space. She wasn't looking at my eyes. "Funny timing. You lose your job, Stan gets shot, then suddenly the Blackwood operation turns to ash."

"I didn't burn anything," I said. "I'm just a tourist."

Sarah scoffed. It was a dry, harsh sound. "You're no tourist. Tourists buy ivory carvings and get drunk at the Board of Trade. You buy survival gear and keep your back to the wall."

"Mr. Hunt," Beets said, trying to regain control of the conversation. "If you know anything about that fire, or if you're planning on... taking any independent action regarding Stan's death, I suggest you reconsider. Go back Outside. This is Trooper jurisdiction."

"I'm just buying socks," I said.

I paid Sully with cash. 

I picked up the bag and moved to leave. Sarah stepped into my path. She didn't touch me, but she blocked the exit. It was a dominance check.

"You're a Cheechako," she said, using the local slur for a newcomer. "You think you're hard because you have scars. But the wilderness out there? It doesn't care about your resume."

She pointed toward the window, where the twilight was rapidly turning to pitch black.

"Termination dust is on the peaks," she said. "That means winter is locked in. Last week’s blizzard buried every ankle breaker. The cold out on the Snake River will find the seams in those fancy wool socks. It creates a lethargy. You sit down to rest for one minute, and we find you in the spring looking like freeze-dried jerky."

"I'll keep that in mind," I said.

"Don't be foolish," she said, her dark eyes locking onto mine. "The Blackwoods are angry, and they have reach. But the land? The land is indifferent. That's worse."

"I'll be careful," I said.

She stepped aside. The Troopers had decided I was their problem, I guessed.

I didn’t want to be anyone’s problem.

And they sure as hell didn’t want me to be theirs. But at least they were taking Stan’s death more seriously than I’d first thought. They didn’t suspect me. Not really—they were just sniffing around. The newbie with the scars and size? He was worth looking at.

I didn’t like it but I didn’t blame them either.

I walked out into the wind. It hit me like a physical blow, stripping the warmth from my skin instantly. I loaded the gear into the truck, my breath pluming in the blue-grey light.

The washplant fire was an escalation. Someone had run Jenny down, had shot Stan and had now set fire to the gold-making machine of the Blackwood company.

Things were rapidly escalating. I needed answers. 

I looked north, toward the wilderness where the roads ended. Sarah was right. The land was indifferent.

But this had all started, somehow, with the disappearance of Jenny Pickett.

So if she was found again, maybe we’d find some answers.


Chapter 15: Jonathan

The wind in Nome didn’t blow; it shoved. 

As the wind screamed warnings in my ear, I knelt in the snow. It wasn't the soft, Christmas-card powder found in the lower forty-eight. This was hard-packed grit, frozen solid and polished by the gale until it felt like concrete.

I checked my pants. I was wearing heavy canvas work trousers I’d bought at the hardware store. They were durable, but the cuffs were wide. That was a fatal flaw. In temperatures like this—twenty below and dropping—your body is a furnace. You have to trap the heat. Wide cuffs create a draft, a vacuum that sucks the warm air layer right off your skin and pumps it out into the night.

The chimney effect.

I pulled a length of 550 paracord from my pocket. It’s the duct tape of the field. I cut two lengths with my pocketknife, melted the ends with a lighter to stop the fraying, and tied the bottom of each pant leg tight against my boots. I sealed the system. It looked ridiculous, like I was blousing my boots for a parade inspection in a clown army, but vanity is the first casualty of survival.

I stood up. I’m a big object. That meant I caught more wind than a smaller man. I had to angle myself, slicing into the gale rather than fighting it head-on.

I checked my hands. I had gloves in my pockets, but I hadn’t put them on. Gloves separate the fingers, increasing the surface area for heat loss. Your index finger freezes alone. Instead, I’d donned a pair of thick wool socks over my hands.

Wool retains heat even when wet. By keeping my fingers together in the sock, they shared warmth. A communal heat source. It was a trick I’d learned in the mountains of Pakistan, watching goat herders survive winters that killed NATO-issued lithium batteries.

I looked like a vagrant. A giant, bearded drifter with socks on his hands and pants tied with string. That was fine. If anyone saw me, they wouldn't see a threat. They’d see a tragedy.

I still remembered the scope on the overlook near the Blackwood claim. Would someone still be out this late? In this cold?

It was so easy to loose track of time in the infinite dark of Nome. We were nearing 4 AM. Rosa would be worried by now. I’d have to make it up to her when I got back.

I started walking.

I had no GPS. I had no compass. Relying on digital maps is a good way to die when the cold saps your battery in ten minutes.

I used the wind.

It was a technique called the "Wind Rose." In a storm this consistent, the wind is a landmark. I turned my face until the biting gale hit exactly on the prominence of my left cheekbone. As long as I kept that stinging sensation on that exact patch of skin, I was walking a straight line north-northwest. If the wind hit my nose, I was drifting right. If it hit my ear, I was drifting left.

The world was black. The sun had set eight hours ago.

Far ahead, on the horizon, I saw a smudge of orange against the black. Smoke. It was rising from the direction of the wash plant on Blackwood property, behind the thick chain-link fence. Trooper Beets had mentioned arson. Someone had torched the equipment. The fire was likely out by now, smothered by the cold, but the heavy machinery was still smoldering, sending up a signal flare of destruction.

I moved toward it. Towards the spot we’d found Jenny’s tracks.

The terrain was deceptive. It looked flat, but it was full of ankle-breakers—hidden divots and rocks masked by the snow. I walked with my knees slightly bent, absorbing the ground, scanning for outliers.

I wasn't alone. I could see other tracks in the snow.

Tracks that worried me out here. Big, heavy treads. Four times the width of a normal man’s foot. Real life monsters hunted the wintery frontier.

The logic of the season said the monster should be sleeping. It was winter. The bears should be at rest. But "should" is a word that gets you killed. Nome was an outlier city. The fire at the wash plant was a massive disturbance. Smoke wakes animals. Hunger wakes animals. A Coastal Brown Bear—a Grizzly—doesn't care about the calendar if its belly is empty or its territory is burning.

I’d have to keep my head on a swivel.

I kept my flashlight in my hand, inside the wool sock. It was a small tactical EDC light, machined aluminum, blindingly bright for its size. I kept it off. Using light destroys your natural night vision, shrinking your world to the beam's cone. I needed peripheral awareness. I needed to see the shadows that moved.

I walked for an hour. The cold tried to find a way in. It probed the seams of my jacket, the gap at my neck. My beard frosted over, the moisture from my breath freezing instantly on the hair.

I followed the old tracks. The snow machine that had hunted Jenny down. The faint indents of her mismatched gait. She’d been chased. She’d tried to make it. I doubted it ended well for Jenny.

But I needed to see. Needed to find what had happened to her.

I also needed to avoid being spotted by the Blackwoods. They’d be looking for any strangers prowling near their property, especially if they suspected an arsonist might return and cause more sabotage.

The wind ate at my skin. But I soldiered on. One foot in front of the other. That’s the trick to endurance. You don’t look at the horizon. The horizon is a lie the geography tells you to break your spirit. If you think about the miles, the cold wins. It floods your brain with the math of impossibility. So you shrink the world. You act like a horse with blinders. You focus on the next three feet of ice. The next ten seconds of breath. You make a contract with your own biology: Just get to that ridge of snow. When you get there, you tear up the contract and write a new one for the next ten yards.

You don't survive the night all at once. You survive it in manageable, agonizing installments.

I took another step.

Another.

I don’t know how many times I did “another.”

But eventually, I saw it.

Four hundred yards out from the Blackwood boundary, the monotony of the white dark broke. It wasn’t a shadow. Shadows move, shifting with the wind or the clouds. This was a static disruption in the tundra.

Nature builds in sweeping lines—wind-sculpted drifts, jagged rock faces, the hard, flat horizon. Nature doesn't make heaps. It doesn't pile things up in soft, complex curves.

My pace didn't change, but my gut tightened, a cold coil of dread sitting heavy behind my ribs. I forced myself to keep the rhythm. Step. Drag. Step. I didn't run. Running in this cold burns reserves you can't replace, and tactically, it’s suicide. If that lump was a trap, speed would just kill me faster. If it was a body... well, rushing is for the living.

The dead have all the time in the world.

Ten yards out. The wind howled, trying to scrub the landscape clean, but the shape remained. It was stubborn.

It had the distinct, tragic volume of a human being no longer fighting gravity. I stopped. The air in my lungs felt like broken glass. I didn't want to turn the light on. As long as the dark held it, it could be a discarded tarp. It could be a dead caribou. It could be a mistake.

I pulled my hand from the wool sock, exposing my skin to the biting air, and gripped the cold aluminum of my EDC light. I thumbed the switch.

The beam cut through the blackness, a solid bar of white LEDs slicing open the night.

The light didn't reveal a tarp. It revealed the dull, matte texture of a heavy coat frosted with ice crystals. It revealed the terrible stillness that only empty vessels possess.

It was Jenny Pickett.

She was curled on her left side, knees drawn tight to her chest, head tucked down. The fetal position. The body’s last, desperate argument against the laws of thermodynamics. It’s a primal regression; when we die of cold, we try to return to the womb.

We try to make ourselves small. She looked so small.

I knelt in the snow, the crunch of my knees loud in the silence. I stripped the sock completely off my right hand. I didn't need to check for a pulse. I’ve seen enough death to know when the spark has left the wire. But it’s a ritual. A respect paid. You don't guess; you verify.

My fingertips brushed the skin of her neck. It didn't yield. It didn't feel like flesh anymore. It felt like the tundra beneath us—hard, indifferent, and freezing. It was like touching marble that had been left in a deep freeze.

She was a lump in the snow.

Nature rarely makes complex curves. Rocks are jagged. Drifts are sweeping. She was a heap.

A lonely, frozen heap.

She had been here a long time. Maybe forty hours.

I swept the light over her. She was wearing a coat, but her feet were bare. Her socks were tattered, worn through at the heels. Her shoes were gone.

Paradoxical undressing? In the final stages of hypothermia, the brain misfires. The nerves signal that the body is burning up. Victims strip off their clothes just before they die.

I looked closer. No.

Her left foot was swollen, purple-black even in the harsh LED light. The angle was wrong. It was broken. Badly. A compound fracture that hadn't quite broken the skin but had destroyed the architecture of the foot.

She hadn't stripped because she was crazy. She had taken off her boots because she couldn't walk. The swelling would have made the boot unbearable. She had likely taken them off to relieve the pressure, tried to wrap her feet in something else, failed, and then the cold had taken over.

No… I remembered the heel. She’d been running in heels.

She hadn’t expected to be out here. Hadn’t expected to run for her life. Under her coat, I could see the glittery dress she’d wear at the club where she worked.

She had collapsed from exhaustion. The wind had whispered to her. She had closed her eyes.

"Damn it," I whispered. The steam of my breath vanished into the dark.

The coat I noticed was a man’s coat. Had someone given it to her before she’d run? Another darker thought. Had someone put it on her after she’d died to hide the shiny dress and make it harder to spot the body?

I cataloged the scene. No sign of a struggle nearby, but the snow had drifted, scrubbing the surface clean. This wasn't just exposure. Someone had left her here. With a broken foot, out on the tundra, miles from the road system. That wasn't an accident. That was a slow-motion execution.

I stood up. My knee popped. The cold was getting to me too.

The Picketts weren’t going to take this well. Would they blame me? I’d have to report it anonymously. To the Troopers. Let Beets give Rance and Bo the bad news.

I’d done my part.

Someone had chased Jenny out here, deep into the snow. The tracks back by the fence hadn’t lied. Now, they were gone, hidden by the accomplice of the terrain. But it didn’t change the reality. I knew what this was.

Same as what had happened to Stan. I was sure of it. Someone had killed two people. Two citizens.

Someone had left a lighter with the letter ‘C’. Caleb’s lighter. People knew that lighter.

Caleb himself?

Unlikely. Too obvious. But someone trying to frame him?

Possible.

Or maybe Caleb Blackwood really bought into his family’s hype. Maybe he was arrogant enough to think he could be brazen and get away with it. Maybe Caleb deserved a visit. Someone had to answer for Stan. He was my friend.

And Jenny? I barely knew her. But her own family certainly hadn’t protected her. Hadn’t cared for her at all, really. Once her brothers had found out something bad had happened, it wasn’t her safety they’d been concerned for. It was their family’s vengeance. It was more about the Pickett’s and their grifts than it had ever been about Jenny.

“Shit,” I whispered towards the fetal lump on the ground. “Hell of a way to go.”

She hadn’t been my friend. But I decided someone would have to answer for her too. Because if I didn’t, who would?

People disappeared in Nome. Often. There were rumors of an active serial killer. Rumors of drunks who liked to prey on indigenous women then dump them in the wilderness for the animals, like the bear tracks I’d spotted.

I didn’t know much about serial killers. I’d seen my fair share of human monsters abroad and at home.

I nodded to myself. Rosa would understand. I hadn’t hurt anyone. I was keeping my promise. But someone was going to answer for my friend and for the poor, lonely girl in the snow.

I needed to mark the location. I reached for my pocket to get the GPS coordinates on the burner phone I carried—strictly for emergencies—when I stopped.

A sound.

It wasn't the wind. The wind hissed. This was a grunting, heavy sound. A rhythmic intake of air.

Snuffling.

I didn't turn immediately. I froze. Situational awareness isn't just seeing; it's feeling the displacement of air.

The sound came from behind me. Close. Maybe twenty feet.

The smell hit me a second later. Musk. Rotting meat. Wet fur.

I spun on my heel, bringing the flashlight up in a combat arc, thumbing the tail switch to maximum output.

The beam hit a wall of fur.

It was massive. A Coastal Brown Bear, easily eight hundred pounds. It wasn't hibernating. It was awake, and it was pissed off. The small eyes reflected the LED light with a demonic green glow. It stood on four legs, its head low, swaying slightly.

It was between me and the way back.

I clicked the light into strobe mode. Disorient the target.

The bear didn't flinch. It just opened its mouth and let out a low, rumbling huff that vibrated in the soles of my boots.

So much for the grey man. Now, to the locals, I was just meat.


Chapter 16: Jonathan

The bear didn't roar. Roaring is for movies. Roaring is a waste of oxygen.

In the wild, true violence is quiet right up until the moment it isn’t.

The animal stood twenty feet away, a wall of matted fur and muscle that swayed rhythmically from side to side. It was popping its jaws—a clicking sound like two stones being struck together underwater.

Pop. Pop. Pop.

It was a stress signal. It meant the bear was working itself up, overriding its natural caution with the desperate, chemical imperative of starvation.

I kept the light on strobe, but the effect was wearing off. The bear was blinking, adapting. Its head lowered. The ears pinned back flat against the skull.

It was going to charge.

A grizzly can cover fifty feet in under a second. Actually. I was twenty feet away. I had less than half a heartbeat of reaction time.

I didn't run. Running triggers the prey drive. If you run, you are meat. If you stand, you are a problem.

I needed to be a bigger problem.

I reached into my pocket with my sock-covered hand, fumbling past the spare magazines until I felt the cold aluminum of the fuel bottle.

White gas. Naphtha. I’d bought it at Sully’s an hour ago.

I ripped the cap off with my teeth. The fuel tasted chemical, bitter.

I didn't throw it. If I threw it and missed, I was dead. If I threw it and hit the bear, I’d just have a flaming, pissed-off bear on top of me.

I needed a wall.

I swept my arm in a wide arc, pouring the liquid onto the hard-packed snow in a semicircle between me and the animal. The clear fluid splashed out, soaking into the frost.

The bear huffed. It took a step forward. The gap was fifteen feet now.

I dropped the bottle. I reached into my other pocket and pulled out the Zippo. The one I’d taken from the Picketts’ RV.

I flipped the lid. The clink was loud in the stillness.

I spun the wheel.

The spark caught the vapor instantly.

Whoosh.

A curtain of orange flame erupted from the snow. It wasn't a bonfire—it was a chemical flash, bright and hot.

The bear reared back, startled by the sudden thermal bloom. It swiped at the air, letting out a huff of surprise.

The fire danced between us, a jagged line of heat in the frozen dark.

I stepped back. One step. Two.

The bear didn't run away.

It paced the fire line, staring through the flames. Its nose was working overtime, expanding and contracting.

It was confused, but the hunger was winning. The ribs were showing through its winter coat. This animal had woken up too early, or never gone to sleep. It was running on fumes.

And I was made of protein.

I looked down at Jenny.

She was lying at my feet, curled in the snow.

The fire was dying down. Naphtha burns hot, but fast. I had thirty seconds, maybe less, before the wall was gone.

I did the math.

I could shoot the bear. I had a Glock 19 under my parka. But a 9mm against a pissed-off coastal brown bear is like throwing pebbles at a tank. You might kill it eventually, but it would definitely kill you first.

I could try to carry Jenny. But fifty pounds of dead weight plus deep snow plus a bear equals a funeral.

I grimaced. The cold inside my chest had nothing to do with the wind.

I had to change the equation.

Right now, the bear saw two objects. Me: big, standing, loud, smelling of fire and aggression. Jenny: small, still, smelling of ice.

I was the threat. She was the furniture.

I needed her to be the meal.

It was the coldest thought I’d had in a long time, and I’ve had some bad ones.

I knelt down. I pulled my knife.

"I'm sorry," I whispered.

I grabbed the back of Jenny’s parka. I slashed downward. The blade parted the nylon, the insulation, and the flannel shirt beneath.

I exposed the skin of her back to the air.

It wasn't enough. Frozen skin doesn't carry scent.

I pressed the blade deeper. I made a cut. Just enough to open the tissue.

The smell was faint—copper and iron—but to a predator with a nose a thousand times more sensitive than mine, it was a dinner bell.

I stood up. I holstered the knife.

I stepped back.

"It's yours," I said. My voice was as cold as the ice under my boots.

I retreated into the dark, keeping the dying fire between me and the animal.

The bear stopped pacing. It stopped popping its jaws.

It lifted its nose. It caught the scent.

The head swung low. The demonic green eyes shifted from me to the lump in the snow.

The fire flickered and died, leaving only the smell of burnt fuel.

The bear didn't look at me again. It stepped over the blackened snow where the fire had been. It lowered its massive head toward Jenny.

I turned away.

I walked. I forced myself to walk, not run.

Behind me, I heard the gristly, tearing sound of a heavy weight shifting. Then the crunch of bone.

I felt bile rise in my throat.

The Picketts had sent me to find their sister. I had found her.

And now I was feeding her to the wilderness.

They were going to hate me for this. They wanted a body to bury. They wanted closure.

But there is no closure in nature. There is only conversion. Energy to energy. Meat to movement.

I checked my heading against the wind. I didn't look back.

I had the lighter. I had the evidence.

Jenny was gone. But I was still here.

That’s the only victory the night allowed. Rosa would be worried. Caleb Blackwood’s lighters, though, had been found at two crime scenes. Someone had burnt their wash plant. But that had nothing to do with me. It definitely had something to do with the Blackwoods.

I had a choice… and as I walked swiftly away from the monster in the snow, I reached my decision.

Instead of heading towards my truck, I moved towards the Blackwood compound. I moved towards the private gold claim.


Chapter 17: Jonathan

The noise of the washplant repair was a tactical gift.

At a distance, I recognized the foreman from his visits to the same hardware store where Stan used to send me. Bernie "Stubs" Kowalski was running a chop saw against a twisted girder, screaming over the shriek of metal on metal. The sound was a sonic blanket, masking my footsteps as I moved through the perimeter.

I was an invisible entity. My patience had evaporated about two miles back, right around the time I watched a bear drag a young woman into the willows.

I was done with subtle. 

I moved through the "dead space"—the pockets of shadow between the halogen work lights. In the CIA, we trained to exploit the human eye’s saccadic masking. People scan in jumps; they don't pan smoothly. If you move while their eyes are jumping, you’re invisible.

I slipped past a cluster of mechanics. They were too busy cursing the cold to look at the dark corners.

I halted behind a stack of cribbing timbers.

Thirty yards away, near the main fuel depot, three trucks were idling. Not work trucks. These were clean, black SUVs.

Men were standing around them. They weren't laborers. They stood in the "ready-low" posture, hands near their waistbands, heads on swivels. Hard targets. Shooters.

Magnus Blackwood was stomping around the lead truck, his face purple in the work lights.

"I want the Picketts found and squeezed," Magnus roared, his voice cutting through a lull in the saw noise. "And that new guy. The diver. Hunt. I want him in a box, you hear me? This morning."

The cold that washed over me had nothing to do with the wind.

This morning.

They weren't just securing the site. They were launching a cleaning crew.

They were going to the cabin. To Rosa. To the kids.

Shit.

My OODA loop—Observe, Orient, Decide, Act—cycled in a microsecond.

I had to stop those trucks. But I had a Glock 19 and two magazines. There were eight shooters and three armored vehicles. A frontal assault was suicide.

I needed leverage. I needed a high-value asset. I had come here for answers, after all, looking for a potential serial killer.

I scanned the yard.

Caleb Blackwood was standing near the ruined trommel drum of the washplant. He was alone, inspecting a hydraulic coupling with a flashlight, utterly unconcerned with the violent men fifty yards away.

He was in a blind spot created by the bulk of the machine.

I moved.

I didn't run. I "flowed," keeping my center of gravity low, placing my feet with the rolling precision that silences the crunch of gravel. I used the noise of the generator to mask my final approach.

I was on him before he even looked up.

I grabbed him by the lapels of his expensive wool coat. I spun him, driving him backward.

Clang.

I slammed him against the side of the trommel drum.

The metal was still radiating heat from the fire. It wasn't red hot anymore, but it was hot enough to cook a steak. Through his coat, it would feel like standing inside an oven.

I pinned him there, my forearm across his throat, pressing him back until the heat started to bite.

"Shout and you burn," I hissed, leaning into his face.

Caleb didn't shout. He didn't even blink.

He just stared at me. His eyes were magnified by the thick lenses of his glasses, wide and utterly empty. There was no fear. No panic. It was like looking into the lens of a camera—glass and mechanics, but nobody home.

"The thermal retention of this steel is significant," Caleb said. His voice was a monotone drone. "You could cause third-degree burns in approximately twelve seconds."

He wasn't begging. He was stating a fact. 

"Stan Podaki was my friend," I growled, tightening the pressure on his throat. "You killed him. I'm going to kill you with my hands right here unless you tell me why."

Caleb looked at me, perplexed. Not afraid. Confused.

"Stan defaulted," Caleb said simply. "We acquired the debt from a third-party lender. It was a standard acquisition. He lost the asset. He became insolvent. Suicide is a statistically probable outcome for men of his demographic losing their livelihood."

"Business?" I spat. "You call a bullet to the head business?"

"It is messy," Caleb conceded. "But efficient. He killed himself. You’re blaming us due to personal emotional turmoil. Perhaps your job loss. My father offered you employment. I’m sure the offer stands.”

He looked entirely unconcerned by my threats. A sociopath? Something was wired loose.

“No. You killed him," I said. "And you killed Jenny Pickett."

"I have killed no one," Caleb said. His pulse, visible in the vein of his neck beneath my arm, hadn't jumped a single beat.

I released his throat with one hand, keeping him pinned with the other. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the two lighters.

I held them up in the dim light. The twin Zippos. Both silver. Both engraved with the stylized C.

"One was in Stan's truck," I said. "One was near Jenny’s body. You dropped them, Caleb. You're sloppy.”

Caleb stared at the lighters. For the first time, a flicker of emotion crossed his face. It wasn't guilt. It was annoyance. Like a mathematician finding an error in a proof.

He reached into his own pocket. He patted his coat. Then his pants.

He frowned.

"Where did you get those?" he asked.

"I told you," I said. "Near the bodies."

"That is impossible," Caleb said. He shook his head slowly. "Those were gifts. From my mother. I had a set of two. Custom machined."

"So you admit they're yours."

"They are missing," Caleb said. He looked up at me, his brow furrowed. "I did not place them there. That would be... illogical. Why would I leave a signature? It creates liability."

He sounded genuinely baffled.

"You're lying," I said, but the conviction in my voice wavered.

He wasn't acting. I’ve interrogated men in black sites from Poland to Yemen. I know what a liar looks like. They sweat. Their eyes dart. They over-explain.

Caleb looked like a man whose calculator had just told him that two plus two equals five.

"I do not lie," Caleb said. "It is inefficient."

Behind us, engines revved.

I looked over my shoulder. The three black SUVs were rolling. They were turning toward the gate. Toward the road. Toward Rosa.

My stomach dropped.

"No," I whispered.

I looked back at Caleb. He was watching the trucks too, his expression blank.

"Your father sent them," I said.

"Father believes in… old-fashioned solutions,” Caleb noted.

"I need a vehicle," I said. I grabbed his collar again. "Take me to your car. Now."

Caleb hesitated. He looked at the smoking washplant, then at his tablet on the ground. "I have data to collect on the failure points."

"I will break your neck," I said. "And I will leave you here to cook on this drum."

Caleb sighed. A short, bored sound.

"Emotional," he muttered.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a key fob. He nodded toward a silver Land Rover parked near the surveyor’s shack—away from the main group.

"Move," I ordered.

I kept a grip on his elbow, guiding him through the shadows, keeping the bulk of the machinery between us and the departing hit squad.

"Where the hell is that boy?" Magnus’s voice boomed across the yard. "Caleb! Get your ass over here!"

Caleb started to turn. I jammed my thumb into the nerve cluster in his tricep.

"Keep walking," I whispered.

Caleb didn't wince. He just corrected his course. "Father is agitated."

We reached the Land Rover. It was unlocked.

"Get in," I said. "Passenger seat. Buckle up."

Caleb climbed in. He adjusted his coat. He put on his seatbelt. He sat with his hands folded in his lap, waiting. He looked like a grad student waiting for his dissertation meeting.

I jumped into the driver’s seat. I threw the keys into the ignition.

The engine purred to life. Heated seats. Leather. The smell of a clean, sterile world that had no business being in this mud pit.

I slammed it into gear.

I peeled out, swinging wide around the surveyor’s shack, hitting the access road just as the taillights of the hit squad disappeared around the bend.

I floored it. The Land Rover surged forward, the tires chewing for grip on the frozen gravel.

My hands were shaking on the wheel. Not from the cold. From the adrenaline.

I had promised Rosa. No violence.

I looked at the road ahead. I was chasing eight men with guns who were heading to her house.

I looked at Caleb, sitting calmly next to me, staring out the window like a tourist.

I reached for my burner phone. I flipped it open and dialed.

"I might need an exception," I whispered to myself.

I pressed the phone to my ear, listening to the ring.

Ring.

Ring.

"Pick up, Rosa," I begged. "Please, pick up.”


Chapter 18: Jonathan

The phone rang three times. Each ring felt like a countdown.

"Hello?"

Her voice was thick with sleep. It was 6:15 AM. The world outside the Land Rover was a bruised purple-black, the wind howling against the windshield.

"Hey, beautiful," I said. I forced my voice into a lower register, smoothing out the jagged edges of the last hour. "Sorry to wake you."

"Jonathan?" There was a rustle of sheets. Rosa was using her nurse voice, keeping calm, steady. But I detected the undercurrent. I’d scared her. I hated that. But I could hear the faint tremor. It felt like a knife to my gut. "Where are you? You didn't come home."

"I know," I said. "Work interviews ran late.” I paused. Grimaced. I didn’t lie to Rosa. Anyone else? Fair game if they were a threat. But Rosa? No. I wouldn’t. Couldn’t. “Actually,” I said… “It… something else came up. Something with Stan.”

"Stan?" She sounded confused. “What happened?”

“He’s dead. Shot himself. I’m just… just checking into it, okay?”

I glanced at Caleb. He sat dispassionately next to me as we ate up road, still driving behind the SUVs heading towards my cabin.

"Just... grab the kids. Take them to the clinic early. Get breakfast at the Polar Café on the way. Just get out of the house for a few hours until I can get there."

Silence on the line. Rosa wasn't a spy, but she was a mother, and she was a nurse. She spent her life listening to what people didn't say. She knew the cadence of bad news.

"Jonathan," she said. Her voice lost the sleepiness. It became sharp. Alert. "I can hear an engine. You're driving fast."

"I'm just hurrying back."

"Don't lie to me."

The command was soft, but it hit me harder than Magnus Blackwood’s threats. I gripped the steering wheel. She knew the rule as well. I had spent my whole life constructing legends and cover stories, but with Rosa, I had tried to build something on bedrock.

I sighed. The air in the luxury SUV felt too hot.

“Don’t tell the kids. But it’s like I said. Stan is dead," I said. "And Jenny Pickett... I found her. She's gone too."

I heard her intake of breath. A small, wounded sound.

"And the men who did it," I continued, "they're cleaning up loose ends. Three trucks left the Blackwood claim. They're heading toward the Council Road. Toward the cabin."

"Oh, God," she whispered. 

"I'm sorry, Rosa," I said. The words tasted like ash. "I promised you. I swore I wouldn't bring this to your door. I failed."

"Stop," she said. There was no anger in it. Just a heavy, weary resignation. She was the anchor. She was the one who stitched up the wounds I caused. "How much time do I have?"

"Twenty minutes. Maybe less. Don't pack. Just go. Go to the clinic. Stay in the back room with the security door. I'll call you when it's clear."

"Okay," she said. "Okay."

"I'm so sorry, Rosa."

"Just be safe," she said. "Please."

"I will."

"I love you, Jonathan."

My chest tightened. I was a man who had just fed a corpse to a bear, and she was telling me she loved me. There’s no accounting for taste, I guess.

"I love you too," I said.

I hung up.

I stared at the road. The red taillights of the hit squad were visible now, cresting a hill a mile ahead. I could catch them in time. But if I did, what then? Ram them? Start a gunfight on an icy highway while Rosa was trying to buckle the kids into her Subaru?

No. Violence was the hammer. I needed a wrench.

I looked at Caleb. He was watching me, his head cocked to the side like a bird studying a worm.

"You have a significant emotional investment in that woman," Caleb observed. "It compromises your decision-making matrix."

"Shut up, Siri," I said.

I grabbed his phone from the center console. It was a high-end satellite model.

I didn't call 911. That goes to a dispatch center in Fairbanks sometimes. I needed local. I dialed the direct line for the Nome detachment.

"Trooper Dispatch," a tired voice answered.

I didn't use my voice. I pitched it up, adding a tremor of panic, scraping the vocal cords to sound husky and terrified.

"Yeah, hello? Is this the police? I'm out on the Council Road. Mile marker four. I just saw three black trucks pull off the road. Guys with rifles jumping out. They're heading toward that cabin... the Hunt place?"

"Sir, state your name," the dispatcher said, her voice snapping to alert.

"I'm just driving by! They have long guns! Gawd, they look like a militia or something. You better send someone before they start shooting!"

I hung up.

I tossed the phone into Caleb's lap.

"That," Caleb said, frowning, "was highly irregular. You just filed a false police report using a device registered to the Blackwood corporation."

"I didn't file a false report," I said, slowing the Land Rover down, letting the distance open up. "There are men with guns. And the police are on their way."

We waited. I pulled into a turnout, killing the lights.

Five minutes passed. Caleb sat perfectly still, his hands folded.

"You do not act like a diver," Caleb said suddenly.

I didn't look at him. "I'm a good diver."

"No," Caleb said. "A diver exerts energy against the environment. You exert control. The way you used the washplant’s heat as a threat. The way you neutralized my father's security detail without engaging them. The way you are currently monitoring your mirrors every six seconds."

He turned his head, the thick lenses of his glasses catching the faint moonlight.

"You act like a soldier. Special application. Tier One, perhaps?"

I ignored him. I wasn't going to give him the satisfaction of a denial.

"Tell me about the lighters," I said.

Caleb blinked. The shift in topic threw him off his rhythm. "I told you. They are missing."

"You said they were gifts," I said. "Where did you lose them?"

"I... misplace things," he said. "Rarely. But it happens."

"You don't misplace things, Caleb," I said. "You're an obsessive-compulsive accountant who knows the psi of every hydraulic line in this valley. If you lost those lighters, you know exactly where."

Caleb looked out the window. For the first time, the robot malfunctioned. He chewed his lip.

"I visit the town sometimes," he said softly. "In the evenings."

"Where?"

"The Board of Trade," he mumbled.

I raised an eyebrow. The Board of Trade was a dive bar on Front Street. It was rough, loud, and smelled of stale beer and desperation. It was the last place I expected to find Caleb Blackwood. It also was where Jenny occasionally “worked.”

"You go drinking?"

"I do not drink. Alcohol reduces cognitive function," Caleb said. "I go... for the company. Mostly, lazy emotional cows. But… there is a bartender."

"A bartender?"

"She is... agreeable," Caleb said. He shifted in his seat, smoothing the fabric of his coat. "She listens. She does not interrupt. She understands the value of structure."

"You were seeing her?"

Caleb flushed. A deep, red stain crept up his pale neck. It was the most human thing I’d ever seen him do.

"It is... improper," he stammered. "My father would not approve. Fraternizing with the locals. But... the work is stressful. The audit. The pressure. We were just having some... mutual enjoyment."

“What audit?”

He pretended like he hadn’t heard me. I let it go.

"Did you sleep with her?"

Caleb grimaced. He looked away, staring studiously at the door handle. "Yes. A few times over the last month."

"And you showed her the lighters?"

"She liked the engraving," Caleb whispered. "She said the tactile feedback of the hinge was satisfying."

I nodded slowly. A bartender who likes expensive lighters and sleeps with the son of the richest man in town. A son who is socially awkward and desperate for connection. It was a classic honey pot.

Or just a thief.

"Look," I said.

Down the road, blue lights flashed against the snow.

A Trooper SUV had pulled up behind the three black trucks. It was Trooper Beets.

I watched through the windshield. Beets stepped out, his hand on his holster. The lead door of the first SUV opened. A large man stepped out. I recognized him—one of the Blackwood divers. A brutish guy named Kovic.

They spoke for a moment. Beets pointed back toward town. Kovic shrugged, his body language relaxed, dismissive.

He said something to Beets, laughed, and got back in the truck.

The three SUVs did a three-point turn on the icy road and headed back toward the mine.

I let out a breath that rattled in my chest.

Rosa was safe. The hit squad had been burned. They couldn't hit the house now; there was a police report on file. It was too noisy.

"Curious," Caleb noted.

"Get out," I said.

I put the Land Rover in park and unlocked the doors. I tossed the key fob at him.

Caleb caught it. He looked confused. "You are releasing me?"

"I'm done with you," I said. "For now."

"You are walking?"

"I like the cold," I said. "Get out."

Caleb opened the door. The wind swirled in, freezing and harsh. He stepped out, buttoning his coat. I stepped out also, leaving the door open.

He didn't run. He walked around to the driver's side. He climbed in.

I watched him. He adjusted the seat. He adjusted the mirrors. He put on his seatbelt. He checked the dashboard for warning lights.

Then, he put on his turn signal—on a deserted road in the middle of the tundra—and pulled away, accelerating at a perfectly sensible rate.

I shook my head. 

I stood on the side of the road as the taillights faded.

I pulled out my burner. I texted Rosa: They turned back. Stay away from the cabin today. Go to your nurse friend in town.

I pocketed the phone.

I wasn't going home. I had to sort this out. I had to tell the Picketts that their sister was dead. I had to sort out the Blackwood mess, too.

But first, I had a date.

I turned toward the lights of town glowing on the horizon.

I was going to the Board of Trade. I needed to meet a bartender who liked Zippos.


Chapter 19: Jonathan

The Board of Trade Saloon on Front Street didn't just smell like a bar; it smelled like a century of bad decisions marinating in stale beer.

I stepped inside, the heat hitting me like a physical wall after the biting wind of the street. It was dim, lit by neon signs that buzzed with the same frantic energy as the patrons.

I scanned the room. Disorder.

Miners, fishermen, and the lost souls of the Arctic sat on stools that had been polished smooth by generations of denim.

I moved to the bar. The bartender was wiping down the brass rail with a rag that had seen better decades.

She wasn't what I expected.

Caleb Blackwood was a twenty-something robot in a wool coat. I had expected his "paramour" to be a bottle-blonde in her twenties, someone looking for a sugar daddy to buy her a ticket to Anchorage.

The woman behind the bar was fifty, easy.

She had steel-grey hair cut in a sharp bob, lines around her eyes that spoke of too much sun and too much laughter, and she moved with the confident, economy-of-motion that only comes from years of managing drunks.

She was wearing a heavy flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, revealing forearms that looked strong enough to haul a crab pot.

"Help you, big man?" she asked. Her voice was one of those charming voices that always sounds like it’s on the verge of a chuckle or an inside joke.

"Coffee," I said. "Black."

She raised an eyebrow. "In a place like this? Coffee means you're either starting a shift or ending a marriage."

"Just waking up," I said.

She poured the coffee. It was thick, black sludge. Perfect.

"I'm Kat," she said.

"Jon."

"You're the new guy," she said, leaning against the back bar. "The diver. Heard you pulled twenty ounces out of the Sound last week. Stan was bragging about you."

"Stan was a good man," I said.

Her smile faltered. The lines around her eyes deepened. "Yeah. He was. The news travels fast in a town with three roads."

She wiped a glass, looking down. "Suicide. That's what the Troopers are saying. Doesn't sit right. Stan was too stubborn to quit."

"I agree," I said.

I took a sip of the coffee. It tasted like battery acid and comfort.

"I'm looking for a lighter," I said.

Kat froze. Just for a microsecond. A hitch in the rhythm of her polishing cloth.

"We sell Bics behind the counter," she said, not looking up. "Two bucks."

"Not a Bic," I said. "A Zippo. Silver. Custom engraving. A stylized 'C'."

She stopped wiping. She looked at me. Her eyes were hard, intelligent. "Don't know it."

"You do," I said softly. "Because Caleb Blackwood told me about you two. Told me he lost his lighters also.”

She flushed. It was a surprising reaction for a woman who looked like she could stare down a polar bear. The red crept up her neck.

"Caleb," she whispered. She looked around, checking if anyone was listening. "He talks too much."

"He talks enough," I said. "He told me you were close."

She let out a short, bark-like laugh. "Close? Is that what he calls it? The boy is... complicated. He's lonely. He comes in here, drinks club soda, and talks about hydraulic pressure variances. It's... soothing, actually. He doesn't want anything from me. Just someone to listen."

"He said you were 'fond' of him."

"He's a kid," she said, her voice softening. "A weird, rich, lonely kid. He tips well. And he's polite. That puts him in the top one percent of men in this town."

"Did you take his lighters, Kat?"

She looked at the door. She looked at her hands. She looked everywhere but at me.

"I don't know what you're talking about," she said, scrubbing a spot on the bar that was already clean. "Caleb Blackwood comes in here to stare at his tablet and drink soda. That's it."

I watched her hands. They were trembling slightly.

"He told me, Kat."

She stopped scrubbing. She didn't look up, but her shoulders tensed, the fabric of her flannel shirt pulling tight. I studied her for a moment.

She wasn't beautiful in the way that sells perfume in airports. She was beautiful in the way a well-oiled winch or a storm-proofed hull is beautiful. It was a functional, reliable kind of appeal.

Her face was a map of the elements—wind-burned at the cheeks, etched with crow's feet that looked less like age marks and more like stress fractures in high-grade steel. She had the kind of beauty that didn't just survive the Arctic; it had negotiated a peace treaty with it.

She stood with her weight on her heels, chin up, telegraphing the quiet, bored confidence of a woman who had seen every species of bad behavior a man can invent and had thrown them all out on the sidewalk at closing time.

Caleb Blackwood liked machines because they were honest. Looking at her, I understood why he liked Kat. She had zero decorative parts. She was all engine.

"Told you what?" she asked, her voice low.

"That you’re sleeping together."

The reaction was immediate. She dropped the rag. Her head snapped up, and for a second, I saw panic in her eyes—not the panic of a criminal caught in the act, but the panic of a woman whose secret garden had just been bulldozed.

A deep, blotchy flush crept up her neck, staining her cheeks.

"He... he said that?" she whispered.

"He said it was 'improper'," I said, keeping my voice soft. "He said he knows his father wouldn't approve. But he also said he's fond of you. That you listen."

Kat let out a breath that was half-laugh, half-sob. She leaned back against the liquor bottles, crossing her arms over her chest as if to shield herself.

"That idiot," she murmured. A sad, crooked smile touched her lips. "He wasn't supposed to say anything. We had a deal. What happens in the Board of Trade stays in the Board of Trade."

"He's a strange kid," I said.

"He's not strange," Kat said defensively. "He's just... loud inside his own head. You know? Everyone in this town is loud outside. Screaming, fighting, revving engines. Caleb is quiet. When he comes here... it's like he just wants to sit in the silence I make for him."

She looked at me, her eyes defiant now.

"I know what people would say. The rich boy and the old barfly. Cradle robber. Gold digger. But it wasn't like that. He treated me like... like a person. Not a bartender. Not a piece of meat. He’d bring me things. Weird things. A polished piece of quartz. A book on structural engineering because I mentioned the floor was creaking. He tried to fix my toaster once."

She shook her head, her expression softening into something painfully tender.

"He's broken, Jon. But in a way that fits my own cracks."

"I believe you," I said. And I did. I knew about broken people finding strange ways to fit together. "But that closeness... that’s how you got the lighters, isn't it? He trusts you. He leaves things on the bar."

The tenderness vanished. “And we’re back to that, huh?”

"Caleb is missing two lighters," I said. "One ended up in a dead man's truck. The other ended up at a crime scene where a girl went missing. If you took them, you need to tell me. Now."

She paled. "A crime scene? Who?”

“Not your business.”

“In this town, everything is my business, whether I like it or—wait… Jenny Pickett?” She said suddenly. “A crime scene? You’re sure?”

I winced. 

Kat read my silence like a billboard. “Bo Pickett was in here four hours ago. He was halfway through a bottle of rotgut and screaming at the wallpaper.”

She leaned in, lowering her voice, though the bar was loud enough to hide us.

“He was making a hell of a scene, Jon. Talking about how the Blackwoods had ‘taken her.’ Said if they touched a hair on her head, he’d burn their whole operation to the waterline.”

“Bo talks a lot,” I said.

“Not like this,” Kat countered. “He wasn't just drunk. He was scared. He kept slamming his fist on the bar, saying Jenny hadn't come in for her shift. She dances here sometimes. Tuesday and Thursday nights. It’s not... official. Just when she needs the cash for the generator or the old man’s meds. But she hasn't been in for a week. Bo said he had reason to believe she went to meet someone at the Blackwood claim and never came back.”

She looked at me, her eyes searching for a lie.

“The Picketts are trouble, Jon. Everyone knows it. Vern is a mean drunk, and Rance is a cruel one. But they look out for their own in a twisted way. If Bo was that rattled... it means something is wrong.”

She wiped the counter, her movements jerky now.

“He said they hurt her. He said he was going to make them bleed. I tried to calm him down, tried to get him to tell me who she met, but he just stormed out.”

She paused, her hand trembling slightly as she picked up the polishing rag again.

“If you found a crime scene... and Jenny is missing... did Bo do something stupid? Or was he right?'"

“Tell me about the lighters,” I said, refusing to be distracted. “You took them, didn’t you?”

I didn’t mention they were now in my pocket.

She shook her head. “Absolutely not.”

I pointed to the camera over the bar, aimed at both of us. “And if I get your manager to check that—he’ll feel the same way?”

She swallowed briefly, glancing up, then back at me. Her shoulders slumped a little.

"Tell me."

She sighed. It was the sound of a woman who knew the bill had finally come due.

"I didn't steal them," she said. Her voice dropped. “I… I didn’t… It wasn’t… They have so much cash—millions off of gold. Not like us. You know. You worked long hours for Stan. And, and me? This is my third week in a row pulling double shifts.” She had the tone of someone trying to win an ally to her cause. I didn’t protest, and I didn’t disagree. I just let her talk. “What was a stupid lighter or two?”

“Your idea?”

She shook her head adamantly as if this absolved her. “I… I was paid to lift them. A guy... a customer. Came in about a week ago. Flashed a roll of cash. Said he wanted a souvenir from the 'Prince of Nome'. Said he'd pay a grand for each lighter if I could swipe them without Caleb noticing."

"Who was the customer?"

"Never saw him before," she said. "Hoodie. Scarf. Sat in the dark corner. Paid in hundreds. I... I needed the money, Jon. The boiler at my place is shot. Winter is here. I didn't ask questions. I just... Caleb leaves them on the bar when he's talking. It was easy."

"You sold them to a stranger?"

"Two grand," she said, looking ashamed. "For two pieces of metal. I thought it was just some collector. Or a prank."

"It wasn't a prank," I said grimly.

The door banged open.

A gust of wind swirled in, carrying snow.

The conversation in the bar died.

Seven men walked in. They were big, loud, and wearing heavy company jackets with the Blackwood Mining logo.

Leading them was Kovic. The team that had been diverted from my house.

The diver was built like a vending machine—square, heavy. He had a shaved head and eyes that were too small for his face.

He scanned the room. He saw me.

A slow, ugly grin spread across his face.

"Well, look at this," Kovic announced, his voice booming. "The hero of the sluice box."

He walked over to the bar. His six goons fanned out, blocking the exit. Standard intimidation formation.

Kovic stopped right next to me. He leaned in, invading my space. He smelled of cheap cologne and whiskey.

"You got a lot of nerve showing your face in town," Kovic said. "After what you pulled."

"I'm just having coffee," I said. "Go away."

"This is a company bar," Kovic spat. "We decide who drinks here."

He reached out and slapped my coffee mug. It skittered across the bar, splashing hot liquid onto the wood.

Kat stepped forward, pointing a finger—hand still holding the rag—over the counter.

"That's enough, Kovic," she snapped. "He's a paying customer. Back off."

Kovic laughed. He reached out and grabbed Kat’s wrist, twisting it until she dropped the rag.

"Shut up, old woman," Kovic sneered. "Go pour drinks and keep your mouth shut before I shut it for you."

“Let go of me!”

A couple of his buddies chuckled, which only seemed to encourage him.

He yanked her toward him, his hand bunching the fabric of her shirt. "Maybe we take you out back and teach you some manners, huh? You like young boys like Caleb? Maybe you need some real men."

He leered at her. "Fragile things, women in this town. Snap real easy."

Was he talking about Jenny? About her ankle?

The switch flicked.

It wasn't a conscious decision. It was a physical reaction. The itch at the base of my skull stopped. The noise in my head—the constant threat assessment—went silent.

The world narrowed down to angles. Force. Leverage.

I cleared my throat.

The sound was quiet, but it cut through the room like a gunshot.

Kovic looked at me. "You say something, freak?"

I stopped slouching, unfolding to my full height.

I held up one finger. "One second."

I reached into my pocket. I pulled out my burner phone.

I placed it on the bar. I typed with one thumb.

Sorry, Rosa.

I hit send.

I looked at the phone for a second, watching the message turn to Delivered.

Then I looked at Kovic.

"Two years," I said.

Kovic blinked. "What?"

"Two years and three months, in fact," I said. My voice was conversational. Bored. "That's how long I've lasted without breaking a man's face."

I sighed. It was a genuine expression of regret. I had tried. I really had.

"Are you crazy?" Kovic demanded. He let go of Kat, turning his full attention to me.

One of the men behind him—a guy with a scar on his lip—reached for his belt. I saw the glint of steel. A knife.

"Wanna take this outside?" I murmured.

I pointed toward the door.

It was the oldest trick in the book. The "look away" distracter. It works because the human brain is hardwired to follow a directional cue.

Kovic looked. Just for a fraction of a second. His eyes darted to the door.

That was all the time I needed.

I didn't hesitate. I stepped inside his guard. I drove my right elbow forward, putting two hundred and fifty pounds of torque behind the blow.

The impact was a heavy thud.


Chapter 20: Jonathan

Gravity is a constant. It’s the one partner you can always rely on in a fight.

Kovic was dead weight. Two hundred and thirty pounds of unconscious muscle falling at 9.8 meters per second squared.

The man with the scar didn't account for the obstacle. He lunged, leading with the knife—a cheap folding tactical blade held in a reverse grip. He wanted to gut me.

I stepped to the left.

I didn't block the knife. I let Kovic take it.

As Kovic collapsed, his shoulder slumped forward, intercepting the arc of the blade. The knife skidded off the thick canvas of his jacket. It was enough to stall Scar-face’s momentum.

He stumbled, his shin hitting Kovic’s hip.

That was the opening.

I reached out. My left hand—the ruined one—is ugly, but the grip strength is three times that of a normal man. I clamped onto Scar-face’s wrist.

I didn't pull. I rotated.

The radius and ulna bones in the forearm are designed to twist, but not under torque while the elbow is locked.

I stepped in, driving my hip into his, and snapped his arm straight over my shoulder like I was breaking a piece of kindling.

Crack.

The sound was dry and loud, like a pistol shot.

The knife clattered to the floor. The man screamed—a high, thin sound that died instantly when I drove the heel of my boot into his instep, shattering the small bones of the foot.

He went down. Half the crew was already backing away. They were miners, not fighters.

That left two threats left standing. They were big, but they were slow. They were processing the fact that their leader was asleep and their knifeman was broken.

Their OODA loops were stuck on "Observe." I was already at "Act."

I grabbed the nearest one by the throat, using his own backward momentum to swing him into the second man. They tangled. Limbs flailing.

I didn't waste energy hitting them. I picked up a heavy glass beer mug from the nearest table.

I brought it down on the collarbone of the first man. The glass didn't break. The bone did.

He dropped. The last man scrambled backward, tripping over a stool, holding his hands up in the universal surrender pose.

I checked my watch.

Eleven seconds.

I adjusted my cuffs. I walked back to the bar.

My coffee was still there, a puddle of it spilled on the wood, but half remained in the mug.

The room was silent. The jukebox had stopped. The miners and fishermen were staring at me with a mixture of awe and terror. In Nome, people fight. But they fight like brawlers—wild swings and grappling. They don't fight like engineers dismantling an engine.

I sat down on the stool. I picked up the mug. I took a sip.

"Anyone else?" I asked.

The man on the floor with the broken arm was whimpering, cradling his limb against his chest. Kovic was snoring—a ragged, bubbling sound that indicated a likely concussion.

Nobody moved.

I turned to Kat.

She was standing with her back against the liquor bottles, her face pale. The rag was on the floor. She looked at me, and I saw the shift in her eyes. Five minutes ago, I was a customer. Now, I was a predator.

"It's okay," I said softly.

"You..." She swallowed hard. "You broke them."

"They needed breaking," I said. "Now. About the buyer."

She took a shaky breath. She was tough—she’d lived in Nome for decades—but she recognized the difference between a bar fight and what just happened. She nodded, her hands fumbling for a pack of cigarettes on the counter.

"He was... a ghost," she whispered, lighting a cigarette with trembling fingers.

"Describe him."

"Average height. Maybe five-ten. Pale. Like he hadn't seen the sun in years. No facial hair. No scars. He looked like... nobody. You'd pass him on the street and forget him two seconds later."

"Clothing?"

"High-end," she said, blowing smoke toward the ceiling. "Brand new. Arc'teryx jacket. Sitka pants. The stiff kind that hasn't been broken in. He looked like a catalogue model for an outdoor store, but... wrong. Too clean."

"The money," I prompted.

"Sequential," she said. "He paid me two grand in hundreds. Crisp. The serial numbers were in order. I noticed when I counted it. Like he’d just walked out of a bank vault."

"Or a federal disbursement office," I muttered. Sequential bills are a rookie mistake for a criminal, or the hallmark of someone who doesn't care because they have immunity.

"Did you see what he was driving?"

Kat nodded. "I walked him out. Wanted to make sure he actually left. He got into a rental."

"Which agency?"

"Midnight Sun," she said. "A silver Ford Escape. It was beat up, like all of them, but I noticed the bumper. It had a sticker for the 'Iditarod 2024'. And the rear passenger taillight... it was smashed. Taped over with red Tuck Tape. The translucent kind."

"Red tape," I repeated.

"Yeah."

I finished my coffee. It was cold now.

"Thanks, Kat."

I stood up. I pulled a twenty from my wallet and put it on the bar.

"For the mess," I said.

I looked down at Kovic. He was starting to stir, groaning.

I leaned down.

"Tell Magnus next time he tries to come after my family, I’ll make sure he’s the one that burns," I whispered.

I walked out into the wind.

The cold hit me, cleansing the smell of violence from my clothes.

I had a description. A ghost in new clothes with government money. And I had a car. A silver Ford with a busted light.

Midnight Sun Car Rentals was at the airport, but they kept their overflow lot near the harbor.


Chapter 21: Ethan

Ethan Bishop sat on the edge of the stiff hotel bed at the Aurora Inn.

He folded his white Oxford shirt with military precision—sleeves in, fold, tuck, smooth—and placed it into his suitcase. He was a man of creases and corners. His life was organized. His jaw was clean-shaven, his hair parted strictly to the left, his fingernails scrubbed. He looked like exactly what he was pretending to be: a polite, by-the-book FBI liaison sent to the ends of the earth to file paperwork.

His CIA desk-jockey days were behind him.

He stood up and walked to the window, wincing as his left leg took his weight.

The cold damp of the Bering Sea seeped through the glass, settling into the old shrapnel wound in his thigh like a deep, dull toothache. It had been Forty-eight months since the IED in Kandahar had taken a chunk of his quadriceps and his career. Reassigned. Desk duty. Analyst.

He hated that word.

He turned away from the grey view. In the corner of the room, his acoustic guitar case stood like a mute sentry. He used to play on the worship team at his church in Virginia. He used to close his eyes and feel something clean and bright when he hit the E-chord. He hadn't opened the case in three months. Not since the phone calls started. It felt wrong to touch the instrument now, like walking into a sanctuary with muddy boots.

Ethan sat at the small desk and woke his laptop.

He knew now why they’d sent him to Nome. Why him in particular. Local contacts and all that.

He bypassed the standard Bureau login. He inserted a encrypted thumb drive and typed a sequence of keys that routed his connection through three dummy servers in D.C. before vanishing into the dark web.

A notification blinked on the screen.

ALERT: FACIAL RECOGNITION MATCH.

Ethan clicked the file. It was a grainy, black-and-white still from an ATM camera near the Nome airport.

The man in the frame was wearing a heavy parka, his face partially obscured by a hood. But the software had found the landmarks: the distance between the eyes, the ridge of the nose.

SUBJECT: HUNT, JONATHAN.

STATUS: RETIRED / RESTRICTED.

Ethan frowned. He zoomed in on the face. Hunt looked wild. Unkempt. A thick, scruffy beard covered his jaw. He looked like a drifter, a man who had let discipline rot away. To Ethan, who ironed his socks, the sight was offensive. It was a waste of training.

He sighed. For two hours now, he’d wondered what he should do about this. Jonathan wasn’t the mission. He was just… a complication.

He picked up his burner phone and dialed a number that didn't exist.

One ring. Two.

"Report," the voice said. It was digital, echoing, stripped of gender and humanity.

"The Ghost is here," Ethan whispered, his throat tight. "Jonathan Hunt. He’s in Nome."

Silence on the line. Then, the sound of typing.

"Confirmed," the voice said. “He is domesticated."

"He's going to make a mess," Ethan said, tapping his fingers on the desk. "He's going to draw attention. The local police are already involved. I should bring him in. Arrest him for interference."

"Negative," the voice snapped. "You are not law enforcement, Bishop. You are a scalpel. You want your field status back? You want off the desk?"

Ethan’s hand tightened on the phone. "Yes."

"Then let Hunt do what he does. Hunt destroys. You recover."

Ethan hesitated. "Recover? This is complicated as it is. The Auditor isn't just a rogue asset. He has the ledger for the entire outfit.”

"We need the Auditor in the ground, Ethan," the voice cut in, cold and absolute. "He has become a liability. His exposure is too high. The ledger dies with him."

Ethan blinked. This was a deviation. The original brief had been extraction. The rest of them? Not so lucky. Ethan knew what he’d signed on for. The opportunity to get off that desk had been too good to pass up. He’d been hemmed into a corner, corralled… He’d known his career was going nowhere.

And then? An opportunity. Back in the field.

"But..."

"Don't get distracted," the voice purred. "Besides, isn't Hunt the guy you mentioned last month? The one who walked away from the program? The one you said could be useful?”

"Yeah," Ethan said slowly. "Yeah, that's him."

"Two birds, one stone," the voice said. “Not this job, obviously… But you know what I mean.”

The implication hung in the air, heavy and suffocating. 

"Ethan?"

"I'm here," he said.

"Hunt can smell a lie," the voice warned. “Avoid him. Avoid interaction. If you need to approach, talk to him… about the other thing. Not this one.”

Ethan looked at the FBI badge sitting on the nightstand. It was a shield, a symbol of order and law. He was about to use it to hide a murder.

"I can handle him," Ethan said, though his voice lacked the conviction he wanted.

"Do this, and your leg doesn't matter anymore. You're back in the game."

The line clicked dead.

Ethan lowered the phone. He looked at the guitar case in the corner. He thought about the songs he used to play, about grace and redemption.

He stood up, ignoring the pain in his leg. He walked to the mirror and adjusted his tie. He smoothed his hair. He looked neat. He looked polite. He looked like a hero.

"Two birds," he whispered to his reflection.


Chapter 22: Jonathan

The Midnight Sun Car Rental lot sat on the edge of the Nome airport, a fenced-in purgatory of snow-covered sedans and SUVs. At 8:00 AM, the sun was still three hours away from thinking about rising. The darkness was absolute, broken only by the yellow sodium lights of the distant runway.

I’d detoured to retrieve my truck and now parked a block away, behind a rusted Conex container. I walked the rest of the distance.

The wind had picked up. It screamed through the chain-link fence, rattling the frozen signs.

The lot was a ghost town. Most of the cars were buried under drifts, their shapes softened into white mounds. But near the back, where the plow had cleared a narrow lane, I saw a row of "ready" vehicles.

I moved down the line, my flashlight off. I didn't need it. The ambient glow from the airport gave me enough grey-scale vision to spot the target.

Third from the end. A silver Ford Escape.

It was nondescript. The kind of car you forget the moment you look away. But the rear passenger taillight was shattered, covered in a patch of red translucent Tuck Tape.

I approached from the blind side, checking for sensors. Most rentals in the bush are basic packages—no alarms, no remote start. Just four wheels and a heater.

I knelt by the driver’s door. Locked.

I didn't have my lock picks. They were back at the cabin, buried in my go-bag. But I had a pocket knife and the world is full of raw materials.

I moved to the rear wiper blade. I popped the rubber strip out of the housing. Inside the rubber is a thin, flat strip of stainless steel that gives the blade its rigidity. It’s flexible, strong, and makes a perfect tension wrench.

I bent the steel strip into an L-shape. I slid it into the bottom of the keyway. I used the small file on my multi-tool as a rake.

I applied tension. I raked the pins.

Click.

The lock turned.

I opened the door. The interior light didn't come on—the fuse had been pulled. Smart.

I slid into the driver’s seat and closed the door against the wind.

The smell hit me instantly.

It wasn't the smell of a rental car—stale coffee and wet dog. It smelled like a hospital operating room. Bleach. Industrial antiseptic. Menthol.

The nondescript man in his hat and scarf—according to Kat—had cleaned this car. I checked closer and was impressed. He had wiped down every surface, vacuumed every fiber. He was erasing himself.

I opened the glove box. Empty. No registration, no manual.

I checked under the seats. Nothing.

I popped the trunk release. I crawled into the back, lifting the carpeted floor panel to get to the spare tire well.

Jackpot.

Tucked under the rim of the donut spare was a crumpled receipt from the local hardware store. I smoothed it out.

Heavy Duty Zip Ties (100 pack).

Lye (Industrial Grade).

Visqueen Sheeting.

Zip ties for restraint. Plastic sheeting for the mess. Lye for decomposition.

This wasn't a tourist. This was a disposal team of one. But it didn’t match. Jenny had died out in the cold, chased to death until here feet literally gave out. Stan had been shot in his car, the body found.

Were there other victims?

People I hadn’t found yet? A cold shiver threatened to climb down my spine. I ignored it.

I climbed back into the front seat. I turned the ignition key just enough to power the electronics, not the engine.

The dashboard screen lit up. I navigated to the onboard GPS. The "Recent Destinations" history had been cleared.

Of course.

But the "Track Log" was still active. Most people forget to disable the breadcrumb trail that records where the car has actually been.

I pulled up the map. A spiderweb of blue lines covered the screen. Most were local—trips to the hardware store, the gas station. But one thick blue line went out the Council Road and veered off into the tundra.

It ended at a specific set of coordinates, miles north of the Blackwood claim. Nowhere near a road. Nowhere near anything.

I memorized the numbers. 34.6 North. 165.2 West.

I was reaching for my burner phone to save the location when the world exploded in red and blue.

Sirens whooped—a short, aggressive chirp followed by a wail.

Spotlights hit the car, blinding me.

"Driver! Hands! Show me your hands!"

The voice was amplified by a PA system.

I froze. I looked in the side mirror. Two Trooper SUVs had blocked the exit of the row.

"Step out of the vehicle! Now! Do it now!"

I sighed. The sound was heavy in the silent car.

I had a choice. I could run. I could disappear into the dark of the airport. But that would make me a fugitive. It would endanger Rosa.

I opened the door. I stepped out into the freezing wind, raising my hands slowly.

"Turn around! Facing away!"

I turned.

"Knees! On the ground!"

I knelt in the snow.

Two figures approached. One was Trooper Beets. He looked pale in the strobe lights, his doughy face sweating despite the cold.

The other was the indigenous woman, six feet tall, with a braid of dark hair and eyes that looked like they could cut glass. Sarah. 

She had her service weapon drawn and leveled at my chest. Her finger was on the trigger guard, but her grip was rock steady.

"Jonathan Hunt," Beets stammered, holstering his weapon and pulling out cuffs. "You are under arrest."

"For what?" I asked calmly. "Sitting in a rental car?"

"Aggravated assault," Sarah said. Her voice was hard. "Magnus Blackwood pressed charges. You put three men in the hospital at the Board of Trade."

"It was four against one," I replied. "And that was after a couple of their boys backed off. It was self-defense."

"Tell it to the judge," Sarah said. She didn't lower her gun.

Beets stepped forward. He grabbed my wrist. His hands were shaking slightly.

"Sorry, Mr. Hunt," Beets muttered, fumbling with the handcuffs. "The Chief... Magnus called the Captain directly. We didn't have a choice."

He clicked the first cuff on. It pinched my skin.

"They're too tight," Beets mumbled, nervously checking the fit. "I can loosen them..."

"They won’t loosen," I said. I’d been cuffed before. I knew the jig. I looked past him, locking eyes with Sarah. "You're making a mistake. The guy who rented this car... he's the one you want."

"You have the right to remain silent," Sarah recited, holstering her weapon. "I suggest you use it."

Beets clicked the second cuff. The metal bit into my wrist, cold and final.

I looked at the silver Ford. I had the coordinates in my head. I had the receipt in my mind.

But for now, I was going to jail. And the nondescript man, who’d stolen two lighters, was still out there.


Chapter 23: The Auditor

The cold was a clarifying agent. 

The window of the motel room was wide open. The outside air, hovering at twenty-five degrees below zero, flooded the small space, freezing the condensation on the cheap mirror.

The man standing before the glass didn't shiver. His body temperature was regulated by a will that superseded biology.

He was naked.

He held a straight razor in his right hand. With a steady, rhythmic motion, he scraped the blade across his brow. A faint dusting of white-blonde hair fell into the sink.

He had no eyebrows. He had no eyelashes. His skull was a polished dome of pale skin. His chest, his arms, his legs—all of it was hairless. He was as smooth and pale as a cavern-dwelling amphibian.

He leaned closer to the mirror.

He turned his head to the side. There was no ear. Just a smooth, circular patch of shiny scar tissue where the cartilage had been surgically removed. Ears were liabilities. They were handles for an enemy to grab. Worse, ear prints were as unique as fingerprints.

He checked his hands. The pads of his fingers were glossy and featureless, the ridges burned away by acid years ago.

He was a blank slate. 

He set the razor down. He admired the form in the glass. He wasn't large, but he was dense—sinewy muscle wrapped tight around bone, pale as milk. He looked like a mole-rat, stripped of all softness, designed for tunneling through the dark.

He dropped to the floor.

One. Two. Three.

He began his sit-ups. His motion was piston-like. Up. Down. Up. Down.

He didn't count for vanity. He counted for maintenance. The body was a vehicle. If you didn't service the engine, it failed you on the highway.

Fifty.

He stood up, his breathing unchanged.

He walked to the bathroom door. It was slightly ajar.

He pushed it open.

"I'll be right back," he whispered.

From the darkness of the tiled room, a sound answered him. A muffled, terrified whimper. A rhythmic thumping against the porcelain of the bathtub.

The Auditor smiled. It was a small, tight expression that didn't reach his eyes, mostly because he had no lashes to frame them. He winked at the darkness.

He turned back to the bedroom.

He began the process of constructing the human suit.

First, the thermal base layer. Then the grey wool sweater. Then the high-end Arc'teryx shell. He pulled the hood up, casting his featureless face into shadow. He pulled on gloves to cover the ruined fingertips.

He picked up a knife from the bedside table—a ceramic blade, invisible to metal detectors, sharp enough to shave with. He slid it into his boot.

He sat on the edge of the bed and picked up the burner phone.

He dialed.

"Blackwood," a voice answered on the second ring. It was tight, strained.

"Is it handled?" the Auditor asked. His voice was soft. "The investors want to know. You have eight hours left."

"Everything is taken care of," Magnus Blackwood said. The bluster in his voice was forced, a thin veneer over panic. "The Picketts... and their buddy, Hunt. They're off the board. No one is going to cause any more trouble."

"Good," the Auditor said. "I'm on my way."

He stood up, pacing the small room.

"Did any of them survive?" he asked. "I want to speak with them. Personally."

Silence on the line.

"I... enjoy looking at them," the Auditor continued. "Before they die. It verifies the asset closure."

Magnus made a sound. An uncomfortable noise in the back of his throat.

"I... let me... give me a couple of hours," Magnus stammered.

The Auditor froze.

He went perfectly still. His head didn't move. His breathing stopped. He listened to the silence between the words. He listened to the micro-tremors in the older man’s voice.

"Give you a couple of hours?" the Auditor repeated.

"I'm not stalling," Magnus said quickly. Too quickly. The words tumbled out, tripping over each other. "No, no. Just... hang on. Let me get back to you. I... it's fine. We have him. Just... need to make sure the Troopers don't cause any trouble. It's a small town. Eyes everywhere."

The Auditor stared at his reflection in the frosted mirror.

Magnus was lying.

It wasn't handled. The variables were still loose.

"Don't disappoint me, Magnus," the Auditor whispered. "This is getting expensive."

He hung up.

He looked at the bathroom door one last time.

"Change of plans," he said to the room.

If they wouldn’t handle it… he would have to.

He walked out into the snow.


Chapter 24: Jonathan

I sat on the steel bunk, my back against the cinder block wall. The cold leached through my parka, finding the spots where the insulation was compressed. I didn't shiver. Shivering is a waste of energy. I just sat, regulating my breathing, lowering my heart rate.

Waiting.

In a cell, time isn't measured in minutes; it's measured in the intervals of the guard's boots.

Every twenty minutes, Trooper Beets walked by. He didn't look like a cop; he looked like a baker who had wandered into the wrong building. He’d peer through the Plexiglas slit, his brow furrowed, as if trying to solve a puzzle. He looked nervous.

He wasn't guarding me. He was babysitting me.

An hour passed. The silence of the station was heavy, broken only by the distant hum of a heater and the occasional squawk of a radio.

Then, the rhythm changed. New boots on the linoleum. Not Beets’ shuffle. A confident, heavy stride.

Trooper Sarah stopped at the bars. Her eyes were hard, the kind that had seen too much winter and not enough justice.

She watched me for a long moment.

“You guys taking turns studying the zoo animals?” I asked at last.

She just looked at me.

“What’s going on back there? You guys gonna process me or what?”

She said nothing, just watched.

Finally, she spoke. "I know your wife," she said.

I didn't reply. Rosa wasn't my wife. We weren't anything on paper. But correcting her felt like a betrayal of the life we were trying to build. And frankly, it was none of her business.

"She helped my sister," Sarah continued, her voice losing a fraction of its edge. "Last year. At the clinic. My sister didn't have insurance. Didn't have the cash. Rosa took care of her anyway. Stipulated it as 'charity care' in the paperwork so the admin wouldn't flag it."

I nodded slowly. "That sounds like Rosa."

Sarah leaned against the bars, crossing her arms. "So what were you doing, Hunt? Beating up those guys at the Board of Trade?"

"I was drinking coffee," I said.

"Kovic is a long-timer here," she said. "He's an asshole, but he's our asshole. Everyone knows him. No one knows you. You walk into a local bar and break four men in ten seconds? That’s not a bar fight. That’s… something that gets people scared. Scared people do dangerous things."

"It was a mistake," I said, shrugging. "He came at me."

"They're saying you burned the Blackwood washplant, too."

I shook my head. "Didn't."

"They have you on film," she said. "Or someone built like you. Big. Bearded. Moving fast near the perimeter fence right before the fire started."

I considered mentioning Jenny Pickett. I considered telling her about the bear, about the body in the snow, about the lighters. But I stayed silent. In my experience, giving intel to local law enforcement was like pouring water into a sieve.

I looked at her. "You guys waiting for someone?"

She blinked. "What?"

"You haven't fingerprinted me," I said. "You haven't processed my paperwork. You haven't even taken my shoelaces. You're holding me in a holding cell, but you're treating me like luggage."

"What makes you say that?"

"Beets," I said, nodding toward the hallway. "He walks by every twenty minutes to check if I'm still here. Not to check on me. To check if the package is ready for pickup."

Sarah frowned. She opened her mouth to speak, but a loud metallic clang echoed from the front of the station. The heavy security door.

Footsteps.

Sarah straightened up. Beets appeared, looking relieved.

Behind him walked a man in a charcoal wool coat.

I sighed.

He looked the same as ever.

I knew the guy. And immediately, I knew his arrival meant more trouble than these local Troopers could’ve ever cooked up on their own.

Ethan Bishop. The Boy Scout’s Boy Scout. He had the kind of face you trusted implicitly—square jaw, clear eyes, hair cut in a regulation fade that hadn't changed since basic training. He walked with a limp—an old shrapnel wound that still bothered him.

Ethan worked for the Agency. Or he used to. Three years ago, he had put a bullet in my chest near a pipeline in Texas. He had sent me to a black site. I had only gotten out because I testified against a corrupt ex-Director who had tried to kill his replacement.

I had walked away. He had let me. We had an understanding: I stayed dead, and he stayed away.

Ethan nodded to Sarah. He flashed a leather wallet. "FBI."

Sarah looked at the badge, then at me. She put two and two together and got a number she didn't like. She retreated down the hall, taking Beets with her.

Ethan walked to the bars. He peered through, his expression a mix of annoyance and exhaustion.

"Hello, Jonathan."

"Ethan," I said. "You look tired."

"I am tired," he said. "I'm in Alaska in winter. It's twenty below zero. And I'm looking at a man who is supposed to be a ghost."

“Nice to see you, too.”

"What are you doing here, Jon?" he asked.

"Don't use that tone with me," I snapped. "That 'I'm disappointed in you, sonny' tone. You shot me, remember?"

"You survived," Ethan said coolly.

"Barely. Since when are you FBI?" I asked. "Or is it a cover?"

Ethan shook his head. "Transferred. Five years in Clandestine Service, and what do I have to show for it? A leg injury and a file full of redactions. I took a lateral move. One too many career hits. All related to you, actually."

"I'm flattered."

"Don't be," he said. "The deal you made with the Agency was simple. You disappear. You keep your nose clean. You don't assault four miners in a bar. You don't get flagged for arson."

"Self-defense," I said. "Well, mostly. And I didn’t burn anything."

Ethan sighed. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. "I saw the security footage from the bar. So at least you didn’t start it.”

“At least. So they sent you for me?”

“I requested the job,” Ethan replied. “When I heard you were involved. The feds are interested in their own business up here. We don’t need some ex-ghost causing friction with the locals.”

“You aren’t gonna tell me what op you’re running, are you?”

“Why the heck would I do that?”

“Hell. Just say hell, asshole. You can swear.”

“Jonathan, you’re not government anymore. I’m here to walk you out, to make sure you play nice, and to make sure you don’t screw up our job up in Nome.”

“Something to do with serial killers or gold miners?” I tried fishing.

He just shook his head once.

We studied each other.

We both sighed at the same time.

“I will say, that footage from the bar…” Ethan nodded, impressed. “The movement... the efficiency. You've still got it, I guess."

"Never lost it. Just retired it.”

“Enjoying your cell? The bars suit you. Where you belong, really. We both know that.” Ethan frowned at me now.

“Not what your boss says,” I returned. “We signed paper. Made it official-like. I’m a free man as far as the Agency is concerned.”

"You murdered a human being, Jon," Ethan corrected.

"I killed a snake," I repeated. "Difference."

We lapsed into silence again. The cinderblocks against my back felt unusually cold.

"So?" I asked. "Are we here to reminisce? Or are you going to let me out?"

Ethan scratched his jaw, considering his options, which got me considering things too.

"Why did they send you?" I asked, putting the pieces together. "The Bureau has an office in Anchorage. Why fly a specialist all the way from DC for a bar fight?"

"We're watching you, Jonathan. You have to know that."

"No," I said. "That's not it."

I stood up and walked to the bars.

"Sequential bills," I said softly.

Ethan froze. His eyes narrowed.

"The bartender at the Board of Trade," I said. "She was paid two grand in crisp, sequential hundred-dollar bills by a man she described as nondescript."

Ethan didn't say anything, which was all the confirmation I needed.

"Witness Protection," I whispered. "One of yours?"

Ethan didn't blink. "You're reaching."

"Am I? A guy with federal cash, no history, and a disposal kit in his rental car? He bought lye, Ethan. And zip ties. And he's driving out into the tundra to coordinates that don't exist on any tourist map."

Ethan pulled a key ring from his pocket. He unlocked the cell door.

"Let's take a walk," he said.

We walked out into the biting cold of the parking lot. Trooper Beets watched us go from the window, looking like he’d just seen a UFO.

"You know something," Ethan said. It wasn't a question.

"I know the rental car," I said. "A silver Ford Escape. Midnight Sun Rentals. I cracked it an hour ago. The GPS history had a track log. He's been making trips. Deep into the bush."

Ethan stopped. The wind whipped his coat around his legs.

"What coordinates?"

"Why should I tell you?" I asked. "You shot me."

"Because if that man is who I think he is," Ethan said grimly, "then a lot of people are going to die. He's a protected witness in a RICO case against the Organizatsiya. He vanished three weeks ago."

"The Russian mob?" I whistled. "In Nome?"

"He was supposed to be in Boise," Ethan said. "He ran."

"He didn't just run," I said. "He's cleaning house. I found a receipt for a body disposal kit."

I looked at Ethan. "I have the coordinates. But I need something from you."

"What?"

"A ride."

Ethan frowned. "I have a rental."

I grinned. "Not a car, Ethan. Those coordinates are thirty miles out, over terrain that would eat a Ford Escape alive. The only way to get there fast enough to catch him..."

“Helicopter?” Ethan guessed.

“Yup. And I don’t have one of those.”

A sigh. “I was wondering why you were being so forthcoming. You need something.” He looked like he wanted to shoot me again. "You're a pain in the ass, Hunt."

"I know," I said. "Let's go."

“Hang on, hang on… I thought you said you tracked this location via the rental car. So why do we need a helicopter?”

“Would’ve been passable a few days ago,” I replied. “But new winds, new snows. Half the roads are buried now.”

Ethan grimaced. “Sounds like a fun hike.”

“Nothing fun about it, buddy. Especially since two bodies have already been dropped.”

Ethan stared at the side of my head. He scowled as I began to move again. “Maybe… maybe you should start at the beginning. And tell me what the hell is going on in Nome.”


Chapter 25: Jonathan

The R44 helicopter was a glorified lawnmower with a bubble canopy. It shuddered in the wind, the rotor blades slapping the air with a frantic, chopping rhythm that vibrated in my teeth.

Below us, the world was a monochromatic nightmare. White ground, grey sky, and no horizon line to tell them apart.

"I can't set it down!" the pilot yelled over the headset. He was a local kid, maybe twenty-five, fighting the stick with both hands. "The ground is too uneven. Tussocks. If a skid catches one, we roll. And if we roll, we burn."

"Get lower," I said into the mic.

"I'm at six feet!"

"Get to four. We'll jump."

Ethan looked at me. His face was a mask of pale tension. He pointed at his leg—the one I knew was full of titanium pins.

"I can't jump four feet into this," he shouted.

"Then stay on the bird," I said. "Go back to the station. File some paperwork."

Ethan glared at me. He unbuckled his harness.

As far as I was concerned, I’d happily jump out of a helicopter to follow this lead. If it lead me to the man who’d killed my friend, Stan, then it was worth it. I was a dog with a bone. I wasn’t about to let go over a little bit of impromptu sky-diving without a parachute.

The pilot dropped the collective. The bird lurched downward. Snow exploded upward in the rotor wash, creating a swirling whiteout that blinded us instantly.

"Go! Go now!" the pilot screamed.

I opened the door. The cold hit me like a hammer.

I stepped out onto the skid. I didn't hesitate. I pushed off, aiming for a patch of snow between two frozen hummocks of grass.

I hit the ground. I rolled. The snow was deceptive—a hard, wind-scoured crust over three feet of sugar powder. My boots punched through. I sank to my waist, but I kept my momentum forward, dragging myself up onto a firmer tussock.

I looked back.

Ethan was on the skid. He looked terrified. He saw me watching. He jumped.

He landed heavy. His left leg—the bad one—punched through the crust. His body weight kept going forward, but his leg stayed trapped in the deep snow.

I heard the scream even over the turbine whine.

He collapsed face-first into the powder.

The helicopter pulled up, banking hard to the left, fleeing the turbulence. The noise faded, replaced instantly by the massive, suffocating silence of the tundra.

I waded over to Ethan. It was like walking through wet concrete. Every step required lifting my leg high, breaking the crust, and sinking again. Post-holing. The quickest way to exhaust a man.

Ethan was on his back, clutching his knee. His face was grey.

"Broken?" I asked.

"Twisted," he gasped through gritted teeth. "Hardware holding... ligaments not so much."

I offered him a hand. He took it. I hauled him up.

"Welcome to the bush," I said.

He checked the handheld GPS unit in his glove. "Coordinates you found in the car are... half a mile. That ridge."

He pointed to a jagged spine of rock rising out of the white plains.

“Someone made their way up here in a car?” he demanded.

I shrugged. “Roads would’ve been clear last week. Snow and wind, man. Changes the terrain like that.” I mimed snapping my gloved fingers. He got the point.

We started walking.

It shouldn't have been hard. Half a mile is ten minutes on a sidewalk. Here, it was a siege.

The terrain was a torture garden. Under the snow, the ground was a minefield of "tussocks"—basketball-sized clumps of frozen grass that wobbled when you stepped on them. Step on top, you twist an ankle. Step between them, you sink to your hip.

I broke trail. I used my weight to smash a path, stomping the snow down. Ethan followed in my wake, limping heavily, dragging his left leg.

The wind bit at our exposed skin, but the exertion was already making me sweat inside my parka.

"Who is he?" I asked, not looking back. "Really? You don't fly an FBI handler to the Arctic Circle for a guy who beat up some gold miners in a bar. You fly here for the guy who buried bodies. Who rented that car?"

"It's classified," Ethan panted, struggling to keep his footing in my tracks.

"Is he connected to the Blackwoods?" I pressed. "He’s in Nome. He’s driving a rental car to a remote site. He’s meeting someone. Why here? There are a thousand easier places to disappear than a town at the end of the world. He came here for a reason."

"He was an asset," Ethan said stiffly. "A forensic accountant. He managed ledger transfers for the Bratva in Brighton Beach. He was supposed to testify on racketeering charges."

I snorted. "Accountants cook books, Ethan. They don't buy lye and zip ties. They don't drive thirty miles into the bush to dig holes."

I stopped and turned. Ethan nearly ran into me. He was breathing hard, his face flushed with exertion and pain.

"Is it the gold?" I asked. "Was he washing the Bratva money through American mines? Is that the link? Is Magnus Blackwood involved in the laundering?"

Ethan glared at me. "Stop."

"Tell me."

"You are a civilian, Jonathan," Ethan snapped, wiping snot from his nose with a gloved hand. "You are a retired asset with a burn notice in your file. You are here because you had coordinates and I needed a guide. That is the extent of your utility."

“I deserve some answers.”

"You deserve to stay out of federal prison, barely—and that’s it," Ethan countered.

“You ever read the book how to win friends and influence people?”

“Shut up.”

“Just sayin’—it’s a light read. No swearing, either. You might like it.” 

“This is a DOJ matter. It is compartmentalized. And you do not have the clearance. You want to help? Break trail. Do not ask me about the gold. Do not ask me about the Blackwoods. And do not ask me about the auditor."

"The auditor," I repeated. "Is that what you call him?"

Ethan clamped his mouth shut. He gestured angrily at the ridge ahead. "Just walk."

We reached the base of the ridge twenty minutes later. We were both wrecked.

"Dead end," I said.

The ridge ended in a shear drop—a thirty-foot cliff face that fell away into a narrow ravine. The wind had scoured the rock bare.

Ethan checked the GPS again. He tapped the screen with a gloved finger.

"This doesn't make sense," he muttered. "The track log shows the car drove right to this spot. He parked here."

I looked at the edge. I looked at the snow.

"Last week," I said. “Like I told you back there. You don’t listen really well, do you?”

"What?"

“My point exactly. Before the blizzard hit, this ravine was filled in," I said, pointing to the topography. "Wind drift. The snow fills the low spots first. He could have driven a car right over this snow bridge. But the temperature spiked on Tuesday, then dropped again. The bridge collapsed. Now it's a cliff."

"So where is it?" Ethan asked, scanning the endless white. "The GPS puts the end of the track right... here."

We stood on the edge of the world. There was nothing. Just miles of empty, undulating white.

"He didn't drive out here for the view," I said.

I scanned the horizon. I wasn't looking for a car. I wasn't looking for a body. I was looking for movement.

Nature has a cleanup crew.

"There," I said.

I pointed north, about three hundred yards along the ridge line.

A group of black shapes circled in the grey sky. Ravens. They weren't flying in a line. They were diving, hopping, fighting over something on the ground.

"The birds know," I said.

We moved toward them.

The going was harder here. The snow had drifted against the ridge, deep and soft. Ethan fell twice. He didn't complain. He just got up, his face set in a grimace of pain and determination.

As we got closer, the ravens scattered, croaking their displeasure. They flapped up to the rocks, watching us with intelligent, bead-black eyes.

They had been pecking at a mound.

It wasn't a natural drift. Natural drifts have a smooth, aerodynamic curve, shaped by the wind. This was lumpy. Irregular. Someone had shoveled snow into a pile to cover something.

I stopped. I pulled off my wool socks-mittens. I put on my leather gloves.

"Stay back," I told Ethan.

I walked to the mound. The wind had scoured the top layer away, revealing the corner of something blue.

Plastic.

I kicked the snow away. More blue. A heavy-duty tarp, staked down with rebar.

I pulled my knife.

I sliced the tarp open.

The smell hit us instantly. It wasn't rot—it was too cold for that. It was the chemical sting of lye and the coppery scent of frozen meat.

I peeled the plastic back.

Ethan made a sound. He turned away, gagging at the ground.

I didn't turn away. I forced myself to look. I forced myself to catalog.

There were three of them.

They were stacked like firewood.

They were all women. All petite. All wearing remnants of cheap, flashy clothing—spandex, sequins, faux fur. The uniform of the transient worker, the dancer, the girl trying to make a buck in a rough town.

But that wasn't what stopped my heart.

It was their heads.

Every single one of them had been shaved. Not just cut short—shaved to the skin, leaving the scalps pale and blue in the cold light.

And their ears were gone.

Neat, circular wounds marked the sides of their heads. No jagged tears. No defensive wounds. Precision surgery. The cartilage had been cored out.

I looked at the woman on top. She was young. Indigenous. Her eyes were open, frozen in a stare of absolute terror.


Chapter 26: Jonathan

The federal government travels heavy.

Within two hours, the silent, wind-scoured ridge had been turned into a forward operating base. A Chinook had ferried in a full Evidence Response Team from Anchorage. Two large tents were staked into the permafrost, heated by diesel generators that chugged rhythmically, polluting the pristine air with the smell of unburnt fuel.

Floodlights banished the Arctic darkness, turning the crime scene into a stage.

I wasn't allowed on that stage.

I was sitting on a folding chair in the command tent, drinking bad coffee from a Styrofoam cup. I was exactly one hundred and fifty feet from the grave site. The Special Agent in Charge—a guy named Mason who looked like he ironed his socks—had made it clear: I was a civilian asset, a liability, and I was to stay put until the weather cleared enough to fly me back to Nome. Charges from Blackwood mining were still pending, but given review of the bar’s security footage, and corroborating statement from Kat, the bartender, the Troopers were looking at dropping the charges.

Ethan Bishop sat across from me. He was nursing his bad leg, tapping away on a tough-book laptop. Every few minutes, he’d glance at the tent flap.

He wasn't guarding the door. He was guarding me.

I ignored him. I was looking at my phone.

Before the cavalry had arrived, before Mason had set up his perimeter tape, I had taken twelve high-resolution photos of the pile.

"You shouldn't have those," Ethan said, not looking up from his screen. "That's classified case data on a civilian device. Technically, I should confiscate it."

"Technically, you should have arrested the auditor in Boise," I said, zooming in on the screen. "We all have disappointments, Ethan."

Ethan scowled. He closed the laptop. "Mason thinks it's a trophy collection. Serial offender. Sexual sadist. He takes the ears and the hair to relive the fantasy. Standard profile."

"Mason is an idiot," I said. "And he's wrong."

I swiped to the next photo. A close-up of the indigenous woman’s head.

"It's not about trophies," I said. "It's about anti-forensics."

Ethan rubbed his temples. "We know he's a cleaner, Jon. But cutting off ears? That's ritualistic."

"No," I corrected. "It's practical. Ear prints."

Ethan blinked. "What?"

"Ear prints," I repeated. "They are as unique as fingerprints. The helix, the anti-helix, the tragus. In the era of high-definition surveillance, facial recognition software can map an ear from a grainy ATM camera. If you want to erase someone... really erase them... you can't just burn off the fingertips. You have to remove the ears."

I pointed to the screen. "And the hair. He didn't just cut it. He shaved it. Why? To remove hair fibers that could be cross-matched to his own clothing or vehicle. And to strip them of personality. Without hair, without ears, a human head looks like a mannequin. He’s not taking souvenirs, Ethan. He’s making them into blank slates.”

Ethan looked sick. "He projects his own dysmorphia onto the victims."

"This guy have a shaved head?” I asked, jumping at the clue. “Missing ears?”

Ethan muttered something and looked away. 

I zoomed in further on the wound site on the woman's skull. The pixelation blurred the edges, but the discoloration was clear.

"Look at the tissue," I said. "Here. And here."

Ethan leaned in, reluctant. "What am I looking at?"

"The edges of the wound are seared. Cauterized."

"So he burned them after he cut them?"

"No," I said, my voice dropping an octave. "There’s no hematoma. No bruising around the site. But there is retraction of the skin. That happens when the muscle fibers are still firing."

I looked up at Ethan.

"They were alive," I said. "He didn't kill them and then chop them up. He restrained them. He sedated them. And then he performed surgery. He cauterized the wounds as he went to keep them from bleeding out. He wanted them alive for the process."

Ethan turned away. He stood up and walked to the heater, holding his hands out to the vent. He cursed. Quietly, though, as if hoping I wouldn’t hear. 

"He kept them alive," I murmured, swiping to the next photo. "Which means he needed to keep them still."

I stopped.

The photo on my screen showed the woman’s wrists. They were bound behind her back.

In the snow, I had just seen blue plastic. But under the magnification of the camera lens, I saw the details.

They weren't zip ties. Not the white nylon kind you buy at a hardware store. He’d used those on two of the women’s ankles. But for the wrists? These were black. Thick. And the locking mechanism wasn't a plastic tab. It was a stainless steel barb embedded in the head.

"Ethan," I said.

"I don't want to hear any more details, Jon."

"Look at the bindings."

Ethan turned back. He glanced at the phone. "Zip ties. So what? He bought them at the hardware store with the lye."

"No," I said. "These are Ty-Rav brand, but a specific sub-model. See the double-locking head? See the UV-resistant coating?"

"I'm not a hardware geek, Jon. What are they?"

"They're marine-grade cable ties," I said. "High tensile strength. They're designed to withstand saltwater, freezing temperatures, and extreme vibration."

"So he bought them at a boat shop."

"No," I said. "These are rated for three hundred pounds of pressure. You don't use these to tie up a fishing net. You use these to secure hydraulic lines on heavy machinery. Specifically, machinery that operates underwater or in high-corrosion environments."

I looked up. The generator hummed outside, masking the sound of the wind.

"I've only seen this specific gauge used by one outfit in this valley," I said. "I saw them two days ago. They were using them to bundle the new hydraulic hoses on a suction dredge."

"What does that mean?" Ethan demanded. "Who uses them?"

I tapped the screen.

"Blackwood Mining."

Ethan massaged his jaw. He looked me dead in the eye. “When we drop you off at Nome, you go home, hear me? Don’t leave your house. Don’t talk to anyone. Do not go poking around Magnus and Linda Blackwood’s business.”

I studied him a moment. “When was that helicopter gonna take me back?”

He waved a hand. “When Mason is ready for you to go. Just… the winds will die down soon. Sit tight.”

He began pacing. I frowned at him, wondering what the feds were chasing and how it was connected to the murder of my friend, Stan and the death of Jenny Pickett.


Chapter 27: Jonathan

Kat turned the key in the brass lock of the Board of Trade, shivering as the wind cut through her coat. She was closing up for the split shift—shutting down the morning pour to get a few hours of sleep before the evening chaos began.

Her hands were steady, but her stomach was in knots.

It was the big guy. Jon.

She had seen tough men in Nome. She had seen crabbers who could crush a beer can with two fingers and miners who fought with hammers. But what she saw last night... that wasn't fighting. He had dismantled Kovic and his crew like they were made of wet cardboard.

Kat pulled on the door handle to check the latch.

The town felt different today. Heavier. The shadows stretched too long across Front Street.

The sun in Nome was a liar.

It hung low over the frozen Bering Sea, casting a brilliant, blinding gold light that promised warmth it had no intention of delivering. It was noon, the brief window of "day," and the thermometer on the bank sign read twenty-two below zero.

Too many strangers were passing through. First the strange man in the hood with the sequential bills, then the big diver, now the whisper of something dark moving through the camps.

She turned to walk to her truck.

A black SUV skidded to a halt right at the curb, cutting off her path.

Kat yelped, backing up against the rough wood siding of the saloon.

Four doors opened in unison.

Four men stepped out. They were big, thick-necked, wearing expensive parkas that looked too clean. They spoke to each other in low, guttural rumbles. Russian. She recognized the cadence from the fishermen who used to come in before the sanctions.

But it was the man in the middle who made her blood turn to slush.

He was smaller than the others. Trim. He wore a grey wool coat and a hood pulled back to reveal... nothing.

He was hairless. Completely. No eyebrows. No eyelashes. His skull was a pale, polished dome of skin that looked like it had never seen the sun.

He stepped closer, and Kat saw the sides of his head.

She choked back a scream.

He had no ears. Just smooth, shiny patches of scar tissue where the cartilage should have been. He looked like a mole-rat. A creature designed for the dark, forced into the light.

"Ms. Kat," he said.

His voice was soft, sibilant. It hissed through his teeth like steam escaping a valve. It was unctuous, gentle, terrified of nothing. It was a voice she recognized. The voice of the man who’d asked for Caleb’s lighter.

But this time he wasn’t hiding his features with a hat and scarf. If she’d seen him before, she might not have accepted his money.

"I am looking for a mutual acquaintance," he purred, stepping into her personal space. He smelled of nothing. No cologne, no sweat. Just cold air. "Mr. Jonathan Hunt."

Kat pressed her back against the wall. "I don't know who that is."

"Come now," he smiled. It was a reptile's smile; it didn't reach his eyes because he had no lashes to frame them. "The large man. The one who broke the local talent earlier. Where is he?"

"He was just a customer," she stammered. "He drank his coffee and left. I don't know where he sleeps."

The hairless man tilted his head, studying her like she was a biological specimen.

"Pity," he hissed. "Then perhaps you can tell me where the Picketts are? We have... business to conclude."

"Who?" she asked. Her voice cracked.

He didn't shout. He didn't frown. He simply reached into his sleeve and produced a knife. It was a ceramic blade, white as bone. He twirled it through his fingers—over the knuckles, under the palm—with a dexterity that was hypnotic and terrifying.

He stepped closer. The four Russians formed a wall behind him, blocking them from the street.

"I do not have time for the dance, Ms. Kat," he whispered. He brought the tip of the knife to the zipper of her coat. "I need the Picketts. And I need them now."

Kat looked at the knife. She looked at his dead, shark-like eyes.

She broke.

"The Winnebago," she gasped. "They park it out by the impound lot. Near the old dredge buckets."

"And Mr. Hunt?"

"I swear!" she cried, tears freezing on her cheeks. "I don't know! He didn't say! He just asked about the lighters you wanted!"

The stranger stared at her for a long second. Then, he shoved her.

It was a casual, dismissive push, but he had the strength of a hydraulic press. She went sprawling onto the icy sidewalk, scraping her palms against the grit.

He turned and got into the back seat of the SUV. The Russians piled in. The vehicle peeled away, tires spinning on the ice, heading east toward the impound lot. Toward the Picketts.

Kat scrambled up, her knees shaking so hard they knocked together.

She fumbled for her keys. She dropped them in the snow. She fell to her knees, clawing at the drift until she felt the cold metal.

She jammed the key into the lock, threw the door open, and fell inside the bar.

She slammed the door shut. She didn't lock it. She couldn't think. She just needed to warn them.

She ran behind the bar, grabbing the landline. Her fingers felt like sausages.

Dialed Rance Pickett’s number.

Ring. Ring.

No answer.

“Come on!” she shouted at the device.

She tried again. Ring. Ring. Ring. R—

"Yeah?" Rance’s voice. Groggy. Drunk.

"Rance! It's Kat!" she screamed into the receiver. "You need to run! There are men coming! Russians! And a freak with no ears! They're coming to the RV!"

"Kat? What the hell are you—"

"Run, you idiot! They have knives! They're coming for you, Rance!”

Click.

He hung up. Or the line died.

Kat slammed the phone down. She dialed again.

The clinic. She needed to find someone who knew the big guy. Rosa. The nurse. She lived with him in that little cabin, didn’t she? A kid? Two? She didn’t remember.

"Norton Sound Regional, this is—"

"Rosa!" Kat yelled. "Put Rosa Luiz on… no, no—shit.. Martinez! Rosa Martinez! It's an emergency!"

A pause. Then a calm voice. "This is Rosa."

"Listen to me," Kat panted, checking the window. The street was empty.  "You warn your husband," Kat said. "You tell him the devil is in town. A pale guy. No ears. He was asking for Jon. He's going to kill him, honey. You tell him to hide."

"We're not married," Rosa said automatically. A knee-jerk reply. A medical professional addressing the anomaly while processing the information.

"Just... please. I think he's in danger. I think we're all in danger."

She hung up.

She picked up the receiver again. Her hands were trembling so violently she could barely hit the buttons.

9... 1... 1...

Click.

The sound came from the front door.

Kat froze.

She slowly lowered the phone.

She turned around.

The hairless man was standing just inside the threshold. The noon sun backlit him, turning his silhouette into a shadow puppet cut from the darkness.

He smiled. That unsettling, lash-less smirk.

"I thought I forgot something… Who are you calling?" he asked softly.

He closed the door. He locked it this time.

"I realized..." he said, his voice gliding across the room like oil on water. "I sent my associates to handle the Picketts. But I neglected a variable. You seem... chatty."

He began to walk toward the bar. He didn't rush. He sauntered.

"No," Kat whispered. She backed up until she hit the liquor shelves. "No, please."

"I should have mentioned," he said, drawing the white knife again. "Don't talk to anyone."

She screamed.

She grabbed a bottle of Jack Daniels by the neck and hurled it at him.

He didn't duck. He just... shifted. He moved sideways with a blur of speed that didn't make sense, letting the bottle sail past him to shatter against the wall.

"Please!" she screamed again.

From the back room, a groan.

"Hey!"

Bill and Terry.

They stumbled out of the darkness of the pool room. They were old-timers, fishermen who had fallen asleep in the booths after the morning shift. They were thick, muscular men, hardened by forty years of hauling nets. Friends. She’d let them stay.

Terry had once let her sleep in his basement when she hadn’t had a place. Bill had invited her to his AA meetings. Bill didn’t attend anymore, but it was the thought that counted in Kat’s book.

They blinked, seeing the pale stranger advancing on Kat.

"Hey!" Bill roared. He reached into his waistband.

He pulled a Ruger .45. He leveled it at the stranger. "Back off!"

The man stopped. He looked at the gun. He looked at Bill. He looked bored.

"Business is business," he whispered.

Then he moved.

It wasn't human movement. It was the snap of a whip.

He covered the twenty feet between them before Bill could tighten his finger on the trigger.

The man’s hand lashed out. He didn't grab the gun; he struck Bill’s wrist. There was a sickening crack of bone. The gun fell.

Before it hit the floor, the attacker spun. He drove the ceramic knife into Terry’s throat. Terry gurgled, collapsing backward.

In the same motion, the attacker caught the falling Ruger in mid-air. Turned, aimed.

Bang. Bang.

Two shots. One into Bill’s chest. One into Terry’s head.

The old men hit the floor. Dead.

The pale-faced man didn't pause. He pivoted, raising the gun.

Bang.

The security camera above the bar exploded in a shower of plastic and sparks.

Silence returned to the room, heavy and smelling of cordite.

He lowered the gun. He pointed it at Kat's face.

He winked. A grotesque, skin-on-skin blink.

Bang.

Pain exploded in her shoulder. It felt like being hit by a sledgehammer. She was spun around, slamming into the back bar, sliding down to the floor.

Her arm was on fire. She clutched it, gasping, looking up through the haze of agony.

The mole-rat vaulted over the bar. He landed silently, crouched in front of her.

He leaned in close. His face was inches from hers. She could see the pores in his pale skin.

"Don't worry," he whispered, his breath smelling of absolutely nothing. "This will be over soon."

He raised the white knife.

Darkness.


Chapter 28: Jonathan

The federal government operates at the speed of paperwork.

Two hours had passed since the extraction team landed. They had set up a perimeter, erected a command tent, and deployed portable heaters. They were measuring skid marks. They were photographing snow. They were doing good, solid police work.

And while they measured, a killer was moving.

I sat on a Pelican case outside the main tent, watching the snowflakes hiss against the hot metal of the generator. I was vibrating with a specific kind of energy—the kind that comes when you know the clock has run out, but the people in charge are still reading the instructions.

I pulled my burner phone from my pocket. No service. Just a searching icon spinning in the void.

I looked across the ridge. About fifty yards away, near the precipice, a tech had set up a portable comms array—a white mushroom-shaped dish pointed south toward the satellite constellation.

I stood up.

"Sir," a voice piped up.

It was the rookie Bishop had assigned to babysit me. Agent Cortez. He looked about twelve years old, his nose running, clutching an M4 carbine that looked too big for him. He had been assigned to 'watch the local guide.'

"You need to stay in the designated holding area, Mr. Hunt," Cortez said, his voice cracking. "Agent Bishop's orders."

"I'm going to check the signal," I said, walking past him.

"Sir, I can't let you—"

I stopped. I turned and looked down at him. I didn't threaten him. I just let the weight of the last three days settle in my eyes. The bear. The bodies. The earless women.

"Cortez," I said gently. "Do I look like a man who takes orders from a kid with a runny nose?"

He hesitated.

"Go get Bishop," I said. "Tell him I'm getting restless. Tell him if he doesn't get me a sat-phone in three minutes, I'm going to start dismantling his generator."

Cortez swallowed. He looked at the tent, then back at me. He chose the path of least resistance. He turned and jogged toward the command tent to tattle.

I turned my back on him and walked to the comms array.

I stood in the lee of the dish. I watched my phone. One bar. Two bars.

Ping.

The missed messages flooded in. But before I could check them, the phone rang in my hand.

Rosa.

I slid the icon over.

"Jon?" Her voice was tight, breathless. She sounded both frustrated and relieved, as if she’d been trying to call for a while now. The tone of it punched a hole in my chest.

"I'm here," I said. "Are you okay?"

"I... I think someone is coming for you," she stammered. “The bartender from the Board of Trade called the clinic. She was screaming, Jon. She was hysterical."

My hand tightened on the phone. "What did she say?"

"She said a man is looking for you. I—what’s going on?”

The wind howled over the ridge, but suddenly, the world felt very quiet.

"Did she say where he went?"

“I… no—she just… she hung up. She sounded scared. Jon… I’m scared.”

“Where are you now, Rosa?”

"Jon," Rosa said. "I saw a black SUV circle the block near the house. I turned off the lights. I'm in the pantry with the kids. They’re watching their tablet.”

"Get out," I commanded. "Right now."

"But—"

"Do not pack a bag. Do not look out the window. Go out the back door. Jump the fence into the neighbor's yard."

"Where do I go?" she cried. "The police aren't answering. The station just rings."

"He's cut the lines," I said. "Listen to me, Rosa. Do not go to the clinic. He'll look for you there."

"Then where?"

I scanned my mental map of Nome. I needed a fortress. Or sanctuary.

"Old St. Joseph’s," I said. "The church on Anvil City Square."

"The church? It's closed for renovations."

"Father Michael is in the rectory. Go to the basement. There's a heavy oak door that locks from the inside. Get in there. Do not open it for anyone but me. Not even the cops. Do you understand?"

"Yes," she breathed. "Yes. I'm going."

"Stay off the main roads. Walk. Don't run. Runners attract attention. Be a ghost, Rosa."

"Jon... please hurry. Leo—Maya, we need to go. Honey, it’s okay… No, I’m not upset, honey. Just—we need to go.”

I hung up.

I looked at the command tent. Ethan was in there, arguing with Cortez, probably looking for a polite way to tell me to sit down and shut up. They would want to debrief. They would want to secure the scene. They would want to fly me back to Anchorage for a formal statement.

That would take hours.

Rosa had minutes.

I looked at the helicopter.

The R44 was sitting on the flat rock about thirty yards away. The pilot—the local kid—was standing by the tail rotor, smoking a cigarette, stomping his feet to stay warm. The rotors were spinning slowly, just enough to keep the hydraulics warm and the oil from turning to sludge.

I put the phone in my pocket.

I walked toward the chopper.

I didn't sneak. You don't sneak on a tarmac; it looks suspicious. I walked with purpose, head down against the prop wash, zipping up my parka.

The pilot saw me coming. He tossed his cigarette.

"Hey!" he shouted over the turbine whine. "We aren't cleared for departure! Bishop didn't give the signal!"

I walked right up to him.

"Change of plans," I yelled. "Bishop needs you in the tent. Now."

The kid frowned. "What? Why?"

"The flight logs," I said, pointing back at the tent. "Something about the fuel manifest. He's pissed. Go."

It was nonsense. But in a high-stress environment, an authoritative command creates a momentary short-circuit in the brain. The kid looked at the tent, looked at me, and hesitated.

"Go!" I barked.

He flinched and started jogging toward the tent.

I didn't wait.

I grabbed the door handle and vaulted into the cockpit.

It was tight—I’m a big man for a Robinson helicopter—but I jammed my feet onto the pedals. I threw on the headset.

The controls were standard. Cyclic between the legs, collective on the left.

I checked the gauges. Oil pressure green. RPMs at idle.

I rolled the throttle on the collective grip. The turbine whine spiked, climbing from a hum to a scream. The main rotor blurred, biting into the air.

Movement to my left.

The tent flap flew open.

Ethan Bishop burst out. He wasn't wearing his parka. He had his service weapon drawn. He saw the pilot standing confused in the snow. He saw the rotors spinning up.

He realized instantly what I was doing.

He ran.

He was fast, even with the bad leg. He covered the ground in seconds, shouting something lost to the noise of the engine.

I pulled the collective up.

The helicopter lurched. The skids broke contact with the frozen rock. The nose swung left—torque reaction—and I stomped the right pedal to correct it.

Ethan reached the landing zone. He was ten feet away. He raised his weapon, aiming right at the windscreen.

I looked at him.

I didn't flinch. I just held the hover, staring him down.

Shoot me, Ethan. Shoot me or get out of the way.

He saw my eyes. 

He lowered the gun. He mouthed a word. It didn’t look like a very nice word. I decided to buy him a swear jar for Christmas.

I pushed the cyclic forward.

The R44 dipped its nose and surged off the ridge, the ground dropping away beneath me.

I banked hard to the west, toward the lights of Nome glimmering in the distance.

Rosa was in danger. Someone had killed my friend. And a serial killer was loose in my town.


Chapter 29: Jonathan

The lights of Nome didn't look like a sanctuary from three thousand feet. They looked like embers dying in a fire pit, surrounded by the crushing black weight of the tundra.

I pushed the R44 to its red line, the vibration in the cyclic stick numbing my hands. I wasn't flying by FAA regulations. I was flying by line-of-sight and desperation.

I didn't land at the airport. I didn't land at the hospital.

I brought the bird down in the frozen vacant lot behind the impound yard, a quarter-mile from my cabin. The skids hit the ground hard, punching through a snowbank. I didn't bother with the shutdown sequence. I killed the engine, let the rotors spin down on their own, and bailed out.

The silence of the town was wrong.

Usually, even at night, Nome has a rhythm—the distant hum of the power plant, the revving of snowmachines, the barking of sled dogs. Tonight, the wind swallowed everything. It was a vacuum.

I ran.

My lungs burned from the cold air, but I forced my legs to pump, my boots hammering against the hard-packed ice of the road.

I rounded the corner to my street.

My cabin sat at the end of the lane, a small structure of weathered timber and corrugated tin. It was the only home I had known for years. It was supposed to be invisible. Safe.

The front door was standing wide open.

It swung lazily in the wind, banging against the jamb with a rhythmic, wooden thud.

I slowed down.

The instinct to rush in—to scream Rosa’s name—warred with the training that had kept me alive in three war zones. Clear the threshold. Check the corners. Don't be a hero in a fatal funnel.

I pulled the Glock 19 from my waistband which I’d recovered from the heli. I moved to the side of the porch, listening.

No voices. No movement. Just the banging of the door. Thud. Thud. Thud.

I sliced the pie on the doorway, pivoting in.

The interior was a graveyard of my life.

The place hadn't just been searched; it had been violated. The bookshelves were overturned, hundreds of paperbacks spines-up on the floor like dead birds. The sofa was gutted, stuffing erupting from knife wounds. The floorboards near the heater had been pried up. Maya’s favorite toy pony had been gutted, fluff hanging out.

They would pay for the pony.

It wasn't a search for intel. It was a search for leverage. Or maybe just an expression of pure, unadulterated rage.

"Rosa?" I whispered.

The silence that answered me was heavy. It was the kind of silence that has mass.

I stepped over a broken lamp. I moved deeper into the house, checking the bedroom.

The mattress was flipped. The closet was emptied. But no Rosa.

Relief washed over me, cold and dizzying. She had listened. She had run.

I holstered the weapon, needing to steady my hands. I turned toward the kitchen.

The kitchen was chaos, cupboards ripped from hinges, flour and rice covering the floor like snow.

But the table was clear.

In the center of the small wooden table, amidst the wreckage, someone had cleared a perfect, circular space.

And in the center of that space, they had left a message.

I walked toward it, my boots crunching on broken crockery.

At first, my brain refused to process the shapes. It tried to tell me they were dried apricots. Or maybe raw shellfish, pale and curved.

I stopped at the edge of the table. I gripped the back of a chair, my knuckles turning white.

They were ears.

Two of them.

They had been placed side by side, perfectly symmetrical. The blood at the severed edges was tacky, beginning to freeze in the cold draft from the open door.

I stared at them, the bile rising in my throat. I couldn't look away. I was trapped in the gravity of the horror.

They weren't Rosa’s. Rosa’s skin was a warm olive tone. These were pale, weathered by years of wind and sun.

Then I saw the glimmer of silver.

Attached to the lobe of the left ear was a small, simple hoop earring. Sterling silver. Cheap, durable, functional.

The room spun.

I was back at the Board of Trade, twelve hours ago. I was watching Kat wipe down the bar. I was watching the light catch that silver hoop as she laughed, telling me about Caleb Blackwood.

Kat.

The guilt hit me harder than a bullet. I had walked into her bar. I had brought the violence to her doorstep. And now, a killer had taken her apart, piece by piece, just to send me a greeting card.

I reached out, my hand trembling, hovering over the table. I don't know what I intended to do. Cover them? Apologize to them?

The floorboard creaked behind me.

It was a small sound. A shift of weight on wood.

The spell broke. The horror vanished, replaced instantly by the cold electric shock of adrenaline.

I wheeled around, my hand diving for the gun at my waist.

I was fast. But I had been standing still for too long.

I saw a blur of motion in the periphery—a shadow detaching itself from the darkness of the mudroom.

I saw the iron bar arcing through the air.

I tried to duck. I tried to raise my arm.

Crack.

The impact was a flash of white light behind my eyes.

The crowbar caught me high on the temple, just above the ear. It didn't hurt. Not yet. It just turned the world sideways.

My legs vanished. I hit the floor hard, the taste of copper flooding my mouth.

My vision swam, narrowing to a tunnel. I tried to push myself up. I tried to find the gun. My fingers scraped against the flour-covered floorboards, finding no traction.

A boot stepped into my line of sight. 

The crowbar rose again.

The second blow didn't flash white. It flashed black.

And then, there was nothing at all.


Chapter 30: Jonathan

Consciousness returned in jagged fragments.

First, the smell. Stale beer, wet dog, and the copper tang of fresh blood.

Then, the sound. Heavy breathing. The creak of suspension. The hum of a generator vibrating through the floor.

Finally, the pain.

It radiated from my temple where the crowbar had connected, a throbbing drumbeat that synchronized with my pulse. My arms were wrenched behind the back of a chair, wrists burning against plastic ties.

I opened my eyes.

The world was dim, lit by a single flickering bulb powered by a dying battery. I recognized the interior. Wood paneling that was peeling at the corners, shag carpet matted with grease, a majestic velvet painting of an elk on the wall.

The Pickett Winnebago.

"He's awake," a voice rasped.

I focused.

Rance Pickett was lying on the built-in sofa to my left. He looked like a corpse that hadn't quite committed to the role. His face was the color of dirty snow, sweat beading on his forehead. A tourniquet—a length of yellow nylon rope—was cinched tight around his upper thigh. Below it, a bloody towel was duct-taped over a gunshot wound.

Bo Pickett stood in front of me.

Manic energy rolled off him in waves. The three-hundred pound Pickett’s knuckles were raw, and there was a spray of blood on his Carhartt jacket that wasn't his.

"You son of a bitch," Bo spat.

He stepped forward and drove a fist into my stomach.

I didn't have the air to brace for it. The wind left me in a rush. I doubled over as far as the bindings would allow, gasping.

"Bo, wait," Rance wheezed from the couch. "Ask him first."

"I don't need to ask him!" Bo shouted, pacing the narrow aisle of the RV. "I know! He set us up! He sends us on a wild goose chase, and then bam! The Russians roll in!"

He spun on me, grabbing a handful of my hair and yanking my head back.

Russians? I’d dealt with fake Russians two years ago. I was worried, though, these would be the authentic variety. Bratva, according to Bishop.

I felt ashamed. Not because my house had been tossed. Not even because I had broken my commitment to Rosa. No. I felt ashamed because I’d let Bo Pickett get the drop on me.

"Vern is dead," Bo hissed, his face inches from mine. "Pop is dead. They put a bullet in his chest before he even got his boots on."

"I didn't..." I wheezed.

Bo backhanded me. It was a sloppy hit, heavy with grief and rage.

"Don't you lie to me!" Bo screamed. "I saw them! Four of them! Big guys! Speaking that gib—gib—” He looked to his brother for help.

“Gibberish!” Rance groaned.

“Gib-rash! We barely got out! I had to drag Rance through the snow! I had to leave Pop there!"

He let go of my hair, standing up straight, puffing his chest out. A bizarre flicker of pride cut through his panic.

"But I got 'em," he muttered, wiping his nose. "I took two of them down. With the shotgun. They didn't expect that. They thought we were just trash. But I showed 'em. I'm the one who got us out."

"You're brave, Bo," I said, tasting blood. "But you're stupid."

Bo’s eyes widened. He pulled his arm back for another strike.

"Jenny is dead," I said.

The fist froze in mid-air.

The silence in the RV was absolute. Even Rance stopped twitching on the couch.

"What?" Bo whispered.

"She's dead, Bo," I said, my voice flat. "I found her yesterday. Out on the tundra. North of the Blackwood claim."

Bo lowered his hand slowly. He looked at Rance, then back at me. "You're lying. She's... she's just hiding. She does that."

"She isn't hiding," I said. Was that what Rance had fed him? False hope. There was no false hope on the frontier. And the truth was the only card I had left. Rosa had made it to the church. I had to believe she’d made it.

“Jenny was murdered. By the same man who killed your father. By the same man who killed Stan Podaki."

I looked him dead in the eye.

"And he just killed Kat."

Bo blinked. His mouth opened, then closed. He looked like a computer trying to process a file format it didn't recognize.

"Kat?" he asked. "Board of Trade Kat?"

"Yes."

"No," Bo said, shaking his head. "No way. Kat is... she's Kat. She's always there."

"He killed her in her own bar," I said. “Nome is now a slaughterhouse."

Bo looked horrified. But it wasn't the horror of losing a friend. It was the horror of a man realizing his habitat was being destroyed.

"But..." Bo stammered, looking at Rance. "If Kat's dead... who's gonna open up tomorrow? She has the keys. She has the reserve stock in the back."

Rance pushed himself up on one elbow, wincing. "Bo... if the bar is closed... where we gonna go?"

It was absurd. It was pathetic. They seemed to have very quickly grieved Jenny. Maybe they’d already guessed. Maybe they simply didn’t care. But it was exactly the opening I needed.

"The bar is gone," I said. "The town is closed. Your sister is dead. You think this is about you? You think this is about a feud?"

I struggled against the zip ties.

"You went to my cabin," I said. "You saw it, didn't you?"

Bo shifted, looking uncomfortable. "We went to find you. To make you talk."

"And you saw it was tossed," I said. "Torn apart. By the same men who hit you. The same men who hit the bar."

"Who are they?" Rance asked, his voice thin.

"The Bratva," I said, remembering what Ethan had told me. Bo had said they’d spoken “gibberish.” It made sense. The auditor Ethan was after was in it with some heavy hitters. What did the three dead girls have to do with it, though? He’d enjoyed that. 

He’d used industrial ties native to Blackwood Mining, which involved Magnus Blackwood.

Ethan had told me to steer clear of the Blackwoods. Which meant I was going to do the exact opposite.

If I could get out of this in one piece, that is. With people like the Picketts, it’s hard to predict odds of survival.

Bo frowned. "The Brats? Like... kids?"

"No, Bo," I sighed. "Bratva. The Brotherhood. The Russian Mob. Organized crime. They aren't here for a fistfight. They are here to clean the board. They are laundering money through the Blackwood mine, or—or something similar. It doesn’t matter… just you three—Vern, Rance, and you—you were just loose ends."

"The Blackwoods," Bo muttered. The name was a familiar enemy. He could latch onto that. "I knew it. I told Pop. I told him they were snakes."

"They're worse than snakes," I said. "They hired a cleaner. An FBI witness turned rogue. He’s the one running the show. He killed Jenny. He killed Kat. And I think he was involved in Stan’s death.” I didn’t know that yet. Whoever had actually pulled the trigger would answer for it. But first things first… I needed my hands free, so I continued.

“And he's coming for you next. He knows you survived the ambush. He doesn't leave loose ends."

I leaned forward as much as I could.

"You can kill me," I said. "You can finish the job for him. Or you can cut these ties, and we can go kill the son of a bitch who murdered your dad and your sister."

Bo looked at his hands. He looked at Rance.

Rance stared at the ceiling for a long moment, his eyes glassy with painkillers.

"He house was tossed, Bo. We saw it,” Rance murmured. "If he's lying, we can shoot him later. But if he's telling the truth..."

Bo looked at me. He looked at the knife on his belt.

"You try anything," Bo warned, trying to sound like the patriarch he now was, "and I'll gut you."

"Just cut the damn plastic, Bo."

He stepped behind me. I felt the cold steel of the knife against my wrist. Snip.

The pressure released.

I brought my hands forward, rubbing the raw skin. I stood up. The RV spun for a second—concussion symptoms—but I forced the world to steady itself.

I looked at Rance. "You're useless in a fight."

"I can shoot," Rance said, patting a revolver on his chest. "If they come through the door."

"Good enough," I said. I turned to Bo. "What do you have?"

Bo walked to the back of the RV. He kicked open a footlocker.

It was a prepper’s wet dream. Shotguns, hunting rifles, boxes of loose ammo, a few illegal modifications.

"Take your pick," Bo said.

I scanned the arsenal. Most of it was junk—cheap, poorly maintained, sights knocked off zero.

Then I saw it.

It was leaning in the corner, wrapped in an oily rag.

I picked it up. A Winchester Model 70. Pre-64 action. The wood was scratched, the bluing worn off the barrel, but the bolt cycled with a smooth, mechanical clack that spoke of quality.

It had no scope. Just iron sights.

"That was Vern's," Bo said softly. "He took a moose at four hundred yards with that."

"It'll do," I said. I checked the chamber. Empty. I grabbed a box of .30-06 from the pile.

I loaded the internal magazine, pressing the brass cartridges down with my thumb. One. Two. Three. Four. Five.

I snapped the bolt closed.

I turned to Bo. He was holding a pump-action shotgun, looking at me with a mix of fear and adrenaline.

"So," Bo said. "Where are they?"

"The Blackwood claim," I said. "The main house. Good a place to start the hunt as any.”

I walked to the door of the RV and kicked it open. The cold air rushed in, clearing the smell of blood.

"We're going hunting," I said. "For a serial killer in a gold mine."


Chapter 31: Jonathan

We had parked the Picketts' flatbed behind a snow berm, half a mile from the Blackwood main gate.

Now, I lay prone on the ridge, the Winchester Model 70 resting on my pack, which served as a shooting rest. The steel of the receiver was cold against my cheek.

I scanned the perimeter through the iron sights.

"It's a fortress," Bo whispered. He was lying next to me, clutching his shotgun like a talisman. He was shivering, not just from the cold, but from the cocktail of grief and adrenaline flooding his system.

"It's a job site," I corrected. "Fortresses have walls. This just has a fence."

I tracked movement near the gate.

There were men patrolling. Not the usual miners in yellow slickers and hard hats. These men wore grey tactical parkas and carried rifles slung across their chests. They moved in pairs. They checked corners. They didn't huddle for warmth; they stood watch.

"See the guys in grey?" I asked.

"Yeah. Security?"

"Soldiers," I said. "Or as close as you get in the private sector. Look at how they stand. Weapons at the low ready. Scanning sectors. That's Bratva muscle. Tattoos for organized Russian mob. There, there… They flew in a hit squad to protect the operation."

I lowered the rifle, looking at Bo. I remembered the three victims we’d found—their state of mutilation. The bartender’s ears left on my dining room table. I remembered what Ethan Bishop had let slip about his witness who’d gone rogue.

“According to my old buddy, the man who’s behind all this is an auditor," I said. "He's the head of the snake. Magnus Blackwood is just the wallet. The auditor is the one pulling the trigger.”

Bo looked hesitant now, his bluster being tested by the reality of actual opposition and real life consequences.

So I said, “He’s the one who killed Jenny, most likely. Definitely the one who put the hit on your dad and brother.”

Bo’s expression hardened. The fear evaporated, replaced by a cold, ugly resolve. He racked the slide of his shotgun.

"I'm gonna mount his head on my wall," Bo hissed. "Right next to the moose."

"Bo," I said sharply.

He looked at me, eyes wild. I knew how to handle unreliable assets. But I also knew the golden rule: you couldn’t handle unreliable assets. Not really.

"Listen to me," I said, pitching my voice low and hard. "You are not Rambo. You are not a hero. You are a distraction. If you go charging in there screaming for vengeance, those men in grey will cut you down before you clear the fence line. And then your brother dies alone in that Winnebago."

Bo flinched. The mention of Rance—and the reality of his death—hit home.

"I need you to be smart," I said. "Can you do that? Can you hold the rage for ten minutes?"

Bo took a deep breath. He wiped his nose with a gloved hand. He nodded. "Yeah. Yeah, I can hold it."

"Good."

I looked back through the sights.

Something was happening near the main processing shed.

A semi-truck was backing in. It was hauling a forty-foot shipping container. It wasn't marked with any shipping line logos. It was painted a flat, matte black.

The activity around it was strange.

Usually, when a supply truck arrives, the shift foreman yells at the nearest laborers to unload it. Not this time.

I watched as the armed men in grey parkas moved in, forming a perimeter around the truck. They shouted at the regular miners, waving them back. The miners—local guys I recognized from town—looked confused, backing away with their hands up.

"What's in the box?" Bo whispered.

I stared at the black steel container.

I thought about the three women under the blue tarp. I thought about the shaved heads. I thought about the sequential bills and the lye.

A cold certainty settled in my gut. I didn't know exactly what was inside, but I knew it was the reason for the bodies. It was the product. Or the currency.

"I don't know," I said. "But we're going to shut it down. And Bo... try not to shoot the miners. They're just working a shift."

"What if they shoot back?"

"Then they're fair game."

"And the Russians?"

I scowled, my eye tracking a guard who was lighting a cigarette near the container. "They're the ones who killed your dad.”

Bo gripped his shotgun until his knuckles turned white.

"Okay," I said. "Here's the play. You take your truck. You drive to the south gate. You don't ram it. You stop fifty yards out, kill the lights, and start shooting out the floodlights. Make noise. Scream. Break glass. Be the Anvil."

"The Anvil?"

"You sit there and take the attention," I said. "They'll swarm you. They'll think it's a drunk local looking for a fight."

"And you?"

I patted the stock of the Winchester. "I'm the Hammer."

Bo nodded. He crawled backward down the ridge, moving toward where we’d parked his flatbed.

I waited.

I adjusted my position, digging my elbows into the snow to create a stable firing platform. I slowed my breathing. Inhale. Exhale. Pause.

Two minutes later, the sound of a V8 engine roared to life.

Bo’s truck peeled out from behind the berm, tires spinning on the ice. He tore down the access road, drifting sideways, heading for the south gate.

He stopped fifty yards short.

Bang. Bang. Bang.

The shotgun blasts echoed across the valley.

A floodlight above the gate shattered in a shower of sparks.

"Come on, you Russian bastards!" Bo screamed into the night. "Come get some!"

The reaction was immediate.

The grey-clad guards near the container turned. They shouted orders into radios. Four of them broke formation, sprinting toward the south gate to deal with the threat.

They were disciplined, but they were arrogant. They didn't use cover. They ran across the open ground of the claim, silhouettes against the snow.

I picked my target. The lead runner.

I aligned the front post of the iron sight with the rear notch. I placed the post on the center of his chest. I compensated two inches left for the wind.

I paused. Only briefly. Two years was a long time to hold the line…

Now, I considered my decision. They’d ransacked my home, violating the only sanctuary I had left. They’d mutilated Kat, a woman whose only crime was kindness, carving her up like livestock just to send a message. They’d killed Jenny Pickett, discarding her in a frozen pile like trash. And they’d murdered Stan, the only man in this town who had looked me in the eye and seen a person instead of a drifter.

But my confidence didn't come from righteousness; it came from mechanics. I looked at the men in the grey parkas and I didn't see soldiers. I saw targets who stood in the open. I saw men who relied on intimidation rather than cover.

They were bullies who had mistaken the silence of this town for weakness. They didn't know that I had spent ten years in the darkest corners of the earth, learning that the most dangerous thing in the wild isn't the predator—it’s the man who hunts it. They had numbers, money, and arrogance. But I had a zeroed rifle, the high ground, and a heart that had turned to ice the moment I saw Kat’s ears on my table.

They had brought a war to a man who had spent a lifetime trying to forget how good he was at it.

I exhaled.

I squeezed the trigger.

Crack.

The rifle bucked against my shoulder.

Two hundred yards away, the lead guard dropped like his strings had been cut. The sound of the shot arrived a split second later, rolling through the valley like thunder.

The other three guards froze. They looked around, trying to locate the shooter. They looked at the south gate, assuming the fire came from Bo.

Wrong direction.

I worked the bolt. Clack-clack. The spent brass casing spun into the snow, steam rising from it.

I acquired the second target. He was raising his rifle, aiming at Bo’s truck.

"Not today," I whispered.

Crack.

He folded over, clutching his stomach, and fell face-first into a drift.

Panic set in. The remaining two guards realized they were being engaged from the ridge. They scrambled for cover behind a parked bulldozer.

But they were too slow.

I tracked the third man. He was sprinting for the tracks of the dozer. I led him by a foot.

Crack.

The bullet caught him in the thigh, spinning him around. He went down screaming.

The fourth man made it to cover. He poked his rifle around the edge of the blade, firing blindly up at the ridge. Pop-pop-pop. The rounds snapped over my head, high and wide.

I didn't flinch. I waited.

Curiosity kills more men than incompetence. He would peek.

Three seconds later, a grey hood appeared.

Crack.

The head snapped back. The body slumped.

I cycled the bolt again.

"Clear," I muttered.

I stood up.

Down at the gate, Bo was still firing, but the return fire had stopped. The Anvil had held.

I settled into the snow, packing it firm under the Winchester’s forend, creating a stable platform. I watched the access road below, waiting. The plan relied on Bo showing restraint—stopping short, creating noise, drawing fire without getting himself killed.

Two minutes later, the rusted Ford roared to life behind the berm. Bo peeled out, fishtailing onto the icy road, heading straight for the main gate.

He was moving fast. Too fast.

He wasn't slowing down. He didn't kill the lights.

"Damn it, Bo," I whispered, adjusting my grip on the rifle stock. The rage had taken the wheel.

The Ford hit the chain-link main gate doing sixty miles an hour. The crash was hideous—a screech of metal tearing metal that drowned out the generators. The gate crumpled inward, snapping the posts and dragging a twenty-foot section of fence down with it. Steam geysered from the truck's smashed radiator, obscuring the entrance in a thick white fog.

The driver’s side door kicked open before the truck even settled. Bo tumbled out into the snow, not sleek, just angry.

Two guards near the gatehouse were scrambling, raising their rifles, completely stunned by the audacity of a frontal assault. They were slow. Bo was desperate.

He brought the pump-action shotgun up. The roar of the 12-gauge was a flat, ugly boom in the cold air. The first guard caught a load of double-ought buckshot in the chest at point-blank range and went down hard.

Bo racked the slide—clack-clack—and swung toward the second man. The guard managed to get off a wild shot that sparked off the truck’s hood before Bo fired again. The spread was wider this time; the second guard spun away, dropping his rifle, clutching his ruined shoulder and screaming.

Bo scrambled for cover behind the engine block of the steaming truck.

"Come on, you Russian bastards!" Bo screamed into the night, racking the shotgun again. "Come get some!"

The distraction was successful. Too successful. Every armed man in the compound turned toward the gate. Multiple guards broke from the container perimeter, sprinting toward the chaos.

I started down the slope, the Winchester held across my chest.

The front door was open.

And I had to rescue a 300-pound psycho before he got himself killed.


Chapter 32: Jonathan

The scene below wasn't a firefight; it was an execution waiting to happen.

Bo Pickett was pinned behind the steaming wreckage of the Ford, screaming insults into the night as chunks of the truck’s bodywork evaporated under a hail of 5.45mm rounds.

He was focused on the gatehouse. He didn't see the movement to his left.

Two men in grey parkas were sprinting through the shadows of the perimeter fence, moving to flank him. They were setting up an L-shaped ambush. In ten seconds, they would have a clear angle on Bo’s back.

I didn't have ten seconds. And I didn't have time to run down the switchbacks.

I stepped off the ledge.

The slope was a forty-degree chute of scree and hard-packed snow. I dropped to my hip, boots digging in like rudders, turning gravity into a weapon.

I accelerated instantly. The wind roared in my ears, stinging my eyes. The world became a blur of white and grey, but my focus narrowed to a tunnel.

While skiing on my boots, I raised the Winchester.

I was sliding at twenty miles an hour, bouncing over hidden rocks, but my upper body was a gimbal, isolated from the chaos below.

I acquired the first flanker. He was fifty yards out, raising his carbine.

Lead the target. Compensation for movement.

I squeezed.

Crack.

The rifle bucked. The flanker dropped mid-stride, ploughing face-first into the snow.

I worked the bolt. The mechanical clack-clack was a rhythmic heartbeat in the rush of wind. A brass casing spun past my face.

The second flanker hesitated, looking up at the madman surfing an avalanche toward him.

That hesitation was his obituary.

Crack.

Center mass. He folded backward, dead before he hit the ground.

The bottom of the slope was rushing up at me. I was moving too fast to stop.

A figure stepped out from the shadow of the washplant conveyor. A miner. Yellow slicker, hard hat. He wasn't holding a gun; he was gripping a square-point shovel like a baseball bat, swinging for my head.

I didn't try to brake. I leaned into the turn.

I hit him at full speed.

It wasn't a tackle; it was a collision of an unstoppable force. My shoulder drove into his knees. He flipped over me, the shovel flying into the darkness. We rolled, snow and ice packing into my collar.

I came up out of the roll in a crouch, abandoning the Winchester in the snow. It was too long for close work.

Two more grey coats were rushing the crash site, drawn by the commotion. They were twenty feet away.

I drew the Glock 19.

The world slowed down. It wasn't conscious thought; it was muscle memory, etched into my nervous system by years of repetition in shoot houses from Virginia to Kabul.

Identify. Engage. Transition.

The first man raised an AK-105.

I put two rounds in his chest. Pop-pop. He staggered. I put a third in his ocular cavity. He dropped.

I pivoted on my heel. The second man was wider, moving to cover.

I clamped my hands together, locking the sight picture. I fired three rounds in a rapid cadence. He spun, his legs tangling, and went down.

I sprinted the last ten yards to the truck.

Bo was huddled behind the front wheel well. His face was a mask of blood from a scalp wound, his eyes wide and manic. He was trying to shove shells into his shotgun, but his hands were shaking so bad he kept dropping them in the slush.

"You're late!" he screamed, his voice cracking.

Bullets hammered the engine block inches from his head, sending showers of rust and sparks raining down on us.

"We can't stay here!" I yelled over the roar of gunfire. "They're zeroing in!"

"I got 'em!" Bo yelled, fumbling with a shell. "Just give me a second!"

"You're out of time, Bo! The fuel tank is going to blow!"

I grabbed him by the collar of his jacket and hauled him up. I pointed toward the middle of the yard.

"The container!" I shouted. "It's steel! It's cover! Move!"

"That's in the open!"

"Run!"

I shoved him. Bo stumbled, then committed, pumping his heavy legs, churning through the deep snow toward the black shipping container sitting fifty yards away.

I stayed a step behind him, covering his retreat.

The Russians realized the target was moving. Fire shifted, tracking us.

My Glock clicked dry. Slide locked back.

I didn't reload. No time.

I dropped the pistol. As I ran, I scooped up the AK-105 from the man I’d just dropped. I checked the safety—off—and brought it to my shoulder in one fluid motion.

I sprayed a burst of suppression fire toward the main house, forcing the shooters in the windows to duck.

We were halfway there.

A shape detached itself from the shadows of a parked excavator directly in our path. A gunman. He had been waiting for us to flush. He stepped out, raising a submachine gun, grinning.

He was too close. My rifle was swinging too slow.

He opened his mouth to shout.

My right hand left the rifle’s pistol grip. It flashed to my belt.

I grabbed the handle of the tactical knife the Picketts had lent me.

I didn't think. I whipped my arm forward, snapping the wrist at the release point.

The knife was a silver blur in the floodlights.

It took the gunman in the throat, just above the collar of his parka.

His eyes went wide. The grin vanished. He dropped his weapon, clutching at the steel protruding from his neck, and collapsed silently into the snow.

I grabbed Bo by the shoulder and slammed him into the side of the shipping container.

We slid down the cold, black metal, hitting the ground just as a fresh wave of bullets pinged off the steel wall above our heads.

Bo was gasping, his chest heaving like a bellows. He looked at me, then at the dead man with the knife in his throat, then back at me.

“Holy shit," Bo wheezed. "Who the hell are you?"

I ignored him. I looked at the heavy padlock securing the container doors.

"Catch your breath, Bo," I said, raising the stolen AK. "We're opening the box."


Chapter 33: Jonathan

"Cover me!" I shouted as I faced the mysterious shipping container.

This, I knew, was the final piece. The murder of Stan, the killing of Jenny, the murder of the three indigenous women… It all tied back to this, somehow.

What was I going to find inside the shipping container?

I had to know. Information is a weapon, and for the moment, I was flying blind.

Bo spun around the edge of the container, shouldering his shotgun. He racked the slide and fired blindly into the darkness toward the main house, the muzzle flash lighting up the swirling snow like a strobe light.

I jammed the muzzle of the stolen AK-105 against the heavy padlock securing the steel doors.

Bang.

Sparks showered my face. The lock twisted, shorn almost through. I kicked it. The hasp snapped, and the lock fell into the snow.

I grabbed the latch, hauling the heavy lever up. The hinges groaned—a shriek of frozen metal that cut through the gunfire.

I threw the door open.

I brought the rifle up, sweeping the interior, ready for a guard, a dog, anything.

"Clear!"

I stepped inside.

It wasn't a storage unit. It was a kennel.

The interior of the forty-foot container had been insulated with spray foam, painted a clinical, glossy white. LED strips on the ceiling cast a harsh, shadowless light.

Along both walls, bolted to the floor, were rows of steel cots. No mattresses. Just bare metal mesh.

Above each cot, a heavy O-ring was welded to the wall. Chains dangled from them—short lengths of high-tensile steel ending in padded manacles.

There was a chemical toilet in the corner. A drain in the center of the floor for hosing it down. And in the far corner, a tripod with a high-definition camera pointing at the center of the room.

It smelled of bleach. And beneath the bleach, the faint, sour reek of unwashed bodies and terror.

"What is this?" Bo asked. He had backed into the doorway, keeping his weapon trained on the yard, but he was glancing over his shoulder. "Where's the gold?"

I lowered my rifle. The rage that hit me wasn't the hot, adrenaline-fueled anger of a firefight. It was a cold, black sludge in my gut.

"There is no gold, Bo," I said, my voice sounding hollow in the acoustic dampening of the foam.

I walked to one of the cots. I touched a chain.

"This is a transit hub," I said. "Human cattle."

I looked at the camera. I looked at the clinically sterile environment.

"The auditor isn't an accountant for money," I whispered. "He's a logistics manager for flesh."

The pieces slammed together in my mind, forming a picture so ugly I wanted to burn the world down to erase it.

The dead women in the tundra. The dancer. Jenny Pickett.

"Why..." Bo stammered. "Why did they kill Jenny? Why kill Kat?”

He had ducked into cover with me now, inside the shipping container. For the moment, the remaining soldiers were licking their wounds, tentatively probing the perimeter but not approaching. The blood of their comrades served as a big red stop sign. At least for the moment.

"Quality control," I said, turning to him. "Or compliance."

I gestured to the camera.

"They film it," I said. "They bring the women here. They strip them. They shave them to remove their identity, to make them look alike. Commodities. If someone fights back... or if someone is sick... or if the buyer just wants a demonstration of power... they take them out to the ridge."

I pointed at the camera again. Below it was a screen. Now why would they need to have a screen for their prisoners?

I had a guess. It wasn’t a nice guess.

I murmured softly, “They film the murder. Then they show it to the others. 'Behave, or you end up under the tarp.' That's how they keep them quiet. That's how they break them before they even get on the ship."

Bo stared at the chains. His face went pale, the bravado of the "Anvil" draining away. He was imagining his sister in those chains. He was imagining her watching a screen, waiting for her turn.

But she hadn’t made it that far. She’d been hunted down in the cold. She’d been chased until her leg broke, left to drag herself through the drifts while a lens tracked her agony. She’d been filmed. She’d been recorded as a warning to the others huddled in this steel box: Run, and you die slow.

But it wasn't just business. It was pornography. A pleasure thrill. Whoever had hunted her down had savored the panic in her eyes.

The auditor. A sick twist. I’d known men like him before—in the Balkans, in the Golden Triangle. Men who wore bespoke suits while they traded in souls, who believed their wealth and their connections insulated them from the laws of God and man. They were the ones who usually got away, slipping onto private jets while the indictments were still being typed, leaving nothing behind but broken bodies and hush money. They lived long, comfortable lives and died in warm beds, surrounded by families who never knew they were monsters.

But not here. Not this time.

"I'm gonna kill them," Bo whispered. "I'm gonna kill every single one of them."

"Bo, get down!"

I saw the flash from the upper window of the main house a split second before the sound arrived.

Whip-CRACK.

It wasn't a carbine. It was a sniper rifle.

Bo jerked violently. A mist of red erupted from his left thigh. The heavy slug punched through the meat of his leg, shattering the femur.

He didn't scream. He just collapsed, his leg buckling under him like a wet straw. He hit the metal floor of the container with a heavy thud.

"Bo!"

I lunged for him.

Another round sparked off the doorframe inches from my head, spraying molten metal.

I grabbed Bo’s collar and dragged him deeper into the container, out of the line of fire. He was moaning now, a low, guttural sound of agony.

"Stay down!" I roared.

I scrambled to the door, intending to return fire, to suppress the sniper so we could close the heavy steel doors.

Ping. Ping. Ping.

Automatic fire hammered the opening. They had us ranged. We were pinned. The only way out was into a wall of lead.

"We're trapped," I muttered.

I looked at Bo. He was clutching his leg. The blood was dark—venous bleeding, but heavy. The bone was broken. He wasn't walking out of here.

I checked the magazine of the AK. Half full. I had the Glock, but no reloads. And the Winchester was lying in the snow.

"Jon..." Bo gasped. "The door..."

I looked at the open door. A rectangular slice of the freezing night.

A shadow moved near the bulldozer outside. An arm swung in a wide arc.

Something small and dark sailed through the air. It hit the metal floor of the container with a heavy, metallic clatter.

It rolled.

It stopped three feet from my boot.

An M67 fragmentation grenade. The pin was gone. The spoon had flown.

I looked at it.

Time didn't slow down. It stopped.

I looked at Bo. I looked at the grenade.

I knew exactly how much kill radius was packed into that steel lemon. In a confined space like this, the overpressure alone would liquefy our organs before the shrapnel shredded us.

There was no cover. There was no time to throw it back.

"Frag out!" I screamed.


Chapter 34: Jonathan

The M67 grenade spun on the steel floor, a heavy, olive-drab lemon of death.

It clattered against the leg of a cot and rolled.

Time didn't stop, but it warped, stretching into a thick, syrupy haze. I scrambled backward, my boots slipping on the metal, trying to put distance between myself and the blast radius. But there was nowhere to go. We were in a steel box. The overpressure alone would liquidate us.

"No!" Bo roared.

Bo Pickett was a lot of things. He was a loudmouth, a drunk, and a lecher who had eyed Rosa like a slab of meat in the grocery aisle more times than I could count. But within the twisted hierarchy of the Pickett clan, Bo was the fixer. When Rance gambled away the rent, Bo broke the bookie’s nose. When the generator died in the dead of winter, Bo wired it back together with frozen fingers. He was the one who cleaned up the messes. He had come here tonight to fix the biggest mistake of all—the murder of his father and sister.

But now he made one.

Bo lunged for the grenade, his massive hand scooping it up to hurl it back out the door. But his palm was slick with the blood pouring from his scalp, and his winter gloves were thick wool.

The grenade slipped.

It squirted out of his grip like a bar of wet soap. It hit the wall and bounced backward, skittering deeper into the corner. Directly toward me.

Bo froze. He stared at the device. He saw the mistake.

He didn't think. There was no calculation, no heroism, just the brute instinct of a man who knew he had broken something and had to put it right.

Fixer.

With a roar of frustration, Bo threw his weight backward. He didn't dive away. He rolled his three-hundred-pound bulk directly over the grenade, jamming himself between the explosive and the corner of the room. He slammed his body against the wall, pinning the steel death beneath his heavy parka and layers of fat and muscle.

He gritted his teeth, looking over his shoulder at me. His eyes were wide, terrified, and fiercely lucid.

"Go get him!" Bo screamed, blood spraying from his lips. "Make them pay!"

Whoompf.

It wasn't a bang. It was a dull, gruesome thud, felt more than heard.

The container shuddered violently. Bo’s body lifted six inches off the floor, seized by a spasm of energy, and then slammed back down.

The blast wave hit me. Even muffled by Bo’s mass, the pressure was like being kicked in the chest by a horse. I was thrown against the far wall, my head cracking against the steel.

The lights shattered. Darkness swallowed the room, instantly replaced by thick, choking smoke and the smell of burnt insulation and vaporized organic matter.

My ears were ringing—a high-pitched scream that drowned out the world.

I coughed, rolling onto my knees.

I looked at the corner.

Bo was... still there. But he wasn't Bo anymore. He was a ruin. A human sandbag that had absorbed a thousand steel fragments meant for me.

I didn't mourn him. Not yet. Mourning gets you killed.

I grabbed the AK-105 from the floor.

Outside, the shooting had stopped.

The Russians would be waiting. They would be watching the smoke, expecting silence. Or screams. They would assume the grenade had turned the interior into a slaughterhouse.

The sniper in the main house would be watching the door, waiting for movement at chest height. The flankers would be moving in to confirm the kill.

I couldn't walk out.

Another thought nagged at me. If this shipping container was meant to transfer human cargo… Where was the cargo?

Where were the humans being kept? Somewhere in the house? Somewhere in the gold claim?

Also, I still had a bullet for the earless freak who’d murdered Stan.

So, I crawled.

I kept my belly pressed to the cold steel floor, moving under the layer of rising smoke. I reached the open door.

The cold air rushed in, swirling with the dust.

I didn't peek. Peeking gets your head blown off.

I checked the shadow of the door. The floodlights outside cast a hard, black rectangle of shade onto the snow.

I coiled my muscles.

I launched myself.

I didn't run. I dove, flat and low, sliding out of the container and directly into the snowbank alongside it.

Crack.

The sniper’s bullet snapped through the space where a standing man’s head would have been, sparking off the doorframe.

He was fast. But he had aimed high.

I hit the snow and kept rolling, tumbling over the berm into the dark, rusted maze of the Boneyard.

"He's alive!" a voice shouted in Russian. 

Bullets chewed up the snow behind me, but I was already gone, vanishing into the shadows of the twisted machinery. I sprinted behind a bulldozer as bullets sparked off the rusted, yellow frame. I moved down the trench line of discarded washplant tailings.

I wiped Bo’s blood from my face.

The Anvil was broken. Now, there was only the Hammer.

I moved towards the main house. It was the only structure I’d spotted where you might hide human cargo.

And where would an auditor be if not with his inventory?
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The Boneyard was a graveyard of industrial ambition. Rusted excavators, skeletal dredge buckets, and twisted lengths of pipe lay half-buried in the snow, looking like the ribs of prehistoric beasts.

I moved through the metallic maze, my breath icing in my beard. I kept low, using the bulk of a derelict dragline for cover.

Crack.

A bullet slammed into the frozen steel inches from my face. Spall fragments sprayed my cheek.

I dropped to the snow, rolling hard behind a tractor tread.

I waited.

I was in deep shadow. There were no floodlights back here. The moon was obscured by storm clouds. I should have been invisible.

I shifted my weight, preparing to dart to the next piece of cover.

Crack.

Another round hit the snow right where I had been about to step.

I froze.

He wasn't guessing. He wasn't suppressing. He was tracking.

I pressed my back against the cold steel of the tread. I closed my eyes, visualizing the angle. The shot had come from the second-floor balcony of the main house, two hundred yards up the slope.

"Thermal," I whispered.

The sniper wasn't looking for a silhouette. He was looking for heat. In the twenty-below-zero landscape of the mine, my body was a walking, ninety-eight-degree beacon. To his thermal optic, I wasn't a man in the shadows; I was a glowing white ghost in a world of blue and black.

I couldn't hide. I couldn't outrun the speed of light adjustment on a digital scope.

I needed to change the temperature.

I scanned my immediate surroundings. I was huddled next to a small, corrugated maintenance shed, its door hanging off one hinge. A remnant of the old Blackwood operation before they built the new compound.

I crawled inside.

It smelled of rot. Old shelves lined the walls, piled with junk—rusted bolts, dried-up grease guns, cracked hoses.

I ripped through the debris, my hands searching frantically in the gloom. I needed heat. A can of ether? A propane torch?

My hand brushed against a plastic watertight box bolted to the wall. An emergency kit.

I smashed the latch with the butt of the AK.

Inside, nestled in rotting foam, was a flare gun. The orange plastic was faded, but the break-action mechanism still worked. There were two 12-gauge aerial flares in the slots.

Magnesium.

It burns at three thousand degrees Fahrenheit.

I snapped the flare gun shut.

I looked at the oil drums stacked against the far side of the Boneyard, about fifty yards to my left.

"Let's see how good your contrast settings are," I muttered.

I kicked the shed door open.

I didn't aim at the house. I aimed at the drums.

I pulled the trigger.

Thump-whoosh.

The flare spiraled out, a brilliant, sputtering star. It slammed into the pile of drums and stuck in the snow, burning with a blinding, incandescent white intensity.

To the naked eye, it was bright. To a thermal scope, it would be a supernova. It would wash out the sensor, blooming the entire display into a wall of white static.

Crack.

The sniper fired at the flare. Reflex.

I sprinted.

I abandoned stealth. I pumped my arms, boots churning the snow, racing across the open ground while the sniper was blinking away the afterimage.

I covered the hundred yards in ten seconds. My lungs burned.

I hit the dead space directly beneath the main house's sprawling wooden deck.

I slammed my back against the pilings, gasping for air.

Above me, heavy boots thumped on the deck boards. The sniper was cursing in Russian, racking the bolt of his rifle, trying to clear his vision. He moved to the railing, scanning the yard, but I was directly under him now.

I looked up. The deck was supported by cross-braced lattice.

I slung the AK across my back. I grabbed the frozen wood.

I climbed.

I pulled myself up silently, hand over hand, until my eyes were level with the deck floor. I shimmied through a gap in the railing, keeping low, crawling on my belly toward the sliding glass doors.

The curtains were drawn, but there was a gap. A two-inch slice of domestic life.

I peered inside.

The cognitive dissonance nearly made me vomit.

Outside, Bo Pickett was lying dead in a shipping container. Outside, the snow was stained with blood and the air smelled of death.

Inside, it was a tea party.

The living room of the Blackwood house was magnificent. Mahogany beams, a roaring stone fireplace, Persian rugs. 

And in the center of the room, sitting on the expensive rugs, were twelve women.

They were dressed in evening gowns—silks and satins that looked bizarrely out of place. Some of them were weeping silently. Others were staring at the floor, catatonic. Their heads were shaved. Their ears were gone, replaced by bandaged wounds.

Sitting in a wingback chair, holding a delicate china cup, was Linda Blackwood.

She looked perfect. Her hair was coiffed, her makeup flawless. She was smiling a tight, brittle smile, gesturing with the teapot as if she were hosting the Ladies' Auxiliary, not guarding a harem of mutilated slaves.

"Now, drink up," I heard her say through the glass. "We want to look our best for the flight, don't we?"

Standing in the corner, leaning against the mantle, was the Auditor. It could be no one else.

He was in a charcoal suit, looking like he had just stepped out of a boardroom. He was watching the women with the detached, clinical interest of a biologist observing a petri dish.

He was a creature of subtraction. He had no hair—no eyebrows to furrow in anger, no lashes to frame his shark-like eyes. His skull was a polished dome of pale skin that caught the firelight, looking less like flesh and more like molded plastic. But it was the sides of his head that turned my stomach. Where his ears should have been, there were only smooth, circular patches of scar tissue, glossy and healed.

He looked like an unfinished sculpture, a human being smoothed down until there was nothing left to grab onto.

He was a ghost in a bespoke suit, a man designed to leave no trace, guarding a room full of women he was erasing in his own image.

He held a pistol loosely at his side.

Magnus Blackwood was there too, pouring whiskey at the wet bar. His hands were shaking so hard the bottle clattered against the glass. He looked pale, sweating, a man who had sold his soul and was terrified of the receipt.

"The plane will be here in twenty minutes," the Auditor said. His voice was muffled by the glass but carried a sibilant, snake-like quality. "Is the cargo manifest ready, Magnus?"

"I... I can't find the stamp," Magnus stuttered.

"Find it," the Auditor whispered. "Delay is expensive."

I looked at the women. I looked at Linda’s frozen smile.

I looked at the lock on the sliding glass door.

I reached for the handle.


Chapter 36: Jonathan

I released the handle of the sliding door, rethinking my entrance strategy.

Entering now was suicide. The earless auditor had a pistol. Magnus was likely armed too. The sniper above me would respond to the shots. And if I wasn’t hit, one of the soft targets inside, the women, would be.

I needed a different approach.

I stepped back into the shadows of the eaves. I looked up.

The second-floor balcony was supported by heavy cedar beams, rough-hewn and frozen.

I slung the AK tightly across my back. I reached up, my fingers finding purchase in the deep grooves of the wood. I pulled.

My muscles screamed—cold, exhausted, battered from the grenade blast—but I forced them to work. I hauled myself up, boots scrabbling against the log siding, until I could hook an arm over the upper railing.

I vaulted silently onto the snow-covered deck.

The sniper was there, ten feet away. He was still blinking, rubbing his eyes, trying to clear the retinal burn from the magnesium flare. But his instincts were elite. He heard the soft crunch of my boot on the snow.

He spun around.

He didn't fumble. He didn't hesitate. He swung the long barrel of the thermal rifle like a club, aiming for my head.

I ducked under the swing, feeling the wind of it brush my hair. I stepped inside his guard.

It wasn't a bar fight. It was a collision of training.

I drove my shoulder into his solar plexus. It was like hitting a brick wall. The man grunted, dropping the rifle, but his hands flashed up, blocking my follow-up strike to his throat. He grabbed my lapels, twisting, trying to use my momentum to throw me over the railing.

Spetsnaz. Maybe Vympel. This was systema—fluid, redirecting force.

I didn't fight the throw. I went with it, but I hooked my leg behind his knee.

We both went down, crashing hard onto the decking.

He was on top. He drove a gloved fist into my jaw, snapping my head back. Bright lights danced in my vision. He reached for the knife on his vest.

I couldn't let him draw it.

I bucked my hips, throwing him off balance. I jammed the heel of my hand under his chin, snapping his head back. With my other hand, I grabbed his wrist, pinning the knife to his chest.

I rolled. Now I was on top.

He opened his mouth to shout—to warn the house.

I drove my forehead into his nose. Crunch.

The shout turned into a gurgle of blood.

He bucked again, incredibly strong, his eyes wild with the realization that he was about to die. He managed to free one hand, clawing at my eyes.

I didn't have time for mercy.

I let go of his knife hand and grabbed his throat. I squeezed. I used my body weight, pressing my forearm into his windpipe, cutting off the air, cutting off the blood to the brain.

He thrashed. He struck my ribs. He gouged my cheek.

I didn't move. I stared into his eyes as the pupils dilated, as the fight drained out of him, replaced by the grey stillness of hypoxia.

Ten seconds. Twenty.

His arms flopped to the snow. His chest stopped heaving.

I held it for another five seconds, just to be sure.

I let go. I rolled off him, gasping, wiping the blood from my face.

I checked his vest. Pistol magazines. A radio—I turned it off. And there, clipped to his belt, the prize I had hoped for.

An RGD-5 fragmentation grenade.

I unclipped it. The smooth steel felt heavy and cold in my palm.

I stood up. I checked the AK.

I walked to the French doors leading into the master bedroom. They were unlocked.

I slipped inside. The house was quiet, insulated from the wind. I could hear the murmur of voices from downstairs. The clinking of china.

I walked out of the bedroom and onto the landing of the grand staircase.

Below me, the living room opened up like a stage. The chandelier cast a warm, golden glow over the perverse gathering. Linda pouring tea. The women shivering in their gowns. The Auditor standing by the fire, checking his watch.

I gripped the grenade. I pulled the pin. Ting.

I held the safety lever down—the spoon—locking the fuse.

I took the first step down the stairs. My boots were heavy on the polished wood.

Thud.

The conversation below stopped.

Magnus looked up, his glass of whiskey freezing halfway to his mouth. Linda turned, her smile faltering. The Auditor slowly raised his head, his lash-less eyes locking onto mine.

I stood halfway down the stairs, covered in snow, blood, and grease. I held the grenade up for them to see, my thumb resting casually on the lever.

"I'm sorry," I said, my voice raspy with smoke. "I don't think I was on the guest list."
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I stood on the bottom step, the grenade in my left hand, my thumb white against the safety lever. In my right hand, the AK-105 hung by my side, heavy and useless in a room full of human shields.

"You're a long way from home, Mr. Hunt," Magnus Blackwood said.

He was standing by the wet bar, clutching a tumbler of whiskey. He looked like he was trying to pose for a portrait of a frontier baron, but his eyes were darting around the room, manic and terrified.

"You're done, Magnus," I said, my voice low. "The shipping container is open. I saw the manifest. I saw the cages. I know about the money laundering, and I know about the trafficking."

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Try again. I’m helping the FBI,” I said. A lie. An easy lie. But Magnus had already assumed I wasn’t what I seemed to be. This line undid him.

He stared at me, eyes bugging. For a moment, he looked furious. A second later, he looked petulant, like a child ready to throw a fit.

"It's logistics!" Magnus shouted, spit flying from his lips. "It's just transport! The mine wasn't producing, Jonathan! The fuel costs, the EPA, the sanctions... I had to save the legacy! I had to save the town!"

"You saved nothing," I said. "You sold this town to a butcher. You as good as killed those women out on the tundra. You buried them in the permafrost like trash."

I shifted my gaze to the corner.

The Auditor stood by the fireplace. The flames cast dancing shadows across his face—or what passed for a face. Without eyebrows or lashes to catch the light, his expression was unreadable, a smooth mask of pale, synthetic-looking skin. He looked like a mole-rat forced into a suit, blinking his lidless eyes slowly.

"And you," I said to him. "You killed Kat. You killed Jenny Pickett."

"Young man!"

The voice was shrill, cutting through the tension like a glass shard.

Linda Blackwood stood up from her wingback chair. She smoothed the front of her silk dress, her face contorted in a mask of social indignation.

"Look at your boots!" she snapped, pointing a trembling finger at the snow melting on the hardwood. "You are tracking slush onto the Persian rug! We are entertaining guests, young man! Have you no manners?"

She turned back to the women sitting on the floor—the dozen shivering, mutilated captives in evening gowns.

"I apologize," Linda chirped, pouring tea into a delicate china cup with a shaking hand. "The help in this town is so difficult to manage."

It was a delusion so brittle it felt like it would shatter if I breathed on it.

The Auditor chuckled. 

"Charming," he whispered.

He moved away from the mantle. He didn't walk; he glided. He approached the nearest woman—a young, frail girl with dark hair, shivering violently in a sleeveless emerald gown.

He grabbed her by the hair.

He didn't yank. He just took a handful of her hair and lifted her head, exposing the bandages on the side of her skull.

"You see, Mr. Hunt, is it?" the Auditor purred, leaning down. He brought his mouth inches from the girl’s head. "I am merely a facilitator."

He whispered something into the hole where her ear used to be. The girl whimpered, a sound of pure, broken despair, and squeezed her eyes shut.

My stomach turned. The cruelty wasn't incidental; it was the point.

"Let her go," I commanded, raising the grenade.

Magnus stepped forward, emboldened by the Auditor’s calm. He puffed his chest out, trying to regain control of his house.

"Now see here, Hunt," Magnus blustered, walking toward me. "You come into my home, you threaten my guests, you wave a bomb around? Who do you think you are? I own this town! I am the law in Nome! Now you put that down and get the hell out before I—"

He was within reach. The baron of Nome had spent too long blustering and boasting and strutting.

I didn't let him finish. I didn't argue.

He made some good points.

So I argued back.

I drove my right fist into his solar plexus.

It wasn't a warning tap. It was a transfer of every ounce of frustration I had held back for three days.

Oof.

The air left Magnus’s lungs in a rush. His eyes bulged. He folded in half and dropped to his knees, retching, clutching his stomach. He collapsed sideways, gasping like a landed fish.

Linda didn't even look at him. She just kept stirring the tea. "One lump or two, my dears?"

I stepped over Magnus, eyes locked on the Auditor.

"Let her go," I repeated. Was this the one who’d pulled the trigger on Stan? I needed him to confirm it. I needed to know.

The Auditor looked at me with scorn. His shark-like eyes drifted to the grenade, then back to my face.

"So what is your big plan, big man?" he sneered. "You think you can save them? I am just a middleman. The demand exists. The supply chain exists. This will continue with or without me."

He tightened his grip on the girl’s hair. She gasped.

"And you won't kill everyone here," he said softly. "Not with a grenade. You are a rescuer. A hero. You are genetically incapable of acceptable losses."

He drew a knife from his waistband. I wondered if it was the same knife he’d used on Kat.

"You are going to let me leave," he whispered, pressing the blade to the girl’s throat. "Or I will open her up right here on the rug."

"Don't," I said, taking a step forward.

“I told you my terms. Take another step and she dies.”

I went still. I needed to buy time. To buy space. I needed to get close. So I asked the question that had been eating at me. "Why did you kill Stan Podaki?"

The Auditor tilted his smooth, dome-like head, looking genuinely puzzled. "Who?"

"The old man," I said. "The one with the oxygen tank."

"Oh." He waved a dismissive hand, a gesture of bored royalty. "That was Magnus."

I looked at Magnus. The big man turned the color of ash, where he knelt on the ground.

"Liar!" Magnus sputtered, backing toward the fireplace on hands and knees, his face red. “He’s lying! I never—"

"The paperwork was false, Magnus," the Auditor interrupted, his voice calm, cutting his partner off at the knees. "The claim you took? The land rights? A good lawyer would have spotted the fraud in ten minutes. We couldn't have that, now could we? We were making too much money together."

I looked at Magnus, then back to the Auditor. The logic was cold, sharp, and undeniable.

"You wanted this," I said quietly. "You didn't just let him do it. You probably filmed him killing Stan, didn't you? Just the same way you filmed Jenny dying. You wanted leverage. You placed the lighter in the vehicle after Stan was dead.” The realization struck me like my punch had struck Magnus. “To direct law enforcement towards Magnus."

The Auditor just watched me, a shark scenting blood in the water, attentive now. He didn’t deny it. It confirmed my suspicions. It also confirmed he’d recorded Jenny’s death. He was a voyeur, a creep in the dark. He was evil.

"You used Caleb's lighters to frame the Blackwoods for both murders," I said, the realization hitting me like a physical blow. "Why burn your own partner? Why bring the heat down on your own operation?"

The Auditor looked less amused now. The smirk faded into a flat, dangerous line. “Shut up! Now!”

I tried to take another step. But his knife pressed hard. I went still. I kept talking, hoping, desperately, to distract him from the woman.

"You weren't here to partner with Blackwood," I said. "You wanted the whole town. You wanted to remove the local power structure so you could replace it. You wanted to be the King of Nome."

He adjusted the cuffs of his charcoal suit, checking his cufflinks. His tongue darted out to wet his lips, a quick, lizard-like flick.

"My employers..." he said carefully, "have insatiable appetites." He shrugged, as if discussing the weather. "Magnus was merely the appetizer.”

I risked another step forward.

A mistake. I thought I had him distracted.

But the Auditor smiled. A stretch of skin without humor.

“Unfortunate,” he whispered.

He didn't hesitate. He drew the blade across her throat.

It was a deep, surgical cut.

The girl’s eyes went wide. She tried to inhale, but only red froth bubbled out. She toppled forward, blood spraying across the tea set, across Linda’s dress.

"No!" I shouted.

I lunged, but I couldn't shoot. The girl was already falling, and he was moving.

The Auditor grabbed a second woman. She looked like the first—same nose, same chin. A sister or a cousin, I guessed. They’d been kidnapped together.

She was weeping now, screaming silently, staring in horror at her relative gurgling on the floor.

"Please," she begged. "Please, no."

I froze. I was ten feet away, holding a live grenade, watching a woman bleed out on the floor while a monster held her sister. I wanted to drop the rifle and apply pressure, but I knew, with the cold certainty of a combat medic, that the first girl was gone. The carotid was severed.

The Auditor pulled the second woman close, using her as a shield. He peered at me over her shoulder.

"I can do this all night, Mr. Hunt," he taunted. "I have inventory."

He looked disgusting. Up close, the lack of hair made him look unfinished, a fetus grown to monstrous proportions.

I took a step back, my heart hammering against my ribs.

"Why?" I asked, my voice shaking with rage. "Why did you kill Kat?"

The Auditor paused. He looked genuinely confused.

"The bartender?" he sneered. "Why do you care? That dumpy, middle-aged hag? Surely a man of your... capabilities... wasn't sleeping with her?"

"You killed her," I said. "And you cut off her ears."

He smirked. "Did you like that? A gift. On your table."

He nodded, eyes drifting to the ceiling as he recalled the memory. "She was noisy. Screamed quite a bit when I used the knife. But I suppose you enjoyed the arrangement."

Linda was sobbing in the corner now, the tea party finally shattered by the blood on her shoes. Magnus was still wheezing on the floor.

I met the Auditor’s reptilian gaze.

"You want to know why I keep asking about Kat?" I asked softly.

"Please," he mocked. "Enlighten me."

"So that her boyfriend can hear you talk about it."

The Auditor frowned.

Ch-chk.

The sound of a pump-action shotgun racking a shell echoed from the hallway darkness behind me.

The Auditor’s eyes flicked to the left.

Caleb Blackwood stepped out of the shadows.

He was wearing his parka, snow melting on his shoulders. His face, usually a mask of emotional detachment, was contorted into an expression of raw, unrecognizable fury. His eyes were wild, tears streaming down his cheeks.

He had heard everything. I’d spotted him sixty seconds ago, watching from the dark. He’d heard. He knew.

"She wasn't a hag!" Caleb screamed.

He pulled the trigger.

BOOM.

The shotgun roared in the confined space.

But the Auditor was fast. Inhumanly fast.

At the sound of the rack, he had already begun to move. He swung his hips, dragging the sobbing woman with him.

The buckshot missed center mass. It caught the Auditor in the hip, spinning him around. The impact tore through his suit, spraying blood, and knocked him off balance.

The woman stumbled free, falling to the floor.

"Caleb, get down!" I yelled.

Caleb didn't listen. He racked the slide again, crying, aiming for the man who had hurt Kat.

But the Auditor didn't fall. He rolled with the impact, dropping to one knee. He raised his pistol with terrifying speed.

Pop.

Caleb jerked. A small red hole appeared in his neck.

He dropped the shotgun. He brought his hands to his throat, looking confused, and collapsed backward onto the floor.

"No!" Linda screamed. She scrambled across the rug toward her son.

Magnus, seeing his boy fall, finally found his courage. He reached for a revolver on the coffee table by a tray of cigars.

"You son of a bitch!" Magnus yelled.

Pop.

The Auditor shot him without even looking, putting a round through Magnus’ chest. The big man slumped over, dead.

The Auditor groaned, clutching his shattered hip. He was hurt. He was bleeding. But he was still holding the gun, and he was turning back toward me.

The room was a slaughterhouse. Linda was wailing over Caleb. The sister was screaming over the dead girl.

I couldn't shoot. The angles were gone. If I fired a burst, I’d hit Linda or the hostages.

I looked at the grenade in my hand.

I looked at the Auditor, who was raising his weapon toward me.

I looked behind him.

The entire back wall of the living room was a panoramic sheet of glass, offering a view of the storm raging over the Bering Sea.

I didn't throw the grenade at the man.

I threw it at the window.

The steel sphere sailed over the Auditor’s head. It hit the thick plate glass with a clink.

The Auditor’s eyes widened. He realized, too late, what I had done.

CRASH.

The explosion was deafening. It didn't just break the glass; it obliterated the barrier between the opulent warmth of the house and the brutal reality of the Arctic.

The pressure wave blew the shards outward, and then, the vacuum reversed.

The storm rushed in.

The temperature in the room dropped seventy degrees in a heartbeat. The wind hit us like a physical blow, a hurricane of snow, ice, and glass shards swirling into a blinding white vortex.

The papers flew. The lamps toppled. The tea set shattered.

The Auditor threw his arm up, blinded by the sudden whiteout.

I didn't hesitate.

I vaulted over the banister.

I hit the floor, sliding on the rugs, raising the AK-105.

I used it as a club, bringing it down on the auditor’s neck.
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The living room had become a wind tunnel. The shattered panoramic window funneled the blizzard directly into the house, a screaming vortex of ice and wind that whipped the silk curtains into a frenzy and turned the blood on the floor into red slush.

I slid across the polished hardwood, bringing the stock of the AK-105 around in a vicious, crushing arc. I wanted to end it.

But he was fast. Unnaturally, terrifyingly fast.

Even with a hole in his hip, even bleeding out onto the Persian rug, he moved like a spider that had been stepped on but refused to die. He dropped flat, slithering under the swing of the rifle.

He scrambled backward on his hands and heels, his face contorted into a mask of pure, demonic hatred. His lack of eyebrows made his expression skeletal; his mouth was open in a silent scream of exertion.

He wasn't heading for the door. He was heading for the wall paneling.

He reached a small, waist-high oak door set into the wainscoting. A laundry chute.

He didn't open it gracefully. He clawed it open.

"You can't hide!" I roared, racking the slide of the AK.

He didn't look back. He threw himself into the dark, narrow opening headfirst.

It was a desperate, suicidal dive. I heard his body hit the metal sheeting of the chute, followed by a heavy thud-crack as he impacted the basement floor one story down. A low, animalistic wail of pain echoed up the shaft.

I lunged for the opening. I tried to jam my shoulders into the frame.

I was too big. My chest was too broad, my winter gear too thick. I was a bear trying to follow a rat into a sewer pipe.

I aimed my gun down the chute, firing. No way to tell if I’d hit anything.

"Damn it!"

I slammed my fist against the wall, splintering the wood.

I spun around.

The room was chaos. The wind was deafening.

I dropped to a knee beside the girl with the cut throat. I pressed two fingers to her carotid, desperate for a flutter, a thrum, anything.

Nothing. She was gone. Her eyes were fixed on the ceiling, glassy and still. The blood had already stopped pumping.

I looked up. The sister—the one the Auditor had held—was huddled against the sofa, shivering violently, staring at me with eyes huge with shock.

I reached into my pocket and ripped out my burner phone. I flung it at her. It skidded across the rug and hit her knee.

"Call the police!" I shouted over the wind. "Dial 911! Do not let anyone in that door unless they have a badge!"

She clutched the phone like a lifeline. I wondered if she could hear me through those bandages.

I was already moving, though, towards the stairs.

I passed the fireplace where Linda Blackwood knelt in the snow and glass. She wasn't looking at the storm. She was draped over the bodies of her husband and son. She was wailing, a high, thin sound that was lost in the gale. She stroked Caleb’s hair with one hand and clutched Magnus’s cold hand with the other. Her delusion had finally broken, replaced by a reality too heavy to bear.

She was no threat. 

I reached the stairs and cursed, realizing they went out onto a first-floor landing. Not the basement. I looked left, mind spinning.

The Auditor was hurt. He was broken. But he was loose in the foundation of the house.

I sprinted for another door, desperately willing it to lead to the basement.

I kicked it open, ignoring a startled maid who was ducked behind a kitchen table. I vaulted the table. There, in the back. I found the service stairs.

I took them three at a time.

I hit the basement door at the bottom and shoulder-checked it open.

The basement was warm. It smelled of laundry detergent and raw sewage.

I swung the rifle, clearing the corners.

The laundry room was empty. A pile of linen sat in a wheeled cart beneath the chute exit. The cart was overturned.

There was a smear of blood on the white linoleum. A wide, dark streak where a body had dragged itself.

It led away from the laundry room. It led toward a heavy steel fire door on the far wall marked UTILITY ACCESS.

The tunnels.

Most of the large structures in Nome—the hospital, the schools, the high-end compounds—were connected to their power sources by heated utilidors to prevent the pipes from freezing.

He wasn't hiding. He was running for the mine.

I followed the blood.


Chapter 39: Jonathan

The utilidor was a claustrophobic nightmare of hissing pipes and sweating concrete, a humid, subterranean vein running beneath the frozen skin of the earth.

I followed the trail of blood.

It was heavy, smeared thick on the concrete floor where the Auditor had dragged himself. He was hurt badly. The fall down the laundry chute had done what my rifle butt and Caleb’s shotgun couldn't—broken something structural.

I moved fast, boots splashing in puddles of condensation, the AK lead-heavy in my hands.

The tunnel stretched for two hundred yards, the heat oppressive, before ending at a vertical steel ladder. Cold air dumped down the shaft, swirling with snow. The hatch above was open.

I slung the rifle and climbed.

I emerged into a cathedral of cold steel. The mine boss had gone shopping.

The new Blackwood washplant was a massive, skeletal structure—a four-story beast of corrugated iron, conveyor belts, and sorting drums designed to chew through tons of permafrost to find gold. It was dark, lit only by the ambient grey of the storm through the open bay doors and the blinking red LEDs of the standby consoles.

I scanned the cavernous space.

"There," I whispered.

High above me, forty feet in the air, a figure was scrambling up the main feed conveyor.

The Auditor.

He was trying to reach the upper gantry, where the maintenance catwalks led to the exterior exit. But he was struggling. The conveyor belt was a steep, forty-five-degree incline of ribbed black rubber, currently stationary.

He was crawling on all fours, his suit jacket gone, his white shirt soaked in blood. He slipped, slid back a foot, clawed at the rubber, and pulled himself up again. He looked like a broken insect trying to escape a trap.

I could have shot him. I had the angle.

But a bullet was too clean. It was too impersonal for a man who had treated human beings like livestock.

I looked at the control panel next to me.

It was a heavy industrial console, covered in dust. A large green button glowed under a plastic safety guard.

SYSTEM READY.

I flipped the safety guard up.

I looked up at the man crawling on the belt.

"Let's see how you process," I muttered.

I slammed my palm onto the button.

WHOOP-WHOOP-WHOOP.

The warning klaxons screamed, echoing off the metal walls like the cry of a dying prehistoric bird. Amber strobe lights began to flash, turning the washplant into a disorienting pulse of light and shadow.

The floor beneath my feet vibrated as the massive diesel turbines roared to life.

The main feed conveyor jerked.

The Auditor screamed as the belt beneath him lurched forward. He lost his footing, slamming chest-first onto the rubber.

He tried to stand, but the belt was moving. It wasn't just moving; it was accelerating.

He looked down. He saw me standing at the console.

He looked up.

And he saw where the belt was taking him.

At the top of the incline, looming like the maw of a dragon, was the Primary Crusher. Two massive, counter-rotating steel drums, studded with carbide teeth the size of fists. They were designed to pulverize granite boulders into gravel.

They were spinning now, a blur of grey steel, generating a low, terrified hum that vibrated in the teeth.

The Auditor began to scramble. He abandoned his dignity. He abandoned his calm. He clawed at the rubber ribs of the belt, trying to crawl backward, trying to fight the friction.

But the machine didn't care about his will. It was designed to move tonnage.

I walked to the metal stairs. I climbed them slowly, my hand gliding along the freezing railing.

I reached the catwalk that ran parallel to the conveyor belt.

I walked alongside him.

He was ten feet away from me, lying prone on the moving belt, his fingernails tearing on the rubber. He turned his head. His face was a mask of absolute, primal terror. The smooth, earless skin was stretched tight over his skull.

"Help me!" he shrieked over the roar of the crusher. "Turn it off!"

I stopped walking. I leaned against the railing, watching him pass me. He was too broken to move himself. I could see his left leg flopping uselessly back and forth like a landed fish.

"Tell me who you work for," I said, my voice cutting through the mechanical din. "This many guns on site... This much planning. You were going to take the Blackwoods down. So your bosses are stateside, aren’t they?"

The Auditor scrambled frantically, his fingernails tearing against the black rubber. The crusher was thirty feet away now, the sound of the grinding teeth vibrating in the floorboards.

"Yes!" he screamed, abandoning all pretense of control. "Yes! Anchorage! They are in Anchorage!"

"Where?" I demanded, walking calmly alongside him as the belt carried him upward.

"I didn’t kill that old man! It was Magnus—it was him! I just left the lighter. Like you said…” He gasped. “To get the cops on him. To get him distra—please!”

“Where?” I repeated.

“The Pinnacle!" he wailed, his eyes bulging. "The hotel on 4th Avenue! The penthouse suites! They are waiting for the shipment!"

"Who?"

"Vadim! It’s the Volkov syndicate!” He groaned as he tried to pull himself over the conveyor. But the metal ledge was too high. His leg too weak. He flopped back and his voice cracked as he sobbed, desperate, “They flew in yesterday to oversee the expansion! They're at the Pinnacle right now!"

He looked at me, his face wild with hope. He had given up the gold. He had sold out his masters. He thought he had completed a transaction.

"I told you!" he shrieked, pointing a shaking hand at the control booth below. "I told you where they are! Now stop it! Turn it off!"

I looked at him. I processed the intelligence. The Pinnacle. Anchorage. Volkov. It was good intel. It was actionable.

He’d been right back at the main house. He was just a middleman. The women who’d been mutilated, humiliated… It would keep happening. And while I couldn’t solve all the world’s problems…

Anchorage wasn’t that hard to reach from Nome.

I nodded slowly.

The Auditor let out a sob of relief, his muscles uncoiling as he waited for me to run down the stairs and hit the emergency stop.

I didn't move.

I just watched him.

"What are you doing?" he screamed, the terror returning tenfold. "We had a deal! I gave you the location!"

“Unfortunate,” I murmured, echoing his word before he’d slit the woman’s throat.

He scrambled frantically, his eyes darting to the spinning teeth looming ten feet above him.

"I can pay you!" he screamed, the words ripping from his throat. "I have accounts! I have names! I can give you everything!"

"You have nothing," I said.

He reached out a hand toward me, begging, his fingers grasping at the air between the belt and the catwalk.

"Please!"

The belt carried him past me.

He realized then that it was over. The begging stopped. A long, high-pitched wail of despair replaced it.

He tried to curl into a ball. He tried to protect himself. He tried to move on his gunshot hip, his busted leg. But his body had simply given out.

It didn't matter.

The belt crested the top of the incline.

The Auditor went over the lip.

For a split second, he was suspended in the air, silhouetted against the amber strobes, a small, fragile shape falling into the mouth of the machine.

He hit the drums.

CRUNCH.

The sound was hideous—wet, grinding, and final. It wasn't the sound of rock. It was the sound of biology meeting geology.

The crusher didn't even slow down.

There was a spray of red mist from the output chute below.

Then, nothing but the roar of the engines and the rhythmic thrum-thrum-thrum of the empty belt.

I stood there for a long moment, watching the black rubber cycle endlessly.

I reached into my pocket. I pulled out the small silver hoop earring I had taken from the table in my cabin. Kat’s earring.

I tossed it onto the belt.

I watched it travel up the incline, a tiny speck of silver riding toward the crusher.

I turned my back on the machine and walked down the stairs.


Chapter 40: Jonathan

The Pinnacle Hotel rose like a shard of blue glass above the grey skyline of Anchorage, reflecting the freezing waters of the Cook Inlet.

The Presidential Suite was on the top floor. It was a world of Italian leather, chrome, and floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a god’s-eye view of the frozen world below.

I stood outside the double doors, checking my reflection in the brass number plate.

White jacket. Black gloves. Stiff hat pulled low. I adjusted my posture, rolling my shoulders forward, shrinking my silhouette. I wasn't a threat; I was furniture.

I was a long way from Nome. Rosa was working double shift at the clinic, helping the women who’d survived the shootout at the Blackwood claim.

But what can I say? Some jobs just can’t be left half done.

Because the little mole-rat had been right. He was just the middle guy. I’d come for the head of the snake.

I knocked.

"Service."

The door swung open. A scarred man in a tailored suit looked me up and down, his hand hovering near the bulge of a shoulder holster. He saw the linen-draped cart and the bottle of Dom Pérignon. He grunted and stepped aside.

I pushed the cart into the lion’s den.

Vadim Volkov stood by the window, a thickset man with eyes like drilled flint. Three lieutenants lounged on the white leather sofas, laughing, radiating the arrogance of men who had just conquered a territory.

They hadn’t heard the news yet, apparently.

"Put it there," Vadim commanded, pointing to the center of the room near the gas fireplace.

I nodded mutely. I wheeled the cart onto the Persian rug.

I reached under the heavy white tablecloth.

Hiss.

I cracked the valve on the modified acetylene tank hidden on the bottom shelf. The gas—colorless, odorless, and highly volatile—began to flood the floor, heavier than air, pooling invisibly around the Russians’ Italian leather shoes.

I straightened up, holding the champagne bottle.

"Just the carbonation, sir," I mumbled, popping the cork to mask the sound.

I poured the glasses. The Russians ignored me, continuing their conversation in rapid-fire. They were discussing shipping routes. They were discussing the price of women in Vladivostok.

I moved to the sideboard to place the bucket. As I did, I brushed my hand against the frame of a large, gilt-edged mirror that faced the room.

I pictured the face of the earless, mutilated, terrified woman whose name I didn’t know. Her neck slit. Her body dumped at my feet.

Her similarly tormented sister screeching in grief.

It was a simple sleight of hand. I pressed a coin-sized Wi-Fi camera onto the gold leaf. It was black, unobtrusive, blending into the ornate scrollwork.

I checked my wrist. The gas was flowing fast. The mixture would be lethal in sixty seconds.

I returned to the cart. I placed a silver platter on the table.

"Flaming Alaska, sir," I said softly. "Compliments of the management."

I doused the meringue in high-proof rum.

I pulled a long wooden matchstick and a strike box from my pocket. I set them gently on the table next to Vadim.

"I will leave the honor to you, sir."

Vadim didn't even look at me. He just waved a hand. "Go."

I bowed. "Enjoy your evening."

I walked to the door. I didn't rush. I kept the plodding, weary pace of a man working a double shift.

I stepped into the hallway. The heavy door clicked shut.

I moved fast.

I pulled the rubber door wedge from my pocket and jammed it hard under the frame.

I walked ten paces down the hall and leaned against the wall, out of the direct line of the blast.

I pulled out my phone. I opened the app.

The screen flickered, then resolved into a crisp, wide-angle view of the suite.

The camera feed showed Vadim laughing. He picked up the matchbox. He said something to the scarred man, gesturing to the dessert.

The gas was invisible on the screen, but I knew it was there. It was rising to waist height now, a silent, invisible ocean of potential energy.

Vadim struck the match.

On the small screen, a yellow flare of light appeared in his hand.

He lowered it toward the rum.

"Goodbye," I whispered.

The flame touched the fumes.

The video feed didn't show the explosion. It just turned white. A purely digital washout as the sensor was overloaded by the sudden thermal bloom. Then, the feed cut to static.

THOOM.

The reality hit me a split second later.

The floor beneath my feet jumped. The walls of the corridor flexed. A deep, concussive whump vibrated through my chest, followed by the terrifying sound of safety glass shattering outward into the void.

I put the phone in my pocket.

I walked to the elevator. I pulled the fire alarm. It screamed in the night, alerting the rest of the hotel guests that now was time for a brisk walk in crisp air.

The elevator doors slid open. Ding. I stepped inside, alone.

I took off the white hat and dropped it on the floor.

Trafficking would continue. The demand was too high, the world too broken. But the Volkov syndicate had just lost its head.

The elevator began to descend.

I watched the numbers count down.

Penthouse... 20... 19...

I adjusted my cuffs.

It was time to go home.


Chapter 41: Jonathan

I stood by the door of the private recovery room, my back against the frame, watching the hallway. Old habits didn't die just because the shooting stopped. I was packed—a single duffel bag at my feet containing fresh clothes, a burner phone, and the few weapons I hadn't discarded in the ocean or the mountains.

Inside the room, the morning light was just beginning to bleed through the blinds, painting the walls in shades of slate and steel.

Rosa stood by the window, looking out at the parking lot. She was wearing a borrowed hospital scrub top and her own jeans. Her hair was pulled back in a messy bun, and she looked exhausted. Beautiful, but exhausted.

The kids were in the breakroom down the hall, asleep on a couch under the watchful eye of a pediatric nurse Rosa had known for years. They were safe. For now.

"The police are done with their questions," I said quietly.

Rosa turned. She didn't flinch at my voice anymore.

"And the FBI?" she asked.

"Bishop is handling the cleanup. He says the 'official' story is a gas leak at the hotel and a mechanical failure at the mine. The Blackwoods are... tragic victims of a corporate feud.” I winced. “I’m guessing he’s going to try to get me arrested.”

“Will it work?”

I shrugged. “They don’t know it was me. My fingerprints no longer are in the system. Deputy Sinclair’s little gift following my testimony.”

“I see… So… we need to keep moving, don’t we?”

I took a breath. My chest still ached from the shockwave at the hotel, but this next part hurt worse. I’d broken my word to her. It had been a long time coming, this conversation. Over the last few days, she’d been treating the women who’d survived the Blackwood gunfight. She’d been healing, like she so often did. 

"You can't stay in Nome, Rosa," I said, keeping my voice steady. “Ethan’s sniffing around. He’ll try to get a fingerprint to match. He’ll look for footage. He knows it’s me, he just has to prove it. And as for the rest of them? It's too small a town."

She nodded slowly, turning back to the window. "I know."

"I found a place in Oregon," I said. "It's a farm. Quiet. Boring. The schools are good. Or if you prefer the sun, I can set you up in Arizona. New identities. Clean start. I’ve already transferred the funds. Everything I have.”

I gripped the strap of my duffel bag until my knuckles turned white.

"You won't have to look over your shoulder," I continued, forcing the words out. "And you won't have to worry about me bringing this... this... to your doorstep ever again."

Rosa went still.

She turned around fully this time. She crossed the small room, her steps silent on the linoleum. She stopped two feet from me.

"So that's it?" she asked. Her eyes were dark, unreadable. "You pack us up, ship us off to a farm, and disappear back into the dark?"

“I… well, I just assumed…”

“Don’t do my thinking for me, Jonathan.”

I swallowed. “You… you saw what happened. You saw those women, right? That’s the world.”

"I saw a man who walked into fire for those women,” she said fiercely. “I saw a guardian angel.”

She looked down at her hands. She was twisting her ring finger, rubbing the empty skin there nervously.

"I don't want Oregon," she said softly. "And I don't want Arizona."

"Where do you want to go?" I asked, confused. "Name it. I'll make it happen."

She looked up at me. There was a challenge in her eyes, but beneath it, a terrified vulnerability that floored me.

"The nurse," she said, her voice trembling slightly. "When she took the kids... she called me Mrs. Hunt. Three times."

I froze. "I... I can correct that. I'll tell them—"

"I didn't correct her," Rosa interrupted.

She took a step closer. She reached out and rested her hand on the ballistic nylon of my vest, right over my heart.

"People keep assuming we're married, Jonathan," she whispered, glancing bashfully away, then back up at me through her lashes. "Why aren't we?"

The world stopped.

The tactical calculus, the threat assessments, the exit strategies—all of it evaporated. My brain, usually a supercomputer of contingencies, flatlined. This was not where I’d thought the conversation would go. Not for a second. I was unprepared. I hadn’t rehearsed this contingency.

"I..." I stammered. I actually stammered. "I... you... me?"

"Yes, you," she laughed. "You big idiot. Do you really think I'm going anywhere without you?"

"But... the danger..."

"Is better than the alternative," she said. "I love you, Jonathan. I want the adventure. I want the trouble. As long as it's with you."

She gripped my vest tighter. "So? Is that a yes?”

I stared at her. The warmth in her eyes was brighter than the magnesium flare, warmer than the burning hotel. It was a different kind of fire, one that didn't destroy. It forged.

I opened my mouth to answer. But I paused, guilt eating at me. It was crazy how I could compartmentalize my conscience. Just… not with her.

"What about the kids, Rosa?" I asked, my voice dropping to a harsh whisper. "I've watched those parenting channels on YouTube when I can't sleep.”

She grinned. “Really?”

“What? It’s not that funny.”

She nodded. “It is. But your point?”

“They all say the same thing. Stability. Routine. Soccer practice and spelling bees. You can't raise them on the run. You gotta give them a foundation."

Rosa scoffed, a sharp, bitter sound.

"Stability?" she said. "My grandmother told me about the funkholes in World War II.”

“Er, what?”

“They were these quiet little pockets in the countryside where the war didn't touch. The people there were healthy and wealthy. Their kids were safe. Grew up to be bankers, to have nice jobs. Nice families. They ate fresh eggs and slept in soft beds while the rest of Europe burned."

She took a step closer, her eyes flashing.

"Their families were intact. Their children were chubby and safe, playing in gardens that smelled of lavender instead of mustard gas. But just over the horizon, the cities were being firebombed. People were screaming in the rubble. And the people in the funkholes? They knew. They just pulled the blackout curtains a little tighter and turned up the radio so they wouldn't have to hear the sirens."

She gestured to the window, to the world outside.

"Sometimes, I feel like this whole country is just one big funkhole now. People living for Netflix and fast food, insulated by their screens. People obsessed with 'me and my three'—my house, my comfort, my safety—and to hell with everyone else. As long as the Amazon package arrives on time, they don't care who gets crushed in the gears."

She stepped closer, her gaze piercing through my defenses.

"Those women in the shipping container? The ones buried in the tundra? They were forgotten because looking for them would disturb the routine. It would ruin the dinner party. Do you know how many people actually leave the funkhole? How many people walk out of the warmth to pull someone out of the fire?"

She stopped in front of me, resting a hand on my chest.

"You did," she whispered. "You didn't look away.”

I looked at her. I really looked at her.

Why would I want to be with anyone else? Who else could possibly understand the silence that comes after the noise? A civilian would eventually resent the scars, the night terrors, the way I checked the exits in every restaurant. They would want the man I pretended to be, not the man I was.

But Rosa? She had seen the butcher's bill. She had seen the blood on my hands and the fire in the hotel, and she hadn't flinched. She didn't want a "Grey Man." She wanted me.

For the first time in a decade, the image of the future wasn't a blank void or a violent end in a ditch. It was... quiet. It was growing old. It was grey hair and porch swings and arguing about what to watch on TV. It was waking up next to the same person every day until the end.

And the thought didn't terrify me. It felt like oxygen.

"I..." I stammered. Again. "I never thought I'd get to be old. I didn't think that was an option."

"It is," she said softly.

"Italy," I blurted out.

She blinked, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. "Italy?"

"Somewhere warm," I said, my mind racing. "Amalfi. Or maybe Tuscany. We could eat pasta until we get fat. Drink wine that costs more than five dollars."

Rosa laughed, a beautiful, crystal sound. "Soon," she said, wiping a tear from her cheek. "Maybe next year. Once the kids are a bit older."

I shook my head. I reached out and took her hand. It was warm. It was real.

"Why not now?" I asked.

She gripped my fingers tight. "Now is good."

I opened my mouth to seal the deal.

Knock. Knock.

The door swung open. A young nurse stuck her head in, looking apologetic.

"Mr. Hunt? Sorry to interrupt."

I didn't look away from Rosa. "Not now."

"It's the phone at the nurses' station," she pressed. "It's a man. He says his name is Ethan Bishop. He says it's extremely urgent.”

My stomach tightened. I still had that particular bill to pay. The man who shot me, who’d sent me to the black site… he wasn’t going to overlook the chaos in Nome. He knew. He just had to prove it. I looked at the nurse. I looked at the red light blinking on the wall phone down the hall.

I looked back at Rosa. She was holding her breath, waiting.

I smiled. It felt strange on my face, but it felt right.

"Tell Mr. Bishop I'm busy," I said.

The nurse blinked. "He said it's very important.”

"Tell him I have a prior engagement," I said. "And shut the door."

The nurse’s eyes went wide. She nodded and backed out, pulling the door closed with a soft click.

I reached out and pulled Rosa into me. She collided with my chest, letting out a startled giggle that turned into a sigh as I wrapped my arms around her.

"Oregon is nice," I whispered into her hair. “But that Italy idea is really growing on me.”

She looked up at me, beaming. "Is that a proposal?"

I kissed her. Deep and slow, with no urgency, no gunfire, no countdowns. Just the promise of a future that was wide open.

"We'll figure it out," I said against her lips. “Together."


Epilogue:

The Ted Stevens Anchorage International Airport was a hive of transit, smelling of stale coffee. Outside the massive windows, the Chugach Mountains were jagged white teeth biting into a grey sky, but inside, it was warm.

We were at Gate C4. The board above the desk read: ROME (FCO) - BOARDING.

Rosa was sitting in a row of black vinyl chairs, flipping through a travel magazine. She looked different. The strain around her eyes had softened. She was wearing a new coat—a soft wool trench instead of the parka—and she looked like a tourist, like a woman whose biggest worry was whether she packed enough socks. The kids were sitting on the floor at her feet, sharing a tablet, arguing quietly over a game.

It was the picture of the life I had promised her. The "funkhole."

I stood a few feet away, sipping a bottle of water, scanning the crowd. Old habits didn't just die; they had to be suffocated daily.

That’s when I saw him.

He was standing near a Hudson News stand, fifty yards away. He was wearing a grey hoodie under a nondescript leather jacket, the hood pulled up just enough to shadow his face. He wasn't looking at the magazines. He was looking at me.

I frowned, the water bottle pausing halfway to my mouth.

Most people in an airport are sleepwalking. They drift. This man was anchored. He was watching with a predatory stillness I recognized because I saw it in the mirror every morning.

I capped the bottle.

"I'll be right back," I said, leaning down to Rosa. "Just want to check something."

Rosa looked up. Her smile faltered just a fraction. She scanned my face, reading the tension in my jaw.

"Check what?" she asked.

My instinct was to lie. To say bathroom, or trash can, or forgot to buy gum. To protect her peace. But I looked at the ringless finger on her hand, and I remembered the hospital room. I remembered the promise of "us."

"I think I see an old friend," I said.

It was the truth. Mostly.

Rosa held my gaze for a second, then nodded. "Okay. Don't take too long. They're calling our group soon."

I turned and walked toward the newsstand.

The figure saw me coming. He didn't run. He didn't hide. He just turned slightly, waiting.

As I got closer, I saw the face beneath the hood. It was older than I remembered, etched with new lines of exhaustion. He was leaning heavily on a cane, favoring his right leg.

I’d been right. Ethan Bishop. The Boy Scout. Ex-CIA, like me. The man who now flashed an FBI badge and talked about justice.

I stopped three feet from him. People flowed around us like water around stones.

I expected a weapon. I expected a threat. I expected handcuffs.

Ethan didn't reach for anything. He just looked at me with eyes that had lost their shine.

"It was you," he said.

It wasn't a question. It was an accusation, dark and cold.

"What?" I asked, keeping my face neutral.

"First off, you stole my helicopter.” His voice lowered. “But you shot up the Blackwood claim. You killed those Russians in the Pinnacle. The gas explosion? The thermobaric event? That wasn't an accident."

I looked him dead in the eye. Rosa was one thing, but I had no qualms about lying to Ethan Bishop.

"Wasn't me," I said.

Ethan scowled. He shifted his weight, wincing as his bad leg took the load. "You weren't as clean as you think, Hunt. No one is. If I dig deep enough, I can find something. Something to show it was you."

I just watched him. I let the silence stretch, let the airport announcements fill the gap.

"Is that all?" I asked finally. "I've got a flight to catch."

"Where are you going?"

I shrugged. "Away."

I turned to leave.

"I'm not trying to arrest you," Ethan said.

I stopped. I turned back slowly.

"That's a new leaf," I said. "Last time we spoke, you were very big on the rule of law."

"I'm trying to recruit you," he said.

I went still. The noise of the terminal seemed to drop away.

"What?"

"I lied to you, Hunt," Ethan said, stepping closer. He lowered his voice to a whisper. "I told you I had moved to the FBI. That I was a liaison. Not true. It was a cover."

I watched him, my skin prickling. The Boy Scout demeanor was gone, replaced by something harder, something burnt.

"I... was moved within the Agency," he said. "Back into active field duty. Special Activities Center. We're working... dismantling organized crime outfits through unconventional means. Last-ditch efforts when the law fails."

I read between the lines instantly.

"Black ops," I said.

Ethan didn't flinch. Was this a game? Was he playing me. No—not Ethan. A straight shooter. Judging by the morning ache I got in my right pectoral, a decent shot, too.

My eyes widened. The pieces of the last few days clicked into a new, darker pattern.

"You weren't here to recover the Auditor," I said. "You were here to kill him."

Ethan glanced left, then right, checking for listeners. He didn't confirm it. But he definitely didn't deny it.

I blinked. "And the Russians?"

Ethan stared at me.

I grimaced, a sudden, dark amusement bubbling up. "Well... so then you're probably the one who blew up that hotel."

Ethan’s jaw tightened.

A surge of relief hit me. If Ethan had been sent to Anchorage with a burn order—to liquidate the Volkov expansion and the Auditor—then the explosion at the Pinnacle actually solved his problem. It completed his mission. He couldn't pin it on me without admitting he was there, without complicating his own after-action report.

I was safe. Mutually assured destruction of the narrative.

"You always were the best," Ethan said quietly, breaking the silence. "You're good at killing, Jonathan. You always have been. Better than my guys. Better than me."

He gestured vaguely at his injured leg.

"I need your help," he said. "There's a job. A new target. One I can't do alone. It requires... your specific skill set. It requires a bastard.”

I snorted. "I'm retired, Ethan. I'm going to be a family man. I check for monsters under the bed, not in foreign capitals."

"You and I both know you don't check for monsters," Ethan said, his voice void of malice, just stating a fact. "You wait for them in the dark."

"I'm trying a new lifestyle," I said. "It involves carbohydrates and not shooting people."

"Tourists don't scan the perimeter of an airport gate for snipers," Ethan pointed out, glancing at my hands, which were still loose, ready near my waist. "You’re not a tourist, Jonathan. You’re a weapon. You don't retire a weapon. You just put it in storage until the next war."

I looked past him, toward Gate C4.

Rosa was standing up, gathering the kids. She looked at me across the terminal, her expression open and waiting. She was the sun. This man—and his job—was the cold, dark ocean.

I looked back at Ethan.

"Storage sounds nice," I said. "I'm out."

"You're never out," Ethan replied.

He stepped closer, invading my personal space, his voice dropping to a harsh whisper.

“The person we’re looking at makes the Auditor look like a saint. It’s… it’s like nothing I’ve seen before.”

“Who? Where?”

“I can brief you if you sign on. Not with the agency. No oversight except me. Pay is better than you made in two months as a gold miner. Your girlfriend would like that, I bet.”

I listened.

I felt it then. The twist in my gut. The old, familiar itch. The part of me that was wired for the hunt, the part that only felt truly alive when the odds were zero and the stakes were absolute.

It lit up. Just a spark. But it was there.

I looked at Rosa again. I wanted that life. I wanted the pasta and the wine and the boring Tuesdays.

But I also wanted to burn the monsters out of the dark.

"I'll have to talk to Rosa," I said simply.

Ethan didn't smile. He just reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a heavy, black business card. It had no name, no phone number. Just a complex QR code embossed in gloss black on the matte cardstock.

"Scan it when you're ready," Ethan said. "It expires on a random schedule."

He handed it to me.

I took it. The card felt heavy in my hand, heavier than it should have.

"Good luck in Rome, Jonathan," Ethan said.

He turned and limped away, disappearing into the crowd of travelers, a grey hood in a sea of color.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this is the final boarding call for Flight 812 to Rome.”

I looked at the card one last time. I slipped it into my pocket, right next to my passport.

I turned and walked back to Rosa.

"Who was that?" she asked, handing me my boarding pass.

I looked at the gate. I looked at the future.

“Maybe a job offer," I said. “I’ll tell you on the plane. Ready to go?"

She smiled and took my hand. "Ready."

We walked down the jet bridge together, leaving the cold behind. But as we stepped onto the plane, I could still feel the weight of the black card in my pocket, waiting to be scanned.

Part of me hoped Rosa would forget to ask me on the flight.

Another part wanted to talk about nothing else.

The person he was hunting made the Auditor look tame?

The Auditor had been a monster who flayed women for profit. If this new target made him look like a saint, we weren't talking about a criminal. We were talking about a plague.

What sort of job needed a bastard?

Ethan had the full weight of the U.S. government behind him. Drones. The Special Activities Center. Seal Team Six.

What sort of job would bring him coming to me, of all people?

The answer terrified me. And God help me, it thrilled me.

"Jonathan?" Rosa asked, pausing at the threshold of the aircraft. "You okay?"

I looked at her. I smiled, pushing the darkness down deep where I kept the rest of my past.

"Never better," I lied.

I stepped onto the plane. It was a twelve-hour flight to Rome.

Plenty of time to sleep.

Or twelve hours to decide if I was done hunting monsters.
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