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John Milton stripped off his sweaty running gear and took it into the shower with him. He turned on the tap and washed off the dust that had stuck to his sweaty skin. It was six in the morning, and he’d been up at four thirty to get ahead of the blazing heat that had characterised the last week of his drive across the country. It’d been hot as he had passed across Oklahoma, but now that he was in Texas, the mercury had climbed above a hundred degrees; the weather app on his phone had said the peak was a hundred and ten yesterday afternoon and that it was likely to stay the same all week.

He squirted out a palmful of travel soap and washed his shirt and shorts, then hung them on the rail to dry. He turned off the shower and checked himself in the mirror, the bruises he’d been given in Kentucky had faded, and even the narrow band around his throat where Ray Roper’s noose had left its mark had almost healed. His long-standing scars told the story of a hundred similar nights, and the evidence of his mistreatment at the hands of the Roper clan would fade into nothing compared to what he’d endured before.

Being battered was par for the course, and Milton didn’t give it a second’s thought.

He dressed in clean clothes and went outside.
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The Fabulous 40 Motel slouched in the sun, its red-brick walls casting long shadows on the cracked tarmac. A rusted pickup from the fifties held a sign in its bed: the number 66, coloured in with the red, white and blue of the Stars and Stripes.

Milton had been following Route 66 as it wound its way west through middle America. He’d taken his time, driving a hundred miles each day and stopping off every night in the towns and cities along the way: Joplin, Tulsa, Elk City, Shamrock and, finally, Amarillo. The motel was to the west of the city, just off the highway. It was next to the Midpoint Café, its retro arrow-shaped sign stabbing into the endless blue sky like a relic from a better time. The low-slung black-and-white building looked freshly painted, but the details told its age: faded decals of Route 66 shields were stuck in the windows, sun-bleached from decades of exposure. A few pickups and sedans had been left in the parking lot.

Milton had parked his food truck there, too, and headed over to it to make sure everything was as he’d left it. He’d bought it in Oakridge with the intention of driving west to the Pacific, working along the way to keep his funds topped up. He’d given it a deep clean after his last stop at the state fair in Oklahoma City, throwing out the perishables so that the only ingredients left were the ones that wouldn’t spoil.

Everything looked just as he’d left it, so he locked up again and went into the café. He’d visited it for dinner the night before and had been pleased to find it exactly as he’d hoped: Formica counters, swivel stools with leather seats and chrome fixings bolted to the floor, a Coca-Cola refrigerator, a jukebox in the corner. It was just the same this morning, save the neon that had washed over everything before was unable to compete with the glare of the morning sun. He’d had a burger, finishing with a plate of what was possibly the best apple pie he’d ever tasted, and had run for ten miles this morning to burn off the calories. The exercise had helped him work up a fresh appetite.

He took an empty booth and pointlessly skimmed the laminated menu; he already knew what he wanted.

The waitress—her badge identified her as Dawn—smiled as she came over. She’d served him last night, and with the place a little quieter then, she’d spent fifteen minutes quizzing him on his accent and what he was doing in Texas.

“Morning, John. How was the motel?”

“Can’t complain. Slept like a baby.”

“Get your run in?”

“I did.”

“How far?”

“Ten miles.”

“No. In this heat?”

“Not so bad early on.”

“Where’d you go?”

“Up to Adrian and then north, then turned around and came back.”

“Not much to see up there.”

“Nearly stepped on a rattlesnake.”

“You get those in England?”

He smiled. “Definitely not.”

She leaned against the edge of the booth. “What can I get for you?”

“Pancakes, please.”

“Bacon?”

“Nice and crispy.”

“Coffee and juice?”

“Please,” he said. “Orange juice.”

“Black, no sugar?”

“You remembered.”

“Coming up.”

Dawn went back to the kitchen to relay his order, and as he watched, his phone buzzed with an incoming call.

That was strange.

No one called Milton, and the only people who had his number—Ziggy, Hicks, most recently Charlie Cooper—were not the sort to ring up for a casual chat. If any of them were calling, it’d most likely be with bad news.

He took out his phone and took the call.

“Hello?”

“John?”

“Who’s this?”

“It’s Chase,” the voice said.

“Sorry. I⁠—”

“Chase Baxter.”

Milton raised an eyebrow in surprise; he hadn’t spoken to Chase for months. “Morning. This is a surprise.”

“Wasn’t sure I still had your number.”

“Did I give it to you?”

“You gave it to my mom after Dad’s funeral.”

“That’s right, I did.”

Milton was momentarily irritated that his soft-heartedness had overruled his tradecraft, then relented and cut himself some slack; giving Beau’s widow his number was the kind of growth that would’ve been applauded at meetings, even if it had probably been a little trite: what was he going to be able to offer her to make up for the murder of her husband?

“How can I help?”

“I’m not calling because there’s anything wrong—well, not with me or my mom, anyway—but because I’ve seen something that I think you might wanna see.”

“I’m listening.”

“So,” Chase continued, “I’m in Houston, chasing down this complete douche who skipped bail in San Francisco last week. I’m having my breakfast in the hotel this morning, and I pick up a copy of the Chronicle. I check out the sports, then flip through to the front and, man, I nearly spat out my eggs. There’s a story, middle of the paper, with a picture of someone I think you’re gonna recognise.” He paused. “I’ll send a photo of the newspaper now.”

Milton’s phone buzzed with the incoming message. He opened it and looked at the photograph that Chase had sent him. It was a photo of a newspaper story.

“Got it?”

“Uh-huh,” he said. He read the headline: ‘“Town Sues Over Fracking Pollution’.”

“Read it.”

Milton did:

More than two hundred residents of the south Texas town of Clearwater Springs have sued a Houston-based gas producer over health effects from fracking. The locals filed their complaint last week in the US District Court for the Western District of Texas. The suit alleges that DeChambeau Oil and Gas’s operations contaminated local groundwater and released hazardous emissions into the air, leading to a rise in cancers, birth defects, and respiratory illnesses in the community. Plaintiffs include families who claim their children developed leukemia after prolonged exposure to contaminated drinking water, ranchers who say their livestock have died from poisoned wells, and homeowners whose property values have plummeted since drilling began.

Residents are seeking compensatory damages for medical costs, loss of property value, and punitive damages “to deter reckless conduct.”

DeChambeau has denied the allegations, issuing a statement that its operations “meet or exceed all state and federal safety standards” and calling the lawsuit “meritless.” Company officials said they intend to mount a vigorous defense in court.

The case is being run by Rosa Reyes, a local resident with no legal training. Ms. Reyes said that anyone who lived in Clearwater Springs and suspected that their health had been impacted by the plant should get in touch.

A hearing has been scheduled for preliminary motions next month in Alpine.

“What am I looking at?” Milton said.

“See the photo with the story?”

Milton had only glanced at the photograph, but now he looked at it more carefully. It was of a young woman standing at the front of a crowded town hall, one hand raised for emphasis, the other gripping a sheaf of papers. The expression on her face was determined, her mouth caught mid-sentence. Behind her, a banner stencilled with Clean Water for Clearwater hung against the wall, and rows of residents leaned forward in their chairs, listening intently. The caption beneath the shot identified her as Rosa Reyes.

“Oh,” Milton said. “Shit.”

“Tell me that’s not who I think it is.”

It wasn’t a great shot—she was half-turned and out of focus—but Milton recognised her. She wore her hair longer now, dyed it a little darker, and wore glasses, although Milton doubted she needed them.

Milton put his hand to his forehead. “Caterina Moreno.”

“That’s what I thought. I’d recognise her anywhere.”

“Did your dad introduce you?”

“I helped him get her set up with her new life. I kept an eye on her while we got everything ready.”

“What is she doing?”

“Wondering the same thing. It’s been a while since we got her out of Mexico, but it’s not like the cartel will’ve just forgotten about her.”

“That’s an understatement. She killed the boss’s son.”

“Look,” Chase said. “I was thinking—Houston’s not a million miles away from Clearwater Springs. I could drive over and check up on her once I’ve finished up here.”

“It’s okay,” Milton said. “I can do it.”

“Really? Where are you?”

“Just outside Amarillo.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Total coincidence. I’m supposed to be heading to Albuquerque for the state fair, but I could easily take a diversion, tell her to stop being so stupid, then carry on.”

“If you’re sure,” Chase said. “The offer still stands, though. You need another pair of hands, you just shout. I’m probably gonna be in the area for a couple of days.”

“Thanks. And thanks for telling me.”

“No problem, man. Tell Caterina I said hi.”

Milton ended the call and put his phone down.

“Here you go, hon.”

Dawn gave him a glass of orange juice and then reached over with a pot of coffee and filled Milton’s mug. He thanked her, struggling to look away from the photograph.

“She’s pretty.”

“I guess,” Milton said.

“Suing DeChambeau? That’s brave.”

“Why?”

“Company like that? You don’t get to be as rich as they are without running over folk who get in the way. What is she, just a local woman?”

Milton nodded.

“Honey, they’ll eat her for breakfast and spit her right out.”

She took the coffee to the next table to refill the mugs of the elderly couple sitting there, and Milton looked back down at the story.

He hadn’t expected to ever see Caterina again.

More than that: he’d hoped he wouldn’t.

She’d found serious trouble with one of the most dangerous criminal organisations in the world: La Frontera, the cartel that had, until recently, controlled Ciudad Juárez and the crossing between it and El Paso. Milton’s path and hers had crossed, and he’d risked his life to get her over the border and safe.

“Pancakes and bacon—extra crispy.”

Milton turned the phone over. “Thanks,” he said.

Dawn put the plate down in front of him. “You okay?”

“Fine.”

“Only you look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


3




Milton finished his pancakes, left a twenty on the table to cover the check and the tip, picked up his cigarettes and phone, and went out into the sun. He put on his shades and sat on one of the plastic picnic chairs at the back of the diner. He’d been meaning to quit smoking—it was probably the tenth time he’d intended to stop in the last year, but it never took—but now felt like a very good excuse to light up. He took out a cigarette, thumbed his lighter, opened a browser on his phone and navigated to the newspaper’s website.

He read the story again.

He enlarged the photograph.

Definitely her.

He remembered the time he’d spent in Juárez and the mess he’d found himself in. He’d only just left the Group, arriving in South America and taking cash-in-hand kitchen jobs to fund himself as he worked his way north while trying to stay off their radar.

Caterina had been a journalist then: young, sharp, and far too brave for her own good. She’d been investigating the disappearances of women and girls along the border. There’d been an epidemic of what had become known as femicides, with women vanishing from factories, bus stops and even their homes; lives erased without a trace.

Caterina had been preparing an exposé to cast light on the cartels and the corrupt officials who were facilitating the bloodshed: she’d followed the police to bodies found in the desert, spoke with the bereaved relatives, and cultivated sources, persuading people to tell her things that could get them both killed. Eventually, she’d got close to the truth, and in a place as lawless as Juárez, that was usually lethal.

Milton had been working in a restaurant as a chef when she and a colleague had arrived one evening to meet a new source. The cartel had tried to kill her. Milton had stepped in, eliminated the attackers and saved her life.

Adolfo González—known on the streets as Santa Muerte, or Saint Death—had ordered her murder. Adolfo was the son of Felipe González—the kingpin of La Frontera—and had made his reputation as a killer par excellence. Milton had worked with Beau Baxter—a bounty hunter from Texas with the contract to take Adolfo over the border and deliver him to his mafia clients—and the two had captured him and headed north, aiming to cross at Ojinaga.

The plan had been simple.

Beau would deliver Adolfo and cash in the bounty.

Adolfo would be capped by the mafia.

Caterina would get a new life.

Milton would walk away.

It hadn’t played out that way at all.

Caterina had shot Adolfo.

Beau might have lost money, but Milton had persuaded him to help her disappear, and he did. Milton hadn’t asked for the details of her new life, but could guess: a different name, clean ID, enough cash to start over.

That was the deal: disappear, don’t look back.

Milton hadn’t thought about her since.

He tapped to open a map. Clearwater Springs was almost directly south, but it was four hundred miles out of his way. He’d been hoping to get to Albuquerque in time for the New Mexico State Fair in four days’ time. He had the papers he needed and had paid five hundred bucks for a pitch, and if he turned away, he’d run the risk of missing it.

Still.

The food truck had motored along well after it had been fixed up in Blackridge, but even though Milton had husbanded it carefully, four hundred miles in a day was probably pushing it about as hard as he’d like. He drew down on his cigarette and exhaled, it’d probably get him there today, and that’d give him a day to find Caterina, deliver the home truths about her safety that she evidently needed to hear, and then hit the road again with another four hundred and sixty miles to cover.

It was doable, but it was going to be tight.

He sketched out the onward route from Clearwater Springs into New Mexico and saw it would take him into El Paso and within feet of the border with Juárez. It seemed as if the universe was tapping him on the shoulder, and he chided himself for doubting what he should do. Ignoring Caterina because he was worried about missing the fair was selfish, alcoholic thinking. He’d nearly been killed getting her out of Juárez, and he wasn’t about to let her stumble back into danger because he was worried about something as mundane as his schedule.

He ground out the cigarette against the sole of his boot and dropped it into the metal can left for dog-ends. He adjusted his sunglasses, put his cigarettes and phone into his pocket, and went back to the motel to check out.
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“Now then, Rosa, what can I get you to drink? Coffee?”

“That’d be great.”

Caterina Moreno sometimes had to catch herself when people used her new name. She’d been living with it for years now, ever since she came over the border, but it still caught every now and again, the way a hangnail caught on a sleeve.

She watched as the old woman prepared her drink. She moved slowly but deliberately around the kitchen, pulling two mismatched mugs from a cupboard and setting them down on the counter. She took a gallon jug of bottled water from the crate beside the fridge—half a dozen more lined the floor—and poured it carefully into the kettle. The kettle clicked on, and she opened a canister of instant.

She offered Caterina a tired smile. “You want cream or just strong and honest?”

“Black’s perfect. Thanks.”

Mrs. Kenney had been on the list of people Caterina had been meaning to speak to for three weeks, but she’d been putting it off. The old woman was well known for being waspish, and although her temper was justified—God knows she’d been through enough—Caterina knew she didn’t suffer fools and that there was a chance she wouldn’t take kindly to what Caterina was trying to do. Others had said the same thing: a legal case against DeChambeau would be drawn out and expensive, the company’s lawyers would run rings around her, and, in the end, it’d turn out to be a distraction that’d take the focus off the protests that were, at least, making things uncomfortable for them.

Mrs. Kenney brought the coffee over, set both mugs down on the table and slowly lowered herself into the spare seat. “Ain’t it funny,” she said. “I can’t remember what it’s like to have water from a faucet without worrying about what it might do to you.”

“I know,” Caterina said.

“I know you do. You’ve had first-hand experience.”

Caterina nodded. People usually brought up Aaron and what’d happened to him. She’d hated it at first but had been able to recontextualise it since as common ground that made it easier for her to make a connection and persuade them to agree to join the civil suit. Last year’s ordeal was the worst thing that’d ever happened to Caterina—including Juárez—but, however much she recoiled from the memory, she could reframe it as a means to an end.

The old woman sighed, took her mug and sipped from it.

“Thanks for letting me stop by, Mrs. Kenney.”

“Please. It’s Martha.”

“Thanks—Martha.”

The old woman eyed her. “You want to talk to me about what you’ve got going on?”

“I do. I remember you came to the town hall, but things have moved on a lot since then.”

“I’ll be honest with you. You probably got the impression from what I said that I ain’t got time for the softly-softly approach.”

“Got that loud and clear.”

“I don’t want what I might say to sound like I’ve got anything against you, because I don’t. Anyone who wants to do something to take those greedy bastards on is okay in my book. My issue is that I don’t know if I have all that much time left to me, and I don’t think anything you’ll be able to do is gonna bring me any satisfaction while I’m still around to enjoy it.”

“I understand that. But things have progressed—could I tell you what’s happened and what I think might happen next?”

“Sure.”

“We’ve now got two hundred and three plaintiffs confirmed. The complaint has been drafted, and I’m finalising the papers to file with the district court. The whistleblower evidence I mentioned in the meeting—that’s all solid. It’s enough to get us past a motion to dismiss, and to give us leverage for early settlement or, if it comes to it, a full trial. I expect discovery to move quickly—ninety days, maybe less. If the judge moves it onto the fast docket like I’m hoping, we could be in front of a jury within the year. And Martha—if that happens, I really like our odds.”

“Come on. We both know it’ll never be as fast as that. I don’t know the ins and outs of the law and how these things work, but I’ve seen enough on TV to know they’ll string this out for as long as they can because they know they’ve got deeper pockets than we do.”

“They do—that’s true. But that gets more difficult when the case they’re up against is strong, and our case is—it’s very strong.”

“Like I said, I don’t mean no disrespect, but you ain’t even an attorney, are you?”

“No.” Caterina smiled; she wasn’t offended, just tired. “But the way I see it, that isn’t the most important thing in something like this—having experience of what’s been happening here is.”

“You mean you got skin in the game.”

“Yes—I suppose that is what I’m saying.”

“But you ain’t got any help?”

“I’m talking to a couple of small firms that might be interested in getting involved. They want to know the case has legs, and, if they see a path to damages, they’ll take it on what they call a contingency. That means no fee up front, which is the only way we can play it, but it also means they’ll pick through everything to decide if it’s worth their time. And even if they do come on board, it won’t be charity. They’ll want a cut, and they’ll run it their way.”

Martha reached out and put a hand over Caterina’s. “That probably sounded rude—you not being an attorney. I didn’t mean it to be. What you’re doing is admirable.”

“Thank you.” Caterina opened her notebook. “It’s not rude. I don’t blame you for asking. I’d be asking if it were me, too. Do you mind if I ask you those questions?”

“Fire away.”

“How long have you lived here?”

“Fifty-two years come September. My husband and I bought the place in seventy-three. Raised two boys, buried one. My youngest’s out in Missouri now. Says I should leave too, on account of what’s happened, but they’ll have to carry me out in a box. This is my home.”

“Have you noticed any changes since the drilling started?”

“Oh, honey—how long you got? You mean besides the noise, the traffic from the trucks, the dead catfish in my pond, and the smell of sulphur coming out of the faucets?”

“All of that is important. Did you have the water tested?”

She nodded. “Paid for it out of my own pocket. Twice. Both times it came back with high levels of benzene and something else I can’t even begin to pronounce. The first company that tested it went quiet after the results. The second one sent me a report; then a man from DeChambeau showed up offering me money to ‘upgrade my plumbing.’” She scoffed. “Can you believe that? Like the pipes were the problem.”

“Did you take it?”

“Hell no. I may be old, but I’m not stupid, and I’m damn sure not for sale. He came back again with a paper I was supposed to sign. Said it was a ‘release.’ I told him where he could stick it and to get off my property before I called Sheriff Lovell.”

Caterina couldn’t help but smile. She gestured over to the bottles. “Do you still use the faucets?”

“Only to wash clothes, and even then it makes me nervous. I’ve been buying bottled since January. I’d use rainwater for the garden, except we haven’t been getting enough of that for years, and now my bluebonnets have all died. My skin still burns when I wash my hands too long.”

“I have to ask about your husband. It was Jim, wasn’t it?”

She nodded.

“Do you mind telling me what happened to him?”

Martha’s face tightened. Her eyes flicked toward the framed photo on the windowsill: her husband in a lawn chair, grinning over a Fourth of July barbecue. “Cancer. Healthy one minute, coughing blood the next.”

“You said it was stomach cancer?”

“And it spread fast. There was nothing they could do.”

“Did they say it was caused by the water?”

“They wouldn’t say anything like that, too scared of what DeChambeau might say, but we drank from that well our whole lives. Forty years without a problem. Then those drills started up, and within a year, he was gone.” She paused. “I don’t need their science to tell me what my gut already knows.”

“They’ll say it was⁠—”

“Coincidence,” she said, “but we both know that’s bullshit.”

“Yes,” she said. “We do.”

“How many was it you said? Two hundred and…?”

“Two hundred and three.”

“They gonna tell us they’re all coincidences?”

“I think that’ll be a hard argument for them to make.”

“Damn right. It ain’t coincidence. I know what killed him. I watched him die in his recliner over there with their poison in his blood.”

“What about you? Your health?”

“Rashes. Shortness of breath. But it’s not me I’m worried about. I ain’t got all that long left. My grandniece visits sometimes—she’s only five. I don’t even let her play in the sprinklers no more. That’s not how a child should grow up.” The old woman stared at her again, strength in her rheumy eyes. “Do you really think suing them will change anything?”

“I do. I think if we get enough people to speak out, if we show a pattern, backed up with documented health effects, we can force them to pay. I’m not saying it’ll make things right, but it may get us enough to compensate people for what they’ve been put through.”

Martha paused, sucking her teeth a little, before giving a firm nod. “All right, then—you can make it two hundred and four. You put my name on that list of yours. I’m too old to be scared anymore.”
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Gunnar DeChambeau hurried down the corridor, the echo of his shoes on the polished concrete making him wince. He was late: he’d used the DeChambeau executive suite to watch the Texans last night, and, after the pick-six had won the game in overtime, he’d been persuaded by Pacho and Lomas to go out drinking. Dumb move; even dumber to stay out until some stupid time in the morning and then sleep in, eventually waking with the mother of all hangovers and the morbid fear that his father would notice and ream him for being unprofessional… again.

He’d taken an Uber from his apartment in River Oaks and then, seeing just how late he was, had been forced to sprint the last block after they hit traffic and the driver said he’d have to be patient, or he could get out and run. Now he was out of breath, sweaty and nauseous, and the fear that his father might notice had been replaced with the certainty that he would.

He pushed open the glass doors to the boardroom. Everyone was already seated around the long mahogany table. His father, Barnett, sat at the head, framed by the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over the Houston skyline. The rest of the board were arranged in their usual spots, but at the far end of the table was a man Gunnar hadn’t seen before, grey-suited and composed, a neat stack of files before him.

“Sorry I’m late,” Gunnar said.

Barnett didn’t acknowledge him, just gestured at the empty chair two seats down. “Let’s get started.” He gestured to the newcomer. “This is Marcus, who’s handling litigation strategy. Probably not a bad idea for a round of introductions so he knows who to blame when things don’t get done. Marcus—you go first.”

“I’m Marcus Tolliver. I’m a partner in Tolliver, Maddox and Haines, and I specialise in oil and gas litigation, particularly defence work against environmental and contamination claims.”

You’re in the right place, Gunnar thought.

The rest of the board introduced themselves for Marcus’s benefit: Alondra Blevin, the sharp-witted general counsel who’d cut her teeth defending tobacco firms; Sterling Bell, the lean and joyless CFO; Judith Kwong, the VP of Regulatory Affairs; and Benny Mars, the hedge fund representative who controlled a chunk of DeChambeau Oil and Gas through his private equity arm.

“Thank you,” Barnett said. “Let’s get started. You’ve all seen the agenda, so you know this is all going to be about Clearwater Springs, the good and the bad. We’ll do the good stuff first—how are things looking for the launch of the northern claim? Judith?”

Kwong flicked to the top page of her binder and adjusted her glasses. “We got the final approval from the Railroad Commission yesterday, and the EPA sign-off came through late last week. We’re clear to begin exploratory drilling. There’ll be some monitoring conditions—air quality, waste disposal—but they’re standard. Nothing we can’t manage. We’ve also got a provisional waiver on the water-usage cap, so we’ll be able to draw from the aquifer during the initial phase.”

“The protests had any effect?”

“The questions were a little more difficult than they might’ve been, but it wasn’t anything we couldn’t handle. Most of the noise came from locals and a handful of environmental NGOs—students, activists, usual suspects. We leaned on the state reps, and they helped smooth it over.”

Mars leaned in. “Remind me how big this is going to be?”

“I’ll take that,” Bell said, tapping his laptop to bring up a chart on the screen fixed to the wall. “The short answer? Very big. The north claim is roughly forty percent larger than the south field and sits over a section of the basin that’s tested richer in gas and lighter crude. We’re projecting peak production within eighteen months of the first well—potentially double the yield we saw down south. If prices hold, we’re talking north of half a billion in additional revenue across the first two years.”

Mars raised his eyebrows. “That’s… that’s quite something.”

“Still think you can get behind that?” Barnett said, a trace of a smile ghosting across his lips.

“Are you serious? Hell yes. I’ve already spoken to my partners, and we’re ready to increase our position if you need it. I could commit another hundred million into expansion if you’re planning to move early on infrastructure. A play like this doesn’t come along often, and I’d rather be in heavy before everyone else wakes up to what you’re sitting on.”

Barnett nodded once, pleased. “I thought you might say that. We’ll talk about financing later. Are we still on for the groundbreaking event? Gunnar?”

Gunnar straightened in his chair, trying to sound more alert than he felt. “Everything’s lined up. Big tent, local press, couple of TV crews. The governor’s office is sending a representative, and the county commissioner’s confirmed. There’ll be a few photo ops—hard hats, shovels, the usual—and a short walk-through of the pad before they start assembling the rig. We’ll have a few of the crew leads there too, make it look like we’re celebrating the jobs side of it. PR’s putting together a speech for you, Dad, and one for me. Five minutes tops, just something to hit the headlines about responsible development and energy independence.”

Barnett nodded. “Not too showy. We want investors and the regulators to see momentum, not excess.”

“Understood,” Gunnar said. “We’ve got a small VIP area set up near the rig for you and the board.”

Barnett leaned back, satisfied. “Let’s make sure it looks like the start of something worth celebrating.” He turned to Marcus. “Now, much as I’d rather concentrate on the future, we do need to deal with the issues we’ve had down there.”

The lawyer took a moment to answer, feeling out how to deliver bad news without getting punished for it. “Okay. So it’s not great, but it’s not insurmountable either. It’s a consolidated action out of the Western District. As you know, the plaintiffs are being organised by a local woman—Rosa Reyes. She’s well liked in the community and trusted. But I think it’d be fair to say that she’s getting an idea of how impractical it would be for one person with no legal experience to run a case as big as this, and I’ve also heard that she’s close to handing it to Harley Griggs.”

Barnett shrugged. “Never heard of him.”

“No reason why you would’ve. Small-town lawyer in Alpine. Two partners plus him; no more than a half-dozen staff.”

“So we squash him.”

“Might not be as easy as that—he’s got a lot of experience, and he’s probably looking at this as a chance for a final payday at our expense.”

“What has Reyes filed?” Kwong said.

“Initial complaint alleges groundwater contamination leading to respiratory illness and cancer, including paediatric cancer. Early days, but, like I say, she’s got a couple of hundred residents in the claim, and that’s enough to get traction.”

“Evidence?” Bell asked.

“Affidavits from affected parties, medical records, independent testing data. It’s small potatoes, but once discovery opens—if we let it get that far, and I recommend very strongly that we do not—they’ll go digging for internal documents. If they find anything—emails, memos, spill reports—it becomes a whole different ballgame. Whole world of hurt if it gets there.”

Benny Mars rolled his eyes. “So buy them off. Settlements are cheaper than trials.”

Blevin shook her head. “Reyes has got her teeth into this, and she has the perfect story for getting tight with the claimants—young and pretty widow, dead husband killed by the cancer she says he got from the water we polluted. The press will eat it up.”

“So settle with her and shut it down with an NDA,” Mars said.

“And then it’ll scream cover-up.”

“No,” Barnett said. “We’re not doing that. That’s a precedent I don’t want to set.”

“Exactly,” Kwong said. “If they persuade the court to certify it as a class action, we’re not just talking Clearwater Springs. Every community we’ve operated in becomes a potential claimant.”

Barnett’s jaw tightened. “It can’t get that far. Marcus—contain it.”

“That’s the idea, and we’ve got options: countersuits for defamation; we challenge standing; we tie them up procedurally until they bleed out. Reyes is already running this on a crowdfunder, and that can’t last. But we need the pressure on fast—like yesterday. Ignore Griggs—if a national firm smells blood, they’ll swoop in and bankroll it, and then we’ve got big trouble.”

The meeting rolled on for another twenty minutes: Kwong outlined EPA exposure, Bell warned about investor jitters, Mars said he’d heard some investors were thinking about pulling capital if permitting slipped another quarter. Gunnar kept his gaze on the table, trying not to flinch whenever his father looked his way.

Eventually, Barnett brought the meeting to a close.

“That’s enough. Everyone except Gunnar, you can go.”

Gunnar waited as the room emptied. If anything, his hangover was worse, and he felt dreadful: his stomach roiled, his head throbbed, and his mouth was so dry it felt like he’d been chewing dust. The stale tang of last night’s whisky clung to the back of his throat, and every shard of light sneaking through the blinds stabbed at his eyes like needles.

Mars was the last out and closed the door behind him.

Barnett let him stew for another twenty seconds, occupying himself by scanning through a document that Bell had left.

“Dad?”

He put the paper down. He turned and looked out of the window as if he couldn’t even bear to look at his son. “Go on, then—let’s have it. Where was it last night?”

“Went to the Texans, then had a couple of whiskies to celebrate.”

“What’s ‘a couple’?”

“I don’t know—three?”

“Uh-huh. What time did you get back?”

“Two.”

“Try four thirty.”

“You were following me?”

“No, you idiot. I own the building where you live, and the concierge works for me.” He clasped his hands behind his back; his fingers were knotted so tight that his knuckles showed white. “I’ve warned you about your lack of professionalism before. The people around this table are serious. What do you think Benny would say if I told him you were my succession plan? He’d laugh. He’d say it was crazy. Maybe it is crazy.”

He turned, and Gunnar could see the deadness in his eyes that always preceded one of his outbursts. “I’ve given you warning after warning after warning, and you don’t listen. I’m telling you, you’re one step from riding clean out of this family business on a rail. I won’t have a son of mine pissing away my name. You straighten up, you get your boots under you, or I swear by God and Texas both—you’re done.”

“Yes, Daddy.” Gunnar looked down at the tabletop, not daring to meet his father’s eyes.

Barnett stared at him for a long moment, then gave a single nod and turned back to look out of the window.

“I didn’t think it best to bring up the whistleblower in front of Benny. You got anywhere with that yet?”

“The trap’s been laid—just waiting to see who we catch.”

“Find them. We can’t have someone talking to that woman. If she gets an employee to go on the record with something damaging, we’re done. It won’t just be Clearwater—we’ll be exposed everywhere. They’ll shut us down.”

“I’m on it.”

“Good. What did you think about Griggs?”

“Never heard of him.”

“Get someone on him. I want to know what he’s doing—I definitely want to know if he looks like he might be interested in taking the case.”

“And if he is?”

“What do you think? Show him how that’d be a really bad idea.”

“All right.”

“And Reyes?”

“Lives alone, outskirts of town.”

“Vulnerable, then. Good. No more waiting—show her what she stands to lose if she makes trouble for us. And no more pussyfooting. We’ve been on the defensive right from the start on this, and it needs to change.”

“I’ll speak to my guy.”

“Two things, son, two simple things: get that bitch off the case and find the leak. Got it?”

“Got it.”

Barnett didn’t bother to turn around. He waved a hand absently. “Go on, then. Go. If you leave now, you’ll be there by the evening.”

“You want me to go to Clearwater?”

“I do. Today. No more delegating—getting rid of this problem and making sure we’re good for the northern claim are too important. Go and make sure they both get done.”

Gunnar forced himself to nod, hoping his father couldn’t see his reflection in the glass and notice his unease.

“I’ll take care of it.”

“I gave this to you because I thought you were ready. Don’t prove me wrong.”
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The locker room smelled of sweat and disinfectant. The paint on the cinderblock walls was curling in places from too many blistering Texas summers with aircon that wasn’t worth shit. There were a dozen men in the room. It was the only place they had to get changed, so all the guys on the bill tonight had to share it. The women had a room on the other side of the building; it was half the size of this one, but there weren’t as many of them, and none of them were as big as Tyler Colton.

He pulled on his boots and laced them up, double-knotting them tight. He worked methodically, one loop at a time, using the familiar routine to help settle his nerves. He took athletic tape from his bag and wrapped his hands, making deliberate passes around his knuckles and wrists, smoothing it down with the flat of his thumb. He’d done it the same way since high school, nothing changing as he’d worked his way up through the indies.

He’d started wrestling in makeshift rings behind bingo halls and VFWs, small-town shows where the mat barely had any give and the locker room was a converted broom closet, and that was if they were lucky enough to have anything at all. His first match was in a barn outside Temple, the crowd made up of family members, drunks, and a few confused locals who thought they were there for a pig auction. He didn’t win that one and didn’t even look good, but he kept showing up.

He’d put in the hours on the circuit: San Angelo, Lubbock, Abilene. He’d spent weekends in borrowed cars, eating gas-station food and sleeping in the back seat or on motel floors. He’d picked up the essentials: how to hit without hurting, how to sell without looking weak, how to hold a crowd with a look or a pause instead of a speech. His natural gifts made that easier for him than for others, but it was still something he had to learn.

“Hey, kid.”

Tyler looked up. Walt Dillon and Jack Harlan stood there. Dillon was tugging the leather straps of his gear over broad shoulders that were heavy and stiff with age. Thirty years in the business, most of them at the top. The two men had tagged together as the Hell Riders, one of the most feared teams that’d ever graced the squared circle. Black leather, spiked pads, faces painted like demons. They’d run wild on TV in the late eighties and early nineties. Ten-time champs. Sold-out houses from Philly to Tokyo. Their shirts still sold today, twenty years after their last go-around.

The glory days had ended when Harlan blew out his knee. Dillon should’ve retired then, too, but he didn’t. The way he told it, he couldn’t. Three ex-wives, alimony, and a taste for Vicodin that became an addiction. He stayed too long, working smaller towns, getting meaner as the houses got emptier.

“You okay?” Dillon said.

“Nervous,” Tyler said.

“You need to get over that, kid. We can’t afford to fuck this up.”

“I know.”

Tyler did know. This was his shot. The WWE had called Dillon to get the old monsters back on TV for one more run. Harlan could barely walk, so he was out; Dillon had asked Tyler to take his place.

The Hell Riders had been Dillon as Skull and Harlan as Bones.

Harlan’s gimmick was how big he’d been: six six and two hundred eighty pounds.

Tyler was six six and two eighty-five.

Dillon said Tyler would be perfect.

Even Harlan had agreed, but only when it’d been made clear that most of Tyler’s fee would be going to him.

‘Residual IP rights’ was what he said.

No hard feelings.

The Hell Riders’ opponents tonight were two kids out of Houston. Skinny, smooth-chested, green. They’d driven six hours in a rusted Civic for the payday, splitting the gas money. Tyler had seen them warming up earlier, trying too hard, stumbling through the basics. Their gear looked like it’d been ordered off eBay.

Harlan went over to where one of them was struggling with his boots. “First time?”

The kid reached down into his bag for his kneepads. “Second.”

“What’s your name?”

“Ricky Stokes.”

Dillon went over, turned to the kid’s partner. “You?”

“Marcus Anderson.”

“You know who I am?”

“Sure we do,” Stokes said.

“And you know what your job is tonight?”

“We put on a good match and send the folks home happy.”

“Sure, that, but not just that—you two need to make sure you make us look good.”

“I know you’re going over,” Stokes said.

“We are—got a couple of guys in the front row we need to impress, and we can’t do that if we have to carry you. So I just wanted to be sure—you’re ready?”

“Fuck’s sake,” Anderson said. “They said you were a patronising old fuck, but I’d never have believed it.”

Dillon frowned. “Yeah? That what they said?”

“You don’t need to worry about carrying us. How old are you, man? Fifty-five? Sixty? Maybe we ought to be worried about having to carry you.”

Tyler closed his eyes in resignation. Dillon had always had a temper, but it’d got worse in the last few years. He expected a detonation now, but, to his surprise, it didn’t come.

“Tell you what,” Dillon said instead. “Let’s go through the spots we wanna hit, make sure we’re all on the same page.”

Dillon and Harlan walked the kids through how they saw the match going, explaining that they should keep it simple. A few strikes, some chain wrestling, a spot off the second rope to get the crowd to lean in, then the finish. Tyler and Dillon were going to win with a move the Hell Riders had made famous when they debuted it at WrestleMania in 1992: the Highway to Hell. It took both of them: Tyler hoisted the opponent up across his broad shoulders in an electric-chair lift, the man spread out high, arms flailing; Dillon climbed the ropes, steady on the top turnbuckle, then launched himself off with a stiff clothesline. The strike snapped the victim backward, neck and shoulders crashing down as Tyler dropped to his knees to drive all the weight into the mat. The crowd used to come unglued for it, two monsters combining to crush one poor bastard flat.

It looked painful because it was.

Tyler rolled his neck, felt the crack in the vertebrae, then took out his gear from his bag. He put on the body armour: a black studded vest rigged with moulded plastic spikes jutting from the shoulders, each painted blood-red at the tip. Last of all was the face paint. He worked the greasepaint across his cheekbones and around his eyes, black winged streaks slashing up into his hairline, crimson bars down the nose and jaw. Under the lights it would look feral, theatrical, larger than life.

The last thing to do was to get into character. Bones was big, brutal, unrelenting. He didn’t smile. Didn’t shake hands. Didn’t cut promos. He stepped through the ropes, broke people down joint by joint, then left. He wrestled stiff, snapped fingers in holds that lingered too long, twisted knees in ways they weren’t meant to bend. He worked mean, every match a slow dissection. No theatrics, no wasted motion; just power, pain and pressure.

If the crowd liked him, fine.

If they didn’t, even better.

He could hear the ring announcer warming up the crowd.

“Ladies and gentlemen, our next contest is a tag-team match, one fall with a ten-minute time limit. Introducing first, making their Texas Wrestling Federation debut… Ricky Stokes and Marcus Anderson—the Lone Star Renegades!”

Stokes and Anderson sprang up, touched fists, and pushed through the curtain. They jogged the aisle with nervous energy, slapping hands as they went, two young bucks trying to look bigger than they felt.

Tyler bounced on the balls of his feet, cracked his knuckles, sucked in a breath.

“And introducing their opponents, at a combined weight of five hundred and sixty pounds, the most feared team in pro wrestling history… the Hell Riders!”

The house lights dimmed, and a guitar riff rattled the PA.

“Fuck ’em up,” Harlan said.

Tyler and Dillon went through the curtain. Smoke pumped around their boots. Dillon stalked in front, a grizzled warhorse with murder in his eyes. Tyler loomed behind him, fresh and mean, fists taped, gigantic, demonic.

The crowd booed.

Good.
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The food truck handled the long drive south without any issues. Milton stopped twice along the way—once to refuel in Morton, then again in Kermit to grab coffee and check the map—and arrived on the outskirts of Clearwater Springs at half-five.

The road into town was two lanes of weary tarmac that stretched ahead in a dead-straight line, vanishing into the gentle rise where hills began to huddle in the distance. To the right, patches of dry grass rustled in the wind, and power lines stood crooked against the sky. A long, low building came into view: red-painted, with white trim and a row of identical doors facing the highway. Milton had seen that he’d pass by the Clearwater Springs Inn and RV Park and had booked a room for the night.

He turned off and drove into the parking lot. The land rolled gently beyond it, framed by mesas and scrub brush, the landscape wide and still, and the evening sky was a deep blue with brush-stroke clouds. The Davis Mountains reached up to the west, their ridgelines dark against the light. The slopes were dotted with piñon and juniper, splashes of green against the rust-red rock, and in the distance the peaks shimmered with a purple haze that made them seem almost unreal. Late sunlight broke across the escarpments in long, golden shafts, carving shadows into the gullies and folds.

Milton killed the engine and got out, stretching his legs and rolling his shoulders to work out the kinks. He took his bag, locked up and went through into the reception.

The woman behind the desk was watching something on her phone.

“I booked a room for tonight,” he said.

“Name?”

“John Smith.”

“Cash or card?”

“Cash, please.”

Milton had plenty of money from the fairs that he’d worked and peeled off a fifty to cover the bill. He laid it on the counter and took the key the receptionist gave him in exchange.

“Room 105,” she said.

“Thanks.”

Milton followed her instructions back outside to the two opposing rows of rooms that stretched under the low-slung roofs. He went down the row to 105, unlocked the door and went in. The room was exactly what he’d expected: two queen beds side by side under a wall painted a vivid green; bedding that was synthetic and scratchy; a desk beneath a large mirror, the surface polished to a sheen that didn’t hide the cigarette burns along the edge. A laminated card listed the Wi-Fi password and warned against cooking in the room.

Milton dropped his bag beside the door, checked the lock, and pulled the curtain halfway shut. The sun was dropping behind the mountains. A weak hum came from the window unit; it was old but still working. He adjusted the dial and sat on the edge of the bed closest to the door.

He took out his phone and opened his browser. He’d spent half an hour during his stop at Kermit searching for anything that might give him an idea where to find Caterina. The article on the newspaper’s website had fifty comments beneath it, and one of them advertised a protest where residents worried about fracking could come to make their voices heard. The comment’s author was listed as Rosa, the name that Caterina had been using.

The protest was tomorrow, with buses departing from the John Robert Branson Community Building at nine.
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The inside of Dillon’s Econoline smelled of smoke, sweat and liniment. Tyler was driving, and they still had another two hours before they were due back at the gym. He’d left his car there and would have twenty more miles on top before he finally arrived back in Marfa.

He was sore from a couple of heavy bumps he’d taken during the sequence when he’d feigned being on the defensive, but that was nothing new. He’d bought an old feed barrel from a store out on the highway, big enough to sit in, and he’d called his mom and asked her to fill it with water and a couple of bags of ice. He’d dunk himself in it for as long as he could stand, let it numb the bruises, squeeze the swelling out of his joints, take the heat out of the deep aches. He had to be at work tomorrow, and he could do without walking like an old man.

Harlan and Dillon were on the bench next to him, Dillon sitting with his feet propped up against the dash, smeared make-up still on his face and a cigar clamped in the corner of his mouth. He was scrubbing through a video of the match that someone in the crowd had sent him, the light from the screen washing over his face.

“We gotta work on your striking,” he said.

“I was thinking the same,” Harlan said.

“It don’t look real enough. Just practice, though. Repetition. Plenty of time to get it perfect.”

Tyler sucked his teeth.

Dillon glanced over at him. “What?”

“Do you think you should’ve told him?”

“Told him about what?”

“You know, Walt. That he was gonna bleed.”

“No, man, I do not think I should’ve told him. You saw what he was like before—nervous as all hell. You think he would’ve had the balls to blade?”

Tyler took a beat. “I guess not.”

Dillon scowled. “What is it?”

“I don’t know, man. They were both pretty hot about it.”

“So? It’s a couple of stitches, and it made us look a million percent better.”

“You’re supposed to be brutal,” Harlan said, as if Tyler was slow on the uptake. “That’s the gimmick. You need to show how dangerous you are, and blading’s always been a solid way to do that.”

Dillon had a reputation for going off script, but blading someone without their say-so… that was another level. Tyler had watched it happen, barely believing what he was seeing: Dillon locked up with Stokes in the corner, the crowd’s attention on Tyler as he powerslammed the other guy, Dillon reaching into his tights for the razor he’d stashed. Blading was an art: a quick nick at the right spot, shallow enough to be safe, deep enough to spill fast. Wrestlers cut themselves all the time, but it was usually their own choice. Dillon had done it to Stokes without telling him. A tiny slice high on the scalp, just under the sweat-slicked hair, the blood had poured out, and the kid’s face had run red in seconds. The mat had looked like a crime scene by the time Dillon pinned him and the ref counted three.

“Anyway,” Dillon said, “if you and your conscience can stop shitting yourselves about it for a minute, maybe you want the good news?”

“Sure.”

Dillon held up his phone. “Just got a text from the road agent they sent down from Connecticut. He loved it. ‘Good to see you back in the ring,’ he says. ‘Going to be even better to see you back on TV where you belong.’ Sweet, right?”

“Very.”

“And you know what he says about you? He says that you’re a perfect replacement for Harlan. How’s that sound?”

“Great, I guess.”

“You ‘guess’? Jesus, man. You’re tough to please. He says he’s gonna go back and tell them that we’re ready to do the dark match next week, and if that goes well—and it will—then they’ll have us debut with a run-in at the PPV in Dallas.” He reached over and punched Tyler on the shoulder. “I told you this’d happen if you stuck with me, kid. I told you. I get back on TV, then you just watch what happens—merch sales through the roof, they see how much we’re drawing, we do the first couple of months on their terms, and then we renegotiate. We’ll be making twenty grand a month—thirty grand, maybe more. I’ll make you fucking rich, kid.”

Tyler didn’t want to sound ungrateful and didn’t mention that he wasn’t going to make anywhere near as much as Dillon. It wasn’t like they were on an even split. He got ten percent; Harlan took forty; Dillon took fifty. He’d told his mom, and she’d said it sounded unfair, but he told her it was what it was. Dillon and Harlan were wrestling royalty. They owned the gimmick, and, although Tyler was confident he would’ve made it under his own steam in the end, there was no denying that tying up with Dillon would put a rocket up his ass. There’d been a try-out with a road agent for the WWE, but that had been three months ago, and it didn’t look as if the guy had been persuaded to recommend him; Tyler had been getting ready to try again when Dillon had made his offer.

Dillon reached down and punched the button to change the preset channel on the truck’s old radio. “You good for work tomorrow?”

“Course.”

“Because there’s gonna be a protest at the plant. Little bird told me they expect twice as many as last time, so we’ll need to be ready.”

“Not a problem.”

“And I got a text from Houston, too. The boss says there’s a couple of things he might need me to do on the side.”

“What does that mean?”

“Unofficial. Good money, too. Cash in hand. You want in?”

“I don’t know, Walt. Depends on what it is.”

“Problem solving. Look—you ain’t happy, I can easily get one of the guys to step in. I just thought, with your little brother and all, you could do with the extra, but if I’m wrong about that, you just need to tell me.”

Standard Dillon. He’d make him feel ungrateful, make him worry that he stood to lose more if he turned him down.

“No need to do that. Tell me what you need, and I’ll be there.”

“Good man. I don’t know what it is yet—I’ll speak to the boss and let you know. The protest, though—we know what we need to do about that.”

“Break some heads,” Harlan said.

Tyler nodded, catching his pensive reflection in the inside of the windshield.

“That’s tomorrow,” Dillon said, “then you need to come by the gym after. You were a little off on the finisher. We need to nail it for the next time—okay?”

Tyler swallowed the response he wanted to make: the finisher hadn’t hit right because Dillon came in late, a half-step behind, so the timing was off. He wanted to say it, but knew it’d be a bad idea. Dillon hated criticism, especially when it was over something he’d created. Tyler had learned how touchy he could be when he’d said their gear could do with being updated, that the bloody spikes and make-up looked like something you might’ve seen in an ’80s horror flick, and Dillon had snapped that that was exactly what it was supposed to look like, and had threatened to find someone else to take over as Bones unless Tyler shut his mouth, stopped making useless suggestions and ‘did what he told him to do.’

“Sure, Walt,” he’d said instead.

Dillon was a dick, and Tyler would’ve rather worked with just about anyone else, but there was no way of avoiding it: he needed the money, and Dillon offered a good way to make a lot of it.
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Milton woke early and took advantage of the shower. He stripped and stepped into the narrow cubicle, cranking the faucet but only managing to get a tepid dribble from the showerhead. It wasn’t ideal, but beggars couldn’t be choosers, and sleeping in the van—as he had recently—didn’t exactly offer abundant luxury. He washed his hair, dried off and dressed, then packed his things into his bag and checked out. He asked for the best place to grab breakfast, and the clerk suggested he head into town and find Mary Lou’s, a diner on Musquiz Drive.

Milton checked out the town as he made his way deeper into it. Clearwater Springs had seen better days, a frontier town built for a purpose that no longer mattered. A single main street ran its length, lined with low brick buildings with clapboard fronts. The courthouse sat at the centre, square and solid, its flag hanging limp in the still air. A handful of stores—hardware, feed, a barbershop, an old gas station with two pumps and the proprietor sitting under the portico in an old rocking chair—were scattered between shuttered storefronts with papered-over windows and faded For Lease signs. Pickups angled along the kerb, most of them dented and coated in dust, and a few ranch hands leaned against their tailgates, drinking from red Solo cups and watching the world crawl by. It was quiet, slow, and worn at the edges. Milton had passed through plenty of similar places over the past few weeks; everyone knew everyone else, and a stranger like him stood out the moment he arrived.

He turned left at the Family Dollar and continued for another few hundred feet until he saw the diner. It was a low building with a green tin roof that had lost its shine years ago, set back from the road with nothing but dirt for a parking lot. A hand-painted sign out front, propped between two leaning posts, announced CAFE. Someone had nailed a smaller board underneath with a phone number and a promise of barbecue, as if that might be enough to coax a hungry traveller from the highway.

Milton parked and went inside. It was small, with just a handful of booths running down one wall and a row of stools lined up at the counter. Only two of the booths were occupied, and one of the stools.

The waitress saw him and came over.

“Morning,” he said.

“You want breakfast?”

“That’d be great.”

The woman gestured to the empty room. “You pretty much got your pick.” She handed Milton a menu. “Make yourself comfortable.”

Milton sat down at the scratched laminate counter, the waitress following and pouring him a cup of coffee and a glass of orange juice. He ordered a ham and cheese omelette; the waitress told the chef and then, with nothing obvious to do, idled on the other side of the counter.

“Where you from?”

“England.”

“Don’t get many Englishmen here.”

“Is that right?”

“In this part of Texas? No, sir. You might even be the first.”

“I’m here to look up an old friend. Rosa Reyes. Do you know her?”

Her face brightened with a wide smile. “Sure I know Rosa. Everyone knows her.”

“I saw her picture in the paper. She was at some kind of meeting.”

“She’s at a lot of meetings. Running the case against DeChambeau single-handed. You know anything about what’s been going on here?”

“Just what I read.”

“DeChambeau does oil and gas—drilling and suchlike. They came in here, said they’d bring jobs, said they’d fix up the schools, pave the roads. Whole lot of talk.”

“Didn’t happen that way?”

“No. What we got instead was noise twenty-four hours a day, trucks everywhere—all day and all night—and water you can damn near light on fire. My neighbour’s well runs brown. Smells like paint thinner when it comes out of the faucet. Couple of kids down the street started getting sick. Doctors won’t say it’s the fracking, but everybody knows.”

She leaned on the counter, her voice dropping. “Folks around here ain’t stupid. They see the flares burning at night, they breathe in that chemical stink, and they know it ain’t just bad luck. Try to hang laundry outside? Smells like diesel before it’s dry. And the men who work the well and bring in the real cash? They don’t live here. They drive in, make their money, and head back to Midland or Houston as soon as they can.”

“Is everyone against it?”

“Course not.” She straightened and poured him a top-off without asking. “Town’s split pretty much right down the middle. Half of ’em are scared to say a word on account of DeChambeau paying their cousin or their brother to drive a truck. Other half’s ready to string someone up.”

The chef tapped his hand on a bell, and the waitress reached back to collect Milton’s omelette, sliding it onto the counter in front of him.

“There’s a protest this morning.” Milton took out his phone and opened the note where he’d collated the information. “Starting at the community building.”

“She’ll be there. You want directions?”

“Please.”

“You want to head back into town and then take State Street. The hall’s opposite the courthouse. Can’t miss it.”
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Caterina had arranged to meet Harley Griggs at Lupita’s, the Mexican place on State. He was already there; a plate with one of their breakfast burritos and a glass of root beer sat waiting for her. Harley had already started on his huevos rancheros and was nearly finished.

She sat down. “Sorry I’m late.”

He put down his fork and wiped the corner of his mouth with a paper napkin. “Don’t care if you’ve got good news.”

“I do—got Martha Kenney to sign up yesterday.”

He paused, running his finger down the list. “Lost her husband?”

“Stomach cancer.”

“And was one of the sceptics at the town hall?”

“Said it wasn’t worth it to go up against them.”

“And you persuaded her otherwise?”

“I did.”

Griggs held up his root beer. Caterina took hers and touched it to his. “Good work.”

Griggs looked every inch the small-town lawyer. He was in his seventies now and carried himself with old-fashioned dignity. His suit was well cut but dated, the kind of dark wool blend that he would’ve bought in Midland twenty years ago and carefully maintained ever since. The tie was knotted neatly against a starched white shirt, his gold cufflinks and watch a nod to a time when his practice had made real money. His hair, iron-grey and combed straight back, had thinned at the crown. He wore oversized glasses with thick lenses, and behind them his eyes were sharp, even if his lids were a little heavy. There was a geniality about him—his tone could be warm, his manner patient—but Caterina had seen the hardness beneath the surface. He’d fought cases in dusty West Texas courtrooms his entire life and knew every judge, every clerk, and every oil company attorney by name.

She picked up her burrito and took a bite. “How many more do I need to sign up before you’ll take it on?”

“I think we’re nearly there.”

“Nearly?”

“Two hundred and twenty and I’d say we got a deal.”

Caterina had met Griggs three months ago, when she was looking for someone to represent her against DeChambeau in the wake of her husband’s death. She’d walked into his office with a folder of Aaron’s medical records, water reports she’d dug out of county files, and grief that still sat raw on her face. He’d listened to her, patient and courteous, but said he didn’t think much could be done; cases against oil companies rarely went anywhere, and the resources needed were usually far beyond the reach of a small-town firm like his.

She kept pressing. She wasn’t just telling him about Aaron; she was already connecting the dots, setting out the names of neighbours with the same illnesses, pointing to test results showing heavy metals in their wells, just like hers. Griggs told her later that he’d been struck by her tenacity, by the way she’d already done the legwork most lawyers wouldn’t have had the time to start for months. When she asked if he’d take the case on, he said maybe, but only if she could get more names and come work for him.

He finished his eggs, wiped his mouth again, then pressed a hand briefly to his chest, as if easing a touch of indigestion, and reached for his root beer. The colour came back to his face a moment later, but Caterina noticed it all the same.

“You okay?”

“Indigestion. I’m fine.” He held up the list he’d been reviewing. “Think you can get there?”

She knew the list by heart. “There are sixty left. I can find ten, no problem.”

“All right, then. Get them on board; then you let me know.”

“I got something else, too.”

“The whistleblower?”

She nodded. “Got another UPS package yesterday. More internal documents—test data, mostly, but some emails too. I haven’t had a chance to go through it all yet.”

“We’ll need an expert for that. Still no idea who it is?”

“None at all. Nothing in the envelope save the printouts.”

“It’ll do for now.”

She took another bite of the burrito. “And I had another six families email me. They all lived here, then moved out, and they’ve all had health problems: asthma, aches and pains, nosebleeds… and three of them had cancers. One family lost their three-year-old.”

“Your call whether you want to bring them in, but you have to draw the line somewhere. We start working together and the first thing I’ll do is get the ball rolling. You’ve got enough signed retainers to establish standing, and the affidavits and medical records are piling up. What I’d do? File the complaint, get to discovery as fast as I can, start prying loose their internal documents, get them under oath, force them to answer for what they’ve done. The longer we wait, the longer it’ll be before we can get everyone the money they deserve.”

“And the money you deserve,” Caterina said, regretting it at once.

“Well, yes—I’d certainly be counting on getting paid back for the cash I’ll very quickly be out if I take this on. You got any idea how much I’ve budgeted for this—just for the first six months?”

“I know, I know,” she said. “Sorry—that came out wrong.”

“Half a million, easy. So, yes, there is that to bear in mind, too, or else you’ll have to find another lawyer dumb enough to put his house on the line to pay for the case.”

She put a hand on his wrist. “I know—I’m sorry. You’re right.”

He finished his root beer, and by the time the glass was back down on the table, his smile had returned. “Still going out to the protest?”

“It’s important they see me out there.”

“Agreed. Tell you what—let’s meet here tomorrow and see where you are with your numbers.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“Good. I’ll work here for a couple of hours and then head back to Alpine. Give me a call if you need me; otherwise, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She finished her burrito, her eyes on Griggs as he took a yellow marker and started to highlight the names she still needed to see. He was in good shape for a man his age, but he’d had heart problems before, and it had crossed Caterina’s mind on more than one occasion that a little extra haste might not be such a bad thing. She didn’t think he was in danger of keeling over, but everyone had a limit. She was learning legal procedure as fast as she could, but there was only so much she could do without a formal qualification, and without someone like Griggs to help, she didn’t know how she’d be able to keep the promises she’d made to women like Martha Kenney.

She’d promised that she would get them the justice they deserved, and she meant it.

And it wasn’t just altruism that was driving her, although there was some of that.

She wanted justice for her husband, too.
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Gunnar DeChambeau was tired and sweaty when he finally pulled up outside Walt Dillon’s wrestling school. He’d taken a seat on a United flight from Houston to Midland, got a room for the night at the Wyndham and then picked up a rental for the drive south. He’d left at six and covered the two hundred miles in three hours, distracting himself by listening to a self-help audiobook on techniques people could try to boost their self-esteem and confidence. He’d found himself nodding along as the author spoke about how people with low self-esteem often used alcohol as a crutch, and decided—again, for the hundredth time—that he definitely had to cut down. He couldn’t afford to piss off his old man any more than he already had, and he wasn’t going to improve his chances of getting the mess in Clearwater sorted if he was operating below his best. He wasn’t ready to stop drinking completely—that would’ve been an overreaction, he told himself—but a little moderation wouldn’t do him any harm.

Dillon’s gym was an old, corrugated metal shed that had once been a feed store. It didn’t look like much: the roof was patched with sheets of mismatched tin, and the doors didn’t quite close flush against the wind. A couple of forklifts were parked under the lean-to outside, their tyres cracked and their paint flaking. There were no windows, but Gunnar could see the sliver of light beneath the door and could hear the sounds of music and raucous laughter from inside.

Fuck it, he thought to himself. This place was a total shithole, and he always felt like he ought to get a tetanus shot after visiting, but Dillon and his crew had their uses. It was worth Gunnar coming here and putting up with his inevitable shit if it meant that Dillon could help him with the trouble coming out of Clearwater.

Gunnar wouldn’t normally have crossed paths with someone like Walt Dillon, but he had a talent for sniffing out the kind of men who got things done. He’d met him at a dive bar outside Odessa, recognised him from the wrestling tapes he used to watch as a kid, and bought him a drink. Dillon was broke, bitter, but still built like a tank. He wasn’t just muscle, he was mean, and he liked being mean. Gunnar had slipped him cash for small favours at first: leaning on a landowner, chasing off a reporter, scaring locals into silence.

It had been a worthwhile relationship.

And Gunnar was going to have to call on him again now.

He went inside. The place was bare bones: the concrete floor was uneven, scarred with oil stains that had soaked in so deep they could never be lifted; the equipment was a collection of hand-me-downs and salvage: an old squat rack welded back together, a bench with cracked vinyl, a row of mismatched dumbbells with the weight numbers worn smooth. A pair of heavy bags hung from chains bolted into the rafters, their canvas patched and re-stitched from years of abuse. In one corner, a makeshift ring had been marked out with ropes strung between steel posts, the canvas laid over plywood sheets that rattled when the wrestlers bounced on it. There was no air conditioning, just a couple of box fans that did little more than move the heat from one part of the room to another.

Dillon was sitting at a wooden table over on the far side of the space with his old partner Harlan and a couple of their road buddies. It looked as if the four of them had been enjoying themselves: there were empty cans of beer, a bottle of Jack, a straw next to a baggie with white powder spilling out of it.

“Hey, boss.”

Gunnar gestured to the table. “Bit early for that.”

Dillon shrugged. “Five o’clock somewhere.”

“Been at it all night,” said one of the others. “He’s celebrating.”

“Yeah? What for?”

“Got word last night he’s gonna be back on TV again.”

Dillon glared over at the guy. “That don’t mean I won’t be working for you no more, boss. You don’t need to worry about that.”

“Glad to hear it.” Gunnar knew it was early, and he knew he really ought to abstain, but the temptation was too great. He pointed to the coke. “Go on, then.”

Dillon tipped out a decent pile and cut it up into three rails with his credit card, then took a box of straws that had fallen onto the floor and offered it to Gunnar. He snagged one, put it to his nostril and sucked up the line, going back to make sure he got it all. Harlan took the straw from the table and snorted the second line; Dillon did the third.

“Got something for you,” Gunnar said as he rubbed the residue into his gums.

“Clearwater?”

“We’re gonna do something about Rosa Reyes.”

“What you got in mind?”

Gunnar spread his hands wide. “Maybe we’ve been too gentle with her. Scary midnight phone calls don’t do shit, so I’m thinking no more kid gloves. She needs to understand we won’t allow her to mess this up any more than it’s already been messed up. You understand me?”

“You want us to rough her up?”

“I’m not saying that. Just, you know, give her a scare.”

“All right, boss. I’ll take care of it.”

The coke hit fast. Gunnar’s sinuses burned; then the warmth spread. His chest felt light; his head buzzed like it had been plugged into the mains socket.

“There’s someone else, too,” he said. “Rosa’s been cosying up to a lawyer in Alpine. We think he might be about to take the case, and we don’t think that’d be good for us at all. He’s been seen in Clearwater, probably to get an idea how strong the case is before he decides whether to take it on or not.”

“What’s his name?”

“Harley Griggs.”

“Where’s he staying?”

“No idea—that’s what I pay you for.”

Dillon waved that off. “I’ll find him. Same deal?”

“He’s an old geezer, but I looked him up, and he’s been around the block a couple of times. Used to be a prosecutor. Brought a case against two beaner assassins who came over the border and killed the judge who sent some of their buddies to Huntsville. Bottom line—he’s gone after tough dudes before, and he didn’t flinch. You’ll have to be at your most persuasive.”

Harlan grinned. “We can do that.”

Dillon pointed to the room he laughably called his office. “I got another bottle of Jack in there. You want a drink?”

Gunnar grinned without meaning to, jaw tight, heart racing, the rush telling him he could do anything. This coke was the bomb. He felt untouchable. Fuck his old man, fuck everyone who doubted him—he was going to fix this mess and take credit for it.

“Why not,” Gunnar said.
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Milton followed the directions he’d been given at the diner. He found a patch of open land that looked as if it was used as a parking lot and backed the truck into a space at the end of the line, making sure that everything was locked up tight before retracing his steps.

Most of the landscape was barren and dusty, with occasional desert vegetation sprouting up to provide a little variation to all the acres of dull brown. The grounds around the courthouse must have received irrigation, because the block was a lush green. The courthouse itself was imposing, a relic of ambition in a town that had long since stopped growing. A broad flight of stone steps led up to a portico held by white columns, and the clock tower above was capped by a domed roof streaked with rust where rain had bled through the seams, but the hands on the clock still kept time.

There were four buses parked along the side of the street adjacent to the building, and people were in the process of boarding them. The cargo bays at the bottoms of the buses were open, and the people were sliding in the banners they were bringing to the protest. The atmosphere was convivial, with a little fizz of excitement just beneath the surface.

Milton looked for Caterina but couldn’t see her. He wondered whether that was a sign that he’d be better advised to wait for the protest to finish but decided against it. This cause was evidently one that she cared about, and it’d be helpful for him to get an idea about it; that way, he’d be better prepared when he spoke to her about the danger she’d brought on herself thanks to her lack of discretion.

Each bus looked as if it could accommodate seventy or eighty protestors, and they were going to be full. Milton edged a little closer to the back of the last bus, joining the end of the line and waiting his turn to board. Two additional couples joined the queue behind him, it made him stand out a little less, and he was able to get to the front without anyone saying anything. It seemed unlikely that anyone would notice him now, there must have been nearly three hundred people, and one extra attendee—even if it was a man whom none of them would ever have seen before—was not going to attract undue attention.

Milton found a spare seat toward the back next to an elderly woman who looked as if she’d been born in the desert and never left it. Her skin was deeply tanned and lined from a lifetime of sun, her hair pulled back in a tight plait that had long since gone white. She wore a faded denim jacket decorated with enamel pins and protest badges: peace symbols, logos of water droplets, and one that read NO FRACKING WAY. Her canvas tote, balanced on her knees, bulged with leaflets, and she opened a thermos that smelled of peppermint tea.

“Morning,” she said.

Milton nodded in return, hoping she might take the hint that he wasn’t interested in conversation. She turned her attention to the aisle, calling out a greeting to someone she knew as they shuffled past.

The doors hissed shut, and the driver eased the bus into gear. Milton watched the courthouse slide by, its white columns disappearing behind a line of trees as the convoy of buses pulled out onto the two-lane road. The ride was slow at first, engines labouring as they climbed out of town, then smoother once they hit the flats.

The desert opened up around them: mile after mile of scrub and stone, mesquite and creosote stretching to the horizon. The sky was a hard, cloudless blue. Scattered across the landscape were pumpjacks, their long arms nodding up and down in endless rhythm. Some stood alone, fenced off by a square of chain-link; others clustered in twos and threes, surrounded by tanks and pipework. Dirt roads branched off the highway toward flare stacks that burned steadily even in daylight, thin columns of fire licking at the sky. The earth was scarred with tracks from dump trucks, and every few miles Milton caught sight of fresh well pads carved into the desert floor, pale squares of caliche where nothing grew.

Ten miles later the land began to change. Dust clouds hung above the horizon, and as they drew closer, Milton saw the silhouettes of sand silos and water tanks rising out of the flat earth, industrial towers cutting sharp against the sky. The smell hit next: a chemical tang carried on the wind, acrid and unnatural.

The buses were heading straight for it.
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It looked like there was a permanent protest at the site. A ragged line of parked pickups, dusty sedans, and battered minivans hugged the shoulder, their owners gathered under hand-painted placards that they had to muscle against the dry wind. They’d been allowed to set up a camp, but a guardhouse and the first of two seven-foot-tall mesh fences prevented them from getting any closer to the installation. Milton guessed there must’ve been five hundred yards between the outer perimeter and the start of the camp itself.

Tarps were lashed between the vehicles to make shade, and there were windbreaks made of scrap plywood. Plastic water barrels sat in clusters, and folding tables were pushed together beneath the awnings, surfaces littered with paper plates, coffee cups, and donated food in foil trays.

The driver parked. Milton got out of the bus and took it all in: the pad sprawled across the desert floor, an expanse of maybe a mile square ringed by chain-link. A barricade of squat water tanks and tall sand silos marked the entrance. Conveyor belts ran to the central pad, feeding sand into a large unit. A row of chemical totes and barrels sat on flatbeds nearby, each stencilled with hazard diamonds. The heart of the operation was deeper inside and harder to see: a wall of pump trucks, thirty of them or more, parked nose to tail, the roar of their engines carrying across the flats like distant thunder. High-pressure lines in red and yellow snaked away toward the wellhead, their gleam dulled by the dust.

The woman who had been sitting next to him came over. “You ever seen anything like this before?”

“I haven’t.”

“Know how it works?”

“Not really.”

She pointed. “They pump water, sand, and chemicals into the shale at high pressure—enough to crack the rock. The sand keeps the cracks open, and the chemicals help the gas or oil to flow out.”

A white data van sat just off-centre, its air conditioning humming against the heat. Wireline trucks idled on the periphery, and men in hard hats and high-vis tabards stepped from one piece of machinery to another, checking gauges, tightening bolts, then vanishing back into the noise. The whole place moved like a living thing: busy, loud, entirely self-contained.

The woman pointed again. “Those big silos feed sand into the blender, and the pump trucks push the slurry down through those lines into the wellhead. Shit goes in, oil and gas come out, fuck the consequences for everyone else.”

Her profanity was surprising; Milton ignored it. She laid a hand on his arm, thanked him for coming, and walked away.

The people from the buses moved toward the gate. Many had placards and banners that they’d taken from the cargo bays: bedsheets painted with slogans in red and black, cardboard signs stapled to sticks. A college kid had a drum and started a slow beat. Others began chanting, their voices ragged at first before finding rhythm and volume. Milton gathered that the company had just been awarded a permit to open a second drilling site, and that was the focus of the crowd’s ire.

The line formed just short of the fence. Protestors raised their signs against the chain-link. A few beat on the wire with open palms, the metallic rattle merging with the noise from the pad. Security guards took up position on the other side of the fence. Another two guards in hard hats and safety vests stood at the gate, arms folded, radios clipped to their belts. They watched without moving, their expressions flat. Behind them, Milton caught a glimpse of more figures inside the guardhouse; one man lifted binoculars to his eyes.

The crowd swelled, the noise getting louder. Another drum joined in, whistles cut sharp through the air, and the chants grew louder. Dust kicked up around the protestors’ boots, and their banners snapped in the dry wind.

Milton stayed back, watching both sides measure each other across the fence. He looked for Caterina without success and wondered whether she’d be here after all. He was about ready to write off the trip as a waste of time when he saw a woman making her way through the crowd. She had her back to him, he couldn’t be sure, but it looked like her: the same long dark hair, tied in a no-nonsense plait, the same slight build, shoulders squared off. She moved purposefully, cutting through the knots of people, pausing now and then to nod or squeeze a hand in greeting.

He edged to the right, stepping around a couple of protestors and then to the side of another, until he was able to change the angle enough to get a good look.

The face was older than the one he remembered, a little thinner, lines etched a little deeper, but it was her.

Caterina Moreno—now Rosa Reyes—standing in the middle of the protestors and chanting as lustily as any of them.
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Milton decided not to approach her immediately. She was busy, there were a lot of people around her, and he didn’t want to give her a shock and potentially draw more attention. He stayed where he was at the back of the crowd and kept an eye on her instead.

It was evident that she wasn’t in charge of the event—that distinction appeared to belong to either a man wearing a Stetson or the older woman who’d been sitting next to Milton on the bus—but, given the way she stopped to speak to a number of different people as she circulated through the crowd, she was obviously well known and well liked.

A local news crew turned up after half an hour, and Milton was pleased to see her edge over to the other side of the crowd where she was less likely to be filmed. That, at least, was encouraging. He’d been concerned that she was actively seeking publicity, but perhaps the occasion in the newspaper was just her being surprised.

Milton found himself caught in the eddy of the crowd, sucked forward towards the film crew. The reporter was filming a segment to camera, the shot set up to take in the crowd and, behind them, the machinery of the plant. Milton was able to overhear some of what the reporter was saying, she mentioned that the protestors were complaining about what had happened to the water, and that they were sure that the pollutants being released were causing health issues, from more banal complaints like skin rashes all the way up to asthma, nosebleeds and cancer.

Milton was pushed closer to the reporter and was still watching her when she turned and, before he could do anything to stop her, reached out and took his elbow.

“Sir,” she said, “I’m Katy Halloran from KTBC. Can I ask why you’ve decided to come out to the protest today?”

She put the microphone right up in his face.

“Just here to lend my support.”

“Are you from Clearwater, sir?”

“I’m not,” he said.

“What do you think about the company opening a second claim?”

Milton didn’t answer, and before she could ask him anything else, he turned sideways and slid through a gap in the crowd.

The crowd moved him closer to the fence. He checked out the security guards, watching the goings-on with wary eyes. They were all in corporate uniform, but, beyond that, they were a mixed bunch. One of them stood out: he must’ve been six six and was built like a tank. He towered above the others, but, despite his appearance, there was something in his bearing that suggested inexperience and, perhaps, even a little discomfort at what he was doing. Milton watched him for a moment, then allowed the swell of the crowd to draw him back to the periphery again.
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The protest came to an end after an hour. The old woman who’d been next to Milton on the bus stood on a box and delivered a quick speech, and then, to a final cacophony of drumming and chanting, the protestors began to leave. Milton looked for Caterina and found her talking to two older couples; they drifted towards the third bus in the line, and Milton fell in behind them, another couple between him and them. He was close enough now to overhear her conversation: Caterina was talking about the case against DeChambeau and encouraging both couples to add themselves as plaintiffs.

They boarded the bus. The front seats were taken, so they moved back; the two couples took two pairs on either side of the aisle, and Caterina sat in the seat against the window behind them.

The couple Milton was following went further back.

Milton paused next to Caterina. “Do you mind if I sit here?”

She glanced up at him. “Course not.”

Milton sat down. “Thanks.”

She nodded an acknowledgement, then took out her phone and busied herself with her email. Milton waited a moment before speaking again, regarding her from the corner of his eye to try to get a better read. She was dressed simply: jeans, a pale cotton shirt rolled at the sleeves, scuffed boots that looked like they’d seen plenty of miles. Her hair was darker than he remembered, her plait brushing her shoulder when she bent over the phone. The years had changed her face: still striking, but thinner now, sharper at the cheekbones, with fine lines at the corners of her eyes that hadn’t been there before. She had a canvas tote in her lap, bulging with papers and a stainless-steel water bottle. He noticed the way she held herself—upright and purposeful—but her free hand tapped restlessly against her thigh, as if she couldn’t quite let herself be still. She wore a wedding ring now, too; that was a recent development.

“It’s nice to see you again.”

She turned her phone screen away from him and looked up. “Sorry?”

He lowered his voice. “You don’t remember me, Caterina?”

She stopped, and, for a moment, she looked baffled. Her mouth fell open, and her eyes went wide as she recognised him.

“John? Is it really you?”

Milton smiled. The stern denunciation he’d intended to deliver for her recklessness melted away in the warmth of her expression. “It’s really me.”

“Never thought I’d see you again.”

“That was the general idea.”

She leaned back, looking him up and down. “You look good.”

“I look old,” he corrected.

“Older,” she said, then frowned. “But I don’t understand. This can’t just be a coincidence.”

“It’s not. I’m sorry for surprising you like this.”

“It’s okay,” she said, lowering her voice so that only he could hear. “But you know that’s not my name anymore?”

“I know—it’s Rosa.”

“How do you know that?”

“That’s what I need to speak to you about.”

A flicker of alarm passed over her face. “Why? What’s the matter? Is it Juárez?”

“No. Not that. It’s nothing to worry about.”

“But important enough for you to come and find me.” She frowned again. “Actually, how did you find me?”

“Might be easier if we wait until we get back to Clearwater. Can we go somewhere for a chat? Somewhere we can sit down out of the sun.”

“You want a drink?”

“It’s a little early for that.”

“Oh, shit—sorry. You don’t drink. I forgot.”

“How about lunch?”

“I know a place,” she said.
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The ride back to Clearwater Springs was awkward. Caterina’s initial pleasure at seeing Milton became tinged with an obvious trepidation. Milton could see she was thinking about Juárez, and, despite what he’d said, he knew she was worrying that he’d come as the bearer of bad news. He would’ve repeated his reassurance, but the bus was far from private, and they were going to have to mention Caterina’s past life and the fact that Rosa Reyes wasn’t her real name. That’d lead to uncomfortable questions from anyone who knew her from the town, so he held his tongue; it would be better to ventilate everything once they had the benefit of a little privacy.
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The buses arrived back in town and deposited the protestors outside the courthouse. The community hall had been opened up, and people were drifting inside for refreshments. Caterina put her hand on Milton’s elbow and guided him away from the queue, pointing down the street. “Burger?”

“Perfect.”

“There’s a place up on State Street—five minutes.”

She led the way, with Milton following. They took the road that Milton had used earlier, a four-lane blacktop with offices and businesses spaced out on either side: the HQ of the Davis County Democratic Party, a store selling books and toys, a two-storey building with Hotel Limpia painted on the bricks, and then another four smaller hotels, one after the other.

“We get a lot of tourists here. Stargazers, mostly. The observatory’s not far away. The night sky’s super clear once you get out into the mountains. Spectacular, sometimes.” She looked over at him. “When did you get in?”

“Last night. I stayed in the motel on the edge of town and then came in this morning to look for you.”

It was obvious she was itching to grill Milton for more, but she held off.

“How about you?” Milton said. “How long have you been here?”

“Two years,” she said. “I’ve got a place on the other side of town. It’s nice. The people are friendly, the weather’s generally good, and the pace of life is relaxed. It reminds me of Mexico, a little. I mean, it reminds me of what Mexico was like before I moved to Juárez, anyway.”

The burger joint, Buffalo Bentley’s, had been installed in a converted school bus. Picnic tables had been set up around it, some of them covered by an awning that a member of staff was just unrolling. The bus’s seats had been taken out and a grill kitchen and order counter installed in their place. A man in a grease-stained apron pointed out the menu and told them the day’s specials. Caterina ordered the shrimp po’boy, Milton took the Hatch chilli burger, and they both ordered Diet Cokes.

“Take a seat outside,” the man said. “I’ll bring your food right out.”

There were no other customers, but Caterina still took Milton to a table away from the rest. They sat down.

“Go on, then,” she said. “How’d you find me?”

“I’ve been driving across the country, and I’d stopped for the night. This was yesterday morning—I went to a diner to get breakfast, and I found this.”

He reached into his pocket, took out his phone and put it on the table so Caterina could read the story on the newspaper’s website.

“Oh,” she said. “Shit.”

Milton had been frustrated with her recklessness when he read the report, but now—seeing the blood run from her face—he decided to go a little easier on her.

“You can see why this is… not ideal?”

“Of course I can.”

“You didn’t know?”

“No,” she said. “I’m not crazy.”

“But it reads like they interviewed you.”

She shook her head. “It’s lazy journalism. They didn’t. They made it up—probably overheard me and wrote it up like I gave them a quote.”

“What about the photo?”

“Wouldn’t be surprised if someone posted it on social media, and they took it from there.” She shook her head. “Remember, I used to be a journalist. I know all the tricks.”

“But you can see why I was concerned?”

“Yes,” she said. Her anger had subsided; now it was more like fear. “How bad do you think it is?”

“It’s not great. The Chronicle’s a big paper. If it was just print, I’d say it’d probably be okay, but it’s not. I look at things like this with the benefit of what I used to do. If I were still working for my old employers and I were looking for you, I’d probably find this. There’s software that’ll trawl the internet for phrases, names, photos…”

“But the… people who might be looking for me…”

“The cartel?” he said, ignoring the bland euphemism for what she really meant.

“Yeah. The cartel. Would they be that thorough?”

“I’ve been involved in things like this for long enough to know that you can never say never, but if you made me guess one way or another, I’d say you’re probably going to be okay.”

She stared at the newspaper, her bottom lip clenched between her teeth, and then gave a nod. “Yeah. Probably.”

“I’m going to give you the benefit of my advice, and then I’ll shut up. In my experience, there are two ways it can go when people go into hiding: the first way—the best way—is that the person finds somewhere peaceful and settles down for a quiet life; the other way—the way that tends to lead to problems—is that the person puts themselves in a position where they have a public profile. That’s when people in protective custody or witness protection get made and have to be moved.”

“The first way,” she said. “That’s what I did. That’s why I came here.”

“Really?”

“Why? That doesn’t sound like me?”

“Not really.”

“It’s true. I went to San Antonio first and got my feet under me. Mr. Baxter had papers drawn up—birth certificate, social, driver’s licence—all clean. New name, new backstory. I rented a one-bedroom apartment and kept my head down. I took whatever work I could—waitressing, then cleaning. Cash-in-hand jobs where no one cared who you really were. I kept to myself—no friends, no neighbours, just the bus rides to work and back. Evenings I spent reading English-language textbooks from the library, working on my accent, trying to make sure I didn’t slip.”

“That’s exactly what you should’ve done.”

“It’s what Mr. Baxter told me to do. It was quiet and anonymous, and that was the point. I lived like that for six months until I met my husband.”

Milton pointed at her ring. “I noticed.”

“I was working nights at a diner. Aaron came in with a buddy after his shift—he worked on a construction site. He was still in his boots, dust all over him. He left me a big tip and then came back the next night. And the night after that. He was patient, kind… I don’t know, he was the first person who looked at me like I wasn’t invisible. I tried to keep him at arm’s length…”

“Because you didn’t want anyone close.”

“No, exactly, not with my past—but he wore me down, and I was lonely, and one thing led to another…” Her sentence drifted off, and it took a moment for her to regain the thread. “He’d bought a house here to be close to his momma after his father died. He wanted to come back and put down roots. I told myself it’d be safe. It sounded like the life Mr. Baxter told me I could have, so I said yes. We got married, packed up, and moved here.”

“And?”

“For a while… it was good. I got a job in one of the tourist shops we passed on the way here; Aaron started working for DeChambeau. We weren’t rich, but we were both bringing in money, and we were… comfortable.”

She paused, looking away, and Milton didn’t press; whatever she was working up to was evidently painful.

“It started small,” she said. “He was tired. He’d come home after his shifts and fall asleep on the couch, still wearing his boots. We thought it was just the hours and the heat and the work—it was really hard—but then he started coughing. It’d come and go, but then it came back, and he couldn’t shift it. He began losing weight. He’d eat a full plate and still look hollow the next morning. He got night sweats, pain in his chest and back. We went to the doctor in Alpine, and they ran tests. A week later, they told us it was leukaemia. Aggressive. And advanced—too far gone for treatment to do much more than buy time.” A tear glistened in the corner of her eye. “Six months. That’s all we got. Half a year of hospital visits. I watched him go from big and strong to… not much more than a skeleton. And then he was gone.” She blinked hard, the tear rolling down her cheek. “He was twenty-nine. Twenty-nine, John, and dead. And I know what did it.”

“The water.”

She nodded fiercely. “The chemicals they dump into the ground. DeChambeau killed him, and I’m not going to stop until I can prove it.”
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Milton looked at Caterina and saw the churn of emotions within her. Her sadness was underpinned by a deep anger, the mixture smelted together until it was iron hard. He felt pity for her, although she would’ve hated to know that; she’d seen death upon death upon death in Juárez, had been abducted and then forced to flee her country, and had finally been given a new life in Texas and the chance to find happiness, and then that had been ripped away.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “That’s awful.”

She took a napkin and scrubbed her cheek, as if furious with her body for allowing something as weak as tears. “It is what it is,” she said. “I’ve just had some bad luck.”

“How are you getting by? Did you have insurance?”

She laughed bitterly. “Bad things don’t happen to twenty-nine-year-old guys who’ve never been sick a day in their lives—insurance was the last thing on our minds. I spent our savings to get through the first six months; then Aaron’s mom helped when that ran out. I started putting together a case against DeChambeau. Other people found out what I was doing and said they’d had similar things happen to them. I put files together for all of them, and now I’m hoping to hand them over to a lawyer who’ll be able to do something with them. Harley can see there’s something there and said he’d run a group claim for all of us.”

“Harley?”

“Harley Griggs,” she said. “The Griggs in Griggs, Wilson and Kline. He might end up being my boss, too. He says if he takes the case, it’ll only be if I come on board as a paralegal.”

Milton let it all sink in. Caterina’s life had been upended twice in the time since he’d known her, but even though she’d been knocked down, she hadn’t stayed down. She was as tough as anyone he’d ever met.

“What you’re doing is…” He struggled for the right word.

“Crazy?”

“Admirable.”

“Well, you’re very kind,” she said, smiling at his discomfort. “Kind to say that and kind to come and tell me to stop being stupid.”

“I never said you were being stupid.”

“But you thought it.” She waved his protest away. “It’s fine. I need to be more careful, and I wasn’t. I appreciate the reminder. I’d be the most ungrateful bitch ever if I did something stupid and wiped out all the effort you and Mr. Baxter put in on my behalf.”

“Anyway,” Milton said, “that’s it. I just wanted to come down and warn you that you’d been in the paper, that it made it a little more likely that you’ll be found. But I think it’ll be okay. El Patron is dead, and the cartel isn’t the same as it was with him at the top. I just wanted to make sure this was inadvertent, that you weren’t doing something that was going to put a target on your back.”

“And you changed your plans to come and tell me that?”

“You’re kind of on my way. As much as anything can be on the way in a state as big as this.”

The cook came out with their food and drinks on a tray. He put everything down on the table, told them cutlery and condiments were on a table beneath the awning, and went back inside.

It was hot outside, and Milton was thirsty. He finished his Diet Coke and went up to order another couple. When he came back, the ice-chilled bottle necks clutched in his fist, Caterina was much brighter.

“I thought you were going to tell me off for where I decided to settle down,” she said.

“It is a little close to the border.”

“You would’ve gone further north?”

“Montreal, maybe. Alaska.”

She grinned. “I thought about Portland, actually, but then I decided it rains too much, and it probably won’t make much difference where I am. If they want to find me, it won’t matter where I am: they’ll still find me—right?” She took a bite of her burger and changed the subject. “What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Where have you been since Mexico?”

Milton couldn’t possibly tell her everything that he’d done since they had last met. There were things she wouldn’t have believed, things it would have been dangerous for her to know, and, besides, it would’ve taken hours. He settled on a white lie, telling her he’d crossed the border into the USA and that he’d been supporting himself with the food truck ever since.

“I forgot—that’s what you do. You work in kitchens.”

“That’s me,” he said. “Just a cook.”

“What about today, though? What did you think?”

“About the fracking? I don’t know enough to have an opinion.”

“Fracking’s not all bad,” she said. “There are operations where it’s done properly, with consideration for the people nearby, but it’s not like that here. I mean—you know it’s criminal, don’t you, what they’re doing? The more people I talk to, the more I’ve found out. The family in the house next to us, their little boy kept getting sick. Rashes and nosebleeds, then headaches that wouldn’t go away. The doctors couldn’t explain it, but the family were sure it was the water. And they were right. Everyone has a story—livestock dying, gardens that don’t grow like they should, water that comes out of the faucet cloudy and smelling like gasoline.” She leaned forward. “DeChambeau’s been on the edge of town for five years. On paper, it’s safe. But in reality?” She shook her head. “Those chemicals they’re pumping into the ground have to go somewhere, and they usually just leak into the groundwater. People are drinking it, cooking with it, bathing in it. You can set some of the faucets on fire. I’m serious—you can literally hold a lighter to it and watch. I’ve seen it happen.”

“What about the authorities?” he asked, knowing how naïve that sounded.

She snorted. “DeChambeau are all over that. They pay off the right people, make sure the state inspectors never come near the place. Wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve got the sheriff on the payroll.”

“And you’re sure about it all?”

“One hundred per cent. It’s happening. The water’s poisoned, and people are getting sick—right now. Aaron died. Others have died. Others are going to die.” She held his eye. “What are you doing this afternoon?”

He was about to tell her he was going to get back on the road and head west, but something told him to stop. He felt, as he often did, that he was standing at a crossroads: he could accept that he’d done what he’d come here to do, wish Caterina all the best and then get into the truck and leave, head west and do what he’d planned to do; or he could stay for a few hours, perhaps a day, get an idea of what was happening, maybe see if he could help.

He knew himself well enough to recognise his triggers.

He was like Caterina, unable to turn his back on those who needed help.

She did it because of an altruistic spirit.

He did it because he was trying to atone.

“Nothing that can’t wait,” he said. “What do you have in mind?”
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Harley Griggs wound down the window of his Lexus to let the warm air blow inside. There were twenty-four miles between Clearwater Springs and Alpine, following Highway 118 south through the wide, ochre plains and low desert hills. He wasn’t in a rush and could afford to enjoy the drive.

He’d stayed in town all morning. Rosa had prepared affidavits for most of the potential plaintiffs, and he wanted to read them all, to get a feel for the tone of the evidence and look for common threads that he would be able to weave together into the kind of story that a jury would be unable to ignore. He’d told Rosa that she needed to find more plaintiffs before he’d agree to take the case, but, in truth, he’d already made up his mind that she had enough. There were a few matters that he needed to check, and he was going to have to speak to his partners, but he’d decided that he’d take it on.

The road was narrow here, just two lanes, and it was quiet. There was a truck maybe a half mile ahead of him, and as he glanced in the rearview, he saw a white van closing the distance between them.

Griggs’s career hadn’t scaled the heights that he might’ve hoped for forty years ago, when he’d been a student at the University of Texas School of Law in Austin, but he was proud of the body of work he’d put together. He’d made his name early defending refinery workers after a leak outside Beaumont, won a settlement for a ranching family whose land had been poisoned by a ruptured pipeline, and more recently taken on the insurance company who tried to rip off the hurricane victims in Galveston. He’d never chased headlines, but people in his line of work knew his name; Harley Griggs was the kind of lawyer who didn’t mind getting dirty if it meant doing right by the people who’d been steamrolled.

And this case was right up his alley.

He checked the mirror again; the white van was closer. Griggs checked the speedometer: he was doing sixty, and he wasn’t in the mood to go any faster. If the driver of the van was in a rush, the road was quiet, and getting around him would be easy.

He knew his partners would need a little persuasion to take the case. Wilson had been nervous about the financial exposure that they’d be taking on, and Kline had been reluctant on account of the political pressure that’d come from taking on a company as powerful as DeChambeau. Griggs was confident he could assuage those concerns; he’d run the numbers, seen how strong the evidence was, and he knew the potential settlement would eclipse anything the firm had handled in a decade. It would be a fitting end to his career; he would shepherd it through to its conclusion and then retire. A win of this scale would give Kline and Wilson the impetus to carry on without him.

Griggs was confident; they’d need persuading, but they’d see his logic in taking it on.

He heard the sound of an engine.

He looked into the mirror to check on the white van just as it rammed into him from behind.

The car lurched forward, tyres squealing against the asphalt. Coffee spilled from the cup, splashing into the cup holder and across the console. His seatbelt locked tight across his chest as the steering wheel jerked in his hands.

He managed to control the swerve.

He looked in the mirror; the van was accelerating.

The driver was wearing a ski mask.

The van rear-ended him again.

The impact snapped his head backward, the seatbelt biting deep into his shoulder. The car fishtailed before he steadied it again, knuckles white on the wheel.

His pulse hammered, a heavy, uneven thud that seemed to shake through his ribs. A deep, crushing pain bloomed beneath his sternum—not from the impact, but from the inside—radiating up into his jaw and down his left arm.

His breath came short and ragged, sweat breaking cold across his forehead.

The van pulled out, drew alongside, and swerved hard into him. The impact caught the Lexus just behind the front wheel, shoving it sideways off the asphalt. The tyres shrieked as they lost grip, the steering wheel spinning uselessly in Griggs’s hands. Gravel exploded across the windshield as the car bounced off the shoulder, tore through a patch of mesquite, and plunged nose-first into the scrub. It bounced and bumped over the terrain for fifty yards before coming to rest.

Griggs reached for his heart, fingers clawing at his shirt as if he could dig the pain out. The world went white around the edges, his vision collapsing into narrow tunnels of light. Sound fell away—the useless whine of the engine, the hiss of a punctured tyre—until all that was left was the thunder in his chest and the faint taste of metal on his tongue.

Everything tilted, the scrub and the sky trading places in a grey-tinged blur.
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They got in Caterina’s car, and she took the county road south, the landscape flattening into a patchwork of dusty lots and tired single-wides. They pulled up outside a squat bungalow with a corrugated tin roof and a yard fenced in with chain-link. A pair of battered plastic chairs sat under the narrow strip of shade cast by the porch, and a child’s tricycle lay on its side in the dirt. Out past the fence line, a pumpjack worked against the horizon, up and down and up and down, on and on.

“So,” Caterina said as she unbuckled her seat belt, “the mom is Veronica, and the child is Hunter. Husband walked out—she’s raising him on her own. What you’ll see inside… well, she’s doing her best.”

“And what’s wrong with him?”

“Acute lymphoblastic leukaemia.”

“The same as…”

“As my husband? Very similar.”

They stepped out of the car and walked up the path. Caterina knocked, and the door opened a moment later to reveal a woman in her late thirties with pale, tired eyes and hair pulled back in a ponytail. She wore a faded T-shirt and jeans, the knees gone white from wear, and had the thin, drawn look of someone who’d been living on coffee and worry for too long.

Caterina took her hand. “Hey, Veronica.”

“Rosa.”

“How are you doing?”

“Oh,” Veronica said, managing a small smile, “you know—as well as I can. Did you go to the protest?”

“We did.”

“How was it?”

“Bigger than last time. Maybe three hundred. The company won’t be able to ignore it for much longer.”

“That’d be something.”

Her shoulders were slumped, and there were dark circles around her eyes; she looked exhausted.

Caterina gestured to Milton. “This is my friend John. Do you mind if he comes in while we chat?”

“Course not,” Veronica said. She found a smile and put out her hand. “I’m Veronica McDonald.”

“John Smith,” Milton said, taking her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise.” She stepped back. “You’ll have to excuse the mess. I haven’t had time to tidy up since yesterday.”

Caterina and Milton went inside. The house was small, two rooms deep, the air faintly scented with disinfectant and something medicinal. Veronica led them into the living room: a recliner faced an old television; a small table was crowded with prescription bottles, a blood pressure monitor and a half-empty box of surgical masks; an IV stand stood in the corner, a coil of tubing draped neatly over its arm; a blanket in bright superhero colours was folded across the back of the recliner.

The TV was on, and a child was sitting on the sofa, a PlayStation controller clutched in both hands.

“Put that away, Hunter,” Veronica told him. “Rosa and her friend are here.”

The child put the controller down.

“Hey, Hunter,” Caterina said. “How are you doing?”

“Good,” the boy said.

Milton looked at him. He was small for his age, his limbs thin and birdlike beneath the sleeves of a Transformers T-shirt. His skin was pale with a faint waxy cast, and dark smudges hung beneath his eyes. A knitted cap covered his bare scalp, but a few wisps of fine hair curled out from beneath it. His smile was quick but tired, as if even that small effort was difficult.

“Hunter went to see the doctor yesterday,” Veronica said.

“She said I was doing good. I don’t have to go back for another month.”

“He had another round of chemo.”

“It makes my hair fall out,” Hunter said, pointing to his head. “They said I could wear this cap that was really cold, but I didn’t like it.”

“And the doctor told you your hair will grow back,” Veronica said.

The boy looked at Milton. “What’s your name?”

Milton smiled. “John.”

He pointed to the game on the TV. “Wanna play?”

Veronica shook her head. “John’s too busy for that, sweetheart.”

“It’s okay,” Milton said. “I expect the two of you have things to talk about. I can play with Hunter while you do that if you like?”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course.” He turned to the boy. “You’ll have to show me what to do.”

“No problem,” he said, getting off the sofa to collect a second controller.

“At least let me get you a drink,” Veronica said. “Coffee?”

“Thank you. Black, no sugar.”

Veronica and Caterina left the living room so they could talk in the kitchen.

“Right, then,” Milton said. “What game are we playing?”

“Fortnite,” Hunter said. “Have you played it before?”

“I haven’t,” he said. “And I think I’m probably going to be very bad.”
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Walt Dillon pulled into the parking lot of the gym, reversing the van into the space behind Harlan’s RV. He got out and inspected the damage: there was a long scuff mark across the front bumper where the paint had been scraped down to the primer, and another along the passenger-side panel, streaked with a faint trace of silver from the Lexus. The headlight casing on one side was cracked. The van had already been dinged and dented in the years that Dillon had used it to ferry equipment from show to show, but he wondered if now might be the time to replace it. The new contract to bring the Hell Riders back was going to be lucrative, and there’d be more than enough money to buy something new.

He went to the RV and knocked on the door.

There was a grumble from inside.

“Harlan,” he shouted. “It’s me.”

Harlan sounded groggy. “Leave me alone.”

He’d lived in the RV ever since his third wife had kicked him out. He kept it parked behind the gym most nights, plugged into a power outlet he’d rigged himself; the interior was cluttered with empty beer cans and fast-food wrappers. It was a large model—thirty feet from front to back—but Harlan was huge; Dillon found the sight of him lumbering around inside it both funny and pathetic.

Dillon knocked again. “Wake up, you lazy bastard.”

There was a pause, a muttered curse, then the sound of Harlan’s heavy footsteps as he made his way to the door. He opened it and blinked out into the afternoon sunlight. He looked bad: eyes bloodshot and puffy, skin slick with sweat, a grey tinge under the tan. His hair was flattened on one side, and the sour smell of whisky clung to him like smoke.

“This’d better be good.”

“You’ll never believe what just happened.”

He sighed and rubbed his eyes. “What?”

“Gunnar asked me to give the lawyer a fright.”

“Which lawyer? What are you on about?”

“Harley Griggs, old guy from Alpine. You were there when he told us, man. Gunnar thinks he was about to take the case.”

“So what?”

“I followed him out of town and rear-ended him.”

“You scared him, then. Well done, Walt. Good job. Can I go back to bed now? I have a⁠—”

“I only tapped him, but he went off the road and crashed.”

“Please tell me you didn’t go back and check.”

“Of course I didn’t. You know George Pickett, trained here last year, works in the hospital in Alpine?”

Harlan nodded. “Couldn’t take a bump. I remember.”

“I called him to see if Griggs was taken to the ER, and, man, it’s the weirdest fucking thing—George says Griggs died in the ambulance, but not from the crash. Heart attack. Can you believe that? What a coincidence.”

“It’s probably not a coincidence, though, is it. You rear-ended him, Walt. You scared him; he had a heart attack—one thing was probably caused by the other.”

“Might’ve been. Who knows… who cares. Gunnar’s gonna be happy either way.”

“No witnesses?”

“No one else on the road,” he said.

Harlan pointed at the scrape on the side of the van. “What about that?”

“I know—maybe it’s time to take it to the breaker’s yard, sell it for scrap, buy something new with the money we’re getting.”

“Ask DeChambeau,” Harlan said. “Sounds like they owe you.”

He laughed. “Yeah. Maybe I will.”

Harlan rubbed his eyes. “Is that it?”

“That’s it.”

“I’m going back to bed.”

Harlan closed the door, his footsteps thudding across the floor and then the mattress creaking as he lowered his weight onto it. Dillon stroked his chin as he looked at the van and wondered; he’d speak to Gunnar, tell him he was going to need a little extra on account of the damage that’d been done, and that they needed to get rid of the van now, just to be safe.

He’d call him.

He turned, saw Tyler’s car in the lot, and remembered: he needed to speak to him, too.
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Dillon’s gym was where Tyler had first come to learn about wrestling. He hadn’t walked in with any kind of pedigree or even a recommendation from someone who might vouch for him; all he had was the stubborn conviction that this was what he was supposed to do.

He’d grown up watching VHS tapes of the big matches because his parents didn’t have enough money to afford cable. He remembered the grainy recordings, worn thin from being played again and again until the sound warped and the colours bled. Where other kids saw the spectacle, Tyler saw possibility. He studied every move, every transition, until he knew the mechanics of a suplex or a dropkick the way other kids knew how to throw a ball.

He got older and scraped together gas money to drive hours to indie shows, hanging around after the crowds had gone home, waiting for a chance to ask the wrestlers questions. Most brushed him off. A few told him straight: if he wanted in, he’d need to learn to take punishment, over and over, until he either broke or proved he wouldn’t.

And then he met Dillon. He saw how big Tyler was, how fast he could move, and said he might have a shot. He told him about his gym, and Tyler visited the next day. What he found wasn’t inspirational: no shiny equipment or trainers with résumés. Just Dillon and Harlan and a couple of guys who’d been on the road with them in the nineties, old bruisers with busted knees and cauliflower ears, running drills for whoever showed up.

They taught him the basics the hard way, and he took it all: the chops that left his chest raw; the bumps on concrete when the mat was already packed; the endless hours of running the ropes until his back was welted. He slept in his car when he couldn’t afford a room, ate fast food, and worked part-time shifts unloading trucks to keep himself fed. What he lacked in finesse, he made up in resilience. He learned to embrace pain as currency: every bruise and every scar was a down payment on the life he wanted.

Tyler pushed the door and went inside. He saw a couple of guys he vaguely remembered working in the ring. He changed into a workout shirt and shorts and went over to the bench. He put two hundred pounds on the barbell and slid underneath it, spacing his hands on the bar and pressing it off the rack. He didn’t need a spotter for two hundred and pumped out twenty reps and then, after a quick pause, another twenty.

“Hey.”

He looked up: Dillon was standing over him.

“How you doing after last night?”

Tyler put the barbell back on the rack. “I’m good.”

“The offer from the WWE’s still on the table. Just checking you still want in?”

“Come on, man. You know I do.”

“All right. I’ll make the arrangements. They’ll have a contract for you to sign, but I can take care of that if you want.”

“Sure. Thanks.”

He paused, his eyes narrowing, and Tyler knew what was coming next. “That thing I mentioned?”

“The extra work?”

Dillon nodded. “It needs to be done tonight—late. Eleven, maybe twelve.”

“What is it?”

“Tell you later. Drive up to Clearwater Springs. I’ll pick you up at Joey’s Bar.”
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Milton and Hunter played together for forty minutes. Milton had never been the most paternal man, the closest he’d ever been to being a father was when he’d been told that a past girlfriend had had a child, but that’d been a trick engineered by a man who wanted revenge for past suffering at Milton’s hand. His career in the Regiment and then the Group had necessitated almost constant travel, and although there’d been plenty of women along the way, he’d never had a relationship long enough that children would’ve been a consideration, and now that he was out, he wasn’t interested in settling down in one place. His kind of life made the thought of family moot, and it would’ve been cruel to expose others—especially children—to the risks that followed him around.

He lacked the confidence to interact easily with Hunter, but the boy did all of the work and took charge from the moment he handed over the second controller. He moved through the menus with the ease of long practice, his hands a blur over the buttons as he showed Milton what did what. Milton tried to follow the instructions—thumbs on the sticks, keep moving, switch weapons, build cover—but he was as dreadful as he’d expected. His character stumbled into walls, spun in useless circles, and often died without him ever seeing where the danger had come from.

Hunter found it amusing but was patient. He demonstrated how to throw up walls and ramps in seconds and how to grab loot before anyone else could. Milton did his best to keep up, but Hunter outpaced him from the start. In match after match, the boy carried them to victory or hunted him down with a kind of gleeful precision, the screen filling with the bright chaos of the game while Milton tried—and failed—to land attacks of his own.

“See,” he said after being sniped from long distance. “Told you—I’m useless.”

“It’s just practice.”

“Do you play a lot?”

“Yeah. I have to stay inside most of the time. They don’t want me to get sick. The stuff they give me—it’s mostly good, but it does bad stuff, too. Like my hair all falling out.”

“I understand.”

“I got sick from the water.”

“That’s what Rosa told me.”

“Sometimes it comes out of the faucet a weird colour. We drink out of bottles now, but Mom says that’s expensive.”

“It is.”

“How about you?”

“What about me?”

“You live here?”

“No. I’m just visiting Rosa. I’m leaving tomorrow.”

“Do you have to?”

“I’m afraid so. I need to get to Albuquerque.”

The boy brushed over that, his disappointment disappearing as quickly as it had arrived. “Want another game?”

“You want to beat me again?”

The boy grinned. “I’ll give you a chance this time.”
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They played for another half an hour. Caterina put her head around the door to make sure Milton was okay, but he gave a thumbs up and a smile, and she went back to the kitchen to continue her conversation with Veronica. Hunter persuaded Milton to play again, and after the tenth consecutive thrashing—and with no suggestion Milton was going to be any more competitive if they played another hundred times—the boy finally relented and spared him further torment.

“Thank you,” he said. “Did you have fun?”

“I did,” Milton said. “You’re much better than me. I hope it wasn’t too frustrating for you.”

“I loved it. Are you sure you have to leave tomorrow?”

“I do, but maybe I could come and see you if I’m in town again?”

“Yes, please.”

Caterina gathered her things, and after they had both said goodbye to Veronica and Hunter, she led the way back to her car.

“He’s a sweet boy,” Milton said.

“And very sick. Veronica won’t say, but the impression I get is that the doctors don’t think his prognosis is good.”

“And you’re saying it’s caused by what DeChambeau is doing?”

“No question about it.”

“They’ll deny it.”

“Of course they will.” She put the car into gear and pulled out. “I just have to prove they’re wrong and we’re right.”

“I wish I could help,” Milton said.

“You can’t. This kind of thing? Suing a company like them, with their money? It’s a long slog. But that’s all we’ve got.”

Clearwater Springs appeared on the horizon, through the smoggy haze that rose off the sand. Caterina drove through town to the courthouse and pulled over.

She looked over at him. “What are you going to do now? You said you were going to…”

“Albuquerque,” he said. “It’s too late now, though. I’ll stay over and leave in the morning.”

“No plans for tonight?”

“No.”

“So let me show you something else. Something nicer. Have you got warmer clothes than that?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Can you drive over to mine tonight?”

“Sure—where are you?”

She gave him her address.

“What time?”

“Eight?”

“I’ll be there. What do you have in mind?”

“Fun,” she said. “I’ll leave it as a surprise.”
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Isaac Roth took his tape measure and took the measurements he needed to adjust the tuxedo that his customer had ordered. The man was the husband of an English author who was in New York for a conference. He’d explained that there was an awards dinner and that his wife had been tipped off that she was going to win an award. The news had come as a surprise to them both, he said, with faked humility; the award was so unlikely they hadn’t got tickets for the ceremony, and they hadn’t packed appropriate clothing.

“So,” Roth said, “what kind of books does your wife write?”

“Crime,” the man said. “Kind of an Agatha Christie vibe.”

“Anything I might’ve read?”

The man gave Roth his wife’s name, and Roth said, with a broad smile, that he hadn’t just heard of her, his own wife was a big fan. The man beamed at that, and Roth let him carry on and wax lyrical about her books and how proud he was of the success that she’d achieved. Roth’s enthusiasm was as much of an act as the man’s modesty; he’d very quickly researched the wife while the man was in the bathroom and had memorised the details he could drop into the conversation in the event he needed to prove he really had heard of her and wasn’t just blowing smoke. She’d been an accountant, had self-published her first book and, after selling several million copies, had gone on to a big deal with one of London’s most significant imprints. The man kept talking, going on and on with praise for his wife that might have been charming were it not for the fact that he had a superciliousness about him that Roth found unpleasant. Roth made all the right noises but was pleased when he’d noted down the final measurement and stood, looping the tape back around his neck.

“Thank you,” he said. “I’ve got what I need.”

“And you’re sure you can get it for me in time for Friday?”

“Of course,” he said. “I’ll have the adjustments made tomorrow, and you can come and pick it up any time after that.”

The man thanked him, said he’d bring a signed copy of his wife’s latest as a way of saying thanks for the efficient turnaround—Roth said that would be wonderful—and departed.

Roth took him to the door and followed him out onto the street, watching him head in the direction of Tribeca Park.

He took out a cigarette and smoked it while he watched the evening traffic go by. His shop was on West Broadway, in a part of the city that Roth loved. It was in a narrow three-storey building painted in a muted sage green that made it stand out against the brick and stone façades of its neighbours. At street level, the front was dominated by a wide window dressed with heavy red curtains, the fabric glowing warmly in the late afternoon sun and giving the interior an air of theatre. A small display table sat just behind the glass, laid with tailoring curiosities: an antique mirror, bolts of fabric, a mannequin torso half-draped in a jacket.

Roth finished his cigarette, ground it out and flicked it into the gutter. He went back inside, shut the door and locked it. He’d worked out of the shop for ten years, ever since he’d returned from his training in Savile Row. His apprenticeship in London had been his turning point. He’d been barely twenty, restless and ambitious, when he left New York to study at Davies & Son. The work had been brutal at first: twelve-hour days spent sweeping the shop floor, fetching coffee, hand-pressing seams until his fingers blistered. The old cutter barked at him constantly, insisting that he start again when a stitch was crooked or a hemline even a fraction off. Roth endured it because he understood that mastery lay in repetition. He didn’t just learn how to measure and cut cloth, he absorbed the theatre of it: the way a tailor’s manner could reassure a nervous groom or flatter a self-conscious banker. They didn’t just make suits on Savile Row; they built armour for men who needed to project confidence. Roth never forgot it.

He stayed in London another five years after his apprenticeship, working quietly for the sort of clients whose names could never appear in print: oil sheikhs, cabinet ministers, intelligence men who claimed to be civil servants and paid in cash. They liked Roth because he asked no questions and because he was precise.

He hung the tape back on its hook, loosened his suspenders, and poured himself a small measure of whisky. He went to the laptop he used for his second business, opened it, and woke the screen with the tap of a key. The machine was stripped of anything personal—no email, no banking, no photographs—just a simple device configured for one purpose. He plugged in a thumb drive from the locked drawer beneath his counter, the only way the machine would connect to the outside world. A command-line prompt appeared, and he typed a string of characters from memory, launching the encrypted tunnel that burrowed into the dark web. The device bounced him from relay servers in Estonia to another two in South America, then finally made a hop through a hijacked medical archive in Boston. Each stage took a few seconds longer than the last, but Roth had the patience of a man who lived by precision.

He navigated to a forum he had used for years, one that looked, to any outsider, like a quiet corner of the web where rabbis and lay scholars argued about the fine points of commentary and translation—the Talmud, Haftorah portions, the weekly parashah—outwardly pious, everything apparently innocent.

He scrolled until he found what he’d noticed when he’d logged on yesterday: a post made the previous afternoon, buried in a long thread about Parashat Shoftim.

In considering Deuteronomy 16:20 alongside Exodus 21:24, I am reminded that Leviticus 19:18 frames it perfectly.

Anyone else would see nothing more than a scholar’s exegesis, but Roth saw the code.

He took a sip of the whisky, then opened a new browser window and entered a memorised address: a long string of random characters that resolved into a nondescript landing page. No branding, no navigation, just a single input field in the centre of the screen. He typed the numbers—162021241918—replacing the colons with dots, as always, and hit return.

The page blinked once, then loaded a dashboard. A timer appeared in the corner, counting down from 00:09:59: the window he had to retrieve the data before it purged itself. Beneath it, a list of files populated one by one: small, anonymised containers with Hebrew labels that only someone trained to read the embedded cipher would understand. Roth scrolled until he reached the one marked Shoftim_48-9, clicked it, and the download began—an encrypted payload no larger than a few megabytes.

Roth ejected the drive and returned it to the locked drawer. By the time the countdown reached zero, the page had already gone dark, the browser wiping its cache and leaving behind nothing but the reflection of his face in the glass.
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The hotel wasn’t busy, and Milton had no trouble adding a further night to his stay. He showered and, acting on Caterina’s advice, took out a thicker shirt and fleece from his pack, putting both on in preparation for a cooler night. He had an hour to kill and spent it reading before locking up and going over to the truck. He was pleased to see it start the first time; it had been reliable since he’d had it fixed, and it was beginning to look like the bargain he’d hoped for when he had purchased it from Sadie Roper.

He checked the address that Caterina had given him and set off.
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He drove through downtown Clearwater Springs and continued south and then west, heading into a quieter residential area. It was wide open here, with modest houses set back on large lots. Caterina’s property was back from the road, reached by a narrow curve of driveway that cut through a patch of pale, sun-bleached grass. It was a two-storey place with a shallow porch running the length of the front, shaded by a pair of tired-looking trees. A low outbuilding sagged a little at the roofline, its paint flaking in the heat.

The house was unprepossessing, and his attention shifted quickly from it to what he saw on the other side of the road. The view was a reminder of what Caterina was up against: beyond a strip of scrub grass and behind a wire fence was a pumpjack. It worked in slow, mechanical rhythm, its head dipping and rising over and over again. Milton opened the door of the truck and smelled the chemical tang.

Caterina must’ve been waiting, because she opened the door and jogged down the drive to meet him. She’d dressed in warm clothes: a thick fleece-lined jacket in a dark olive green, zipped high against the breeze, with a chunky knitted scarf looped around her neck. Her jeans were tucked into sturdy hiking boots scuffed from use, and she wore woollen gloves with the fingers cut away. A knitted beanie covered her ears, stray strands of hair escaping at her temples.

She saw that Milton was looking at the pumpjack. “Scenic, isn’t it?”

“That’s one word to describe it.”

“I wasn’t here then, but the guy who owned the house before us sold that land to an oil company, and they put that in. It runs most of the time.”

“Doesn’t distract you?”

“You get used to it—that’s what they’re counting on. It’s like the story of the frog in the boiling water. You get used to that, then you get used to what comes after, then you get used to what comes after that… before you know it, whatever they’re doing to get the oil and gas out has turned the water brown, and then you get used to that, too. At least that’s what they’d like to happen.”

She looked at what he was wearing and cocked an eyebrow.

“What?” he said.

“I said to dress warm.”

“This is my cold-weather wardrobe.”

She winced.

“What?”

“I forgot,” she said. “You travel light.”

“One bag.”

“Hold on.”

She went back into the house and returned with a heavy shearling-lined ranch coat. It was dark brown canvas, weathered at the seams and elbows, with a cream fleece collar and a quilted lining that made it bulkier than it looked.

“It was Aaron’s.”

Milton put it on.

“Suits you,” she said.

“Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

“We’ll take my car,” she said, pointing to the old Focus standing at the head of the drive. “Come on—you’ll see.”
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Tyler drove into Clearwater Springs, showered at the truck stop on the edge of town—the kind with coin-operated stalls, plastic flip-flops for sale behind the counter, and the permanent stink of disinfectant—and then headed back toward Main Street. He grabbed a burger and fries in Joey’s and took his time with it, killing the hour until his meeting with Dillon.

He was tired. He’d worked out at the gym for three hours, mixing cardio with work on his shoulders and back, then got in the ring to run the ropes. He started with the basics: hitting each side clean, keeping his steps tight, turning on the ropes with his forearm instead of his hands, building rhythm until the slap of his boots against the canvas matched the hiss of his breath. He dropped down, popped back up, hit the ropes again. Then again. Then again. He went into bumps: flat-back falls until his shoulders and spine rattled against the boards, then snap bumps, tucking low and landing sharp, learning to make the noise carry without taking the full hurt. He strung it together: lock-up into headlock, shoot to the ropes, shoulder tackle, drop down, leapfrog, arm drag.

Again.

Again.

Again.

He would’ve preferred to have gone home. His mom was working the night shift, and he needed to be back to take over from her. He’d called her and said that Dillon needed him, and he was sorry he was going to be late; she hadn’t complained—never did. Said she’d call work and say she’d been delayed, and for him to get back as soon as he’d finished doing whatever it was Dillon wanted him to do.

Dillon.

Jesus.

Tyler had wanted to say he was busy, that he couldn’t help him tonight, but he knew that’d be a bad call. He’d already annoyed him last week when he’d said he couldn’t work late on account of the fact that he had to look after his brother, and Tyler knew he was pissed. Tyler also knew that if he kept annoying Dillon, then there’d come a point when he’d fire him and find someone else to be his muscle. Tyler didn’t like Dillon, and he didn’t like the work that Dillon gave him, but the money was really good and—what with how things were with his brother and the cost of his healthcare—he wasn’t in a position to turn the jobs down.

And there was the wrestling on top of it all.

It was tough to cut Dillon out of his life.

His phone rang: it was him.

“I’m outside. Get out here. We got shit to do.”
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Dillon was in the white Econoline at the kerb.

Tyler got inside. “Hey.”

Dillon nodded, put the van into drive and pulled out.

“So,” Tyler said, “what are we doing?”

He pointed down to the bag on the seat next to him. “Open it.”

Tyler put it on his lap, opened it and took out a black woollen ski mask.

“What’s this for?”

“A little bit of breaking and entering.” Dillon grinned.

Tyler’s stomach fell. “What?”

“Won’t take no time at all. And don’t be a girl about it—we’re just gonna make a mess.”

“I’m sorry, man—I don’t get it.”

“There’s someone who’s been causing trouble for the company. I spoke to the boss, and he’d very much like them to know that if they keep on causing trouble, then there might end up being things that happen that they won’t like.”

“We’re not hurting anyone, though?”

Dillon glanced over at him, a vulpine grin on his lips. “What’s up? You ain’t a pussy, are you? Please don’t tell me you’re a pussy.”

“Shit, Walt. You know I’m not. But I didn’t sign up for none of this.”

“Relax. We ain’t gonna hurt anyone, least not tonight.”

“What does that mean?”

“Look,” he said, slow and plain, “down the road we might have to get a little rough with somebody. You saying that’s gonna be a problem for you? Because if it is, best tell me now so I can go find someone who’ll do what I ask. But I’ll be straight with you—you let me down and I have to go do that myself, don’t expect the money for your brother to keep coming. And you can forget about the Hell Riders. Because that ain’t gonna happen. You ain’t the only big dude I know.”

But I’m the only one desperate enough to put up with your shit.

Tyler felt trapped. Losing the chance to wrestle would be a blow, but he’d swallow that; losing the money for his brother was something else, something he couldn’t risk.

“I’m not saying that,” he managed, feeling awful as he did.

“That’s good,” Walt said sarcastically. “That’s a real weight off. And anyway—there ain’t gonna be none of any unpleasantness tonight. We’re delivering a message—that’s all. And the sooner we get it done, sooner I can get back to the gym and tie one on.”
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Caterina drove them out of Clearwater Springs along Highway 118, climbing up into the Davis Mountains. The town fell away quickly, its low roofs and quiet streets giving over to long sweeps of open country, the road curling upward through juniper and oak. The air thinned and cooled as they gained height, and the horizon stretched wider with every mile. Ahead, the white domes of the McDonald Observatory glimmered against the darkening ridgeline, perched like sentinels above the desert.

Caterina said little as she drove, her eyes on the winding tarmac, but Milton could feel the change in her mood—lighter, almost hopeful—as if the promise of the night sky might lift some of the weight she carried.

She told him to put on some music; he took out his phone, connected it to the car’s stereo, and thumbed through his playlists.

“Something that you like,” she said.

“I like weird stuff.”

“Broaden my horizons.”

Fair enough, he thought, scrolling down to the Manchester playlist that he’d been listening to in the truck during his drive through Texas. He skipped the obvious cuts—The Stone Roses, The Happy Mondays—and settled for A Guy Called Gerald.

“What’s this?”

“‘Voodoo Ray.’”

She listened for a moment: a looping synth line, the kick drum pulsing steadily underneath it, everything deep and hypnotic. A female voice cut in and out, chopped into fragments—half words, ghostly syllables—like a chant drifting through smoke.

“What do you think?”

“It’s… interesting.”

“There’s a city back home—Manchester. I think you can make a reasonably compelling case that it was the centre of the world when it came to music for about six months around 1988 and 1989.”

“Based on this evidence?”

“Give it a chance.”

She grinned. “1988 and 1989, you say? How old are you?”

“This was in my late teens,” he said, feigning pique. “I’ll leave it at that.”

They continued upwards, eventually reaching the parking lot of the observatory. The domes sat white and silent against the mountains, rising like giant pearls from the ridgeline. The lot was busier than Milton had expected: families, couples, a few solitary figures with cameras slung across their shoulders. The air was cool, carrying the scent of pine, and crisp enough that Milton drew in a long breath just to clear the road’s dust from his lungs.

The stars came out in layers. First a handful, then a scatter, then whole rivers of them, the Milky Way stretching in a pale arch overhead. The dark was so complete that Milton could almost imagine they’d left the world behind, standing at the edge of something vast and unknowable.

“What are you like with astronomy?” Caterina asked.

“I know which star to follow if I want to go north. That’s about it.”

She pointed. “That’s Andromeda. Closest spiral galaxy to our own—two and a half million light years away. And there—that’s Orion’s Belt. You can see the nebula if you look just below it. They used to think it was the place where stars are born.”

She moved her hand across the sky, tracing constellations, naming them one by one. Milton listened more than he looked. The stars were impressive enough, but the sound of her voice, light with wonder, was what held him. He noticed the way she leaned a little closer as she gestured, the gentle pressure of her shoulder brushing his arm. He could smell her perfume—something faint and floral—under the sharper scent of mountain air. He said nothing, only tilted his head back with hers to watch the sky. For a moment, it was just the stars and Caterina beside him and an unspoken awareness between them that neither of them quite wanted to acknowledge.

“Reminds me of something from before,” he said, “after I left you with Beau. I walked across the border at Big Bend. I remember looking up into the sky, and it was like this—like you could fall into it and never stop. Just stars on top of stars.”

“Makes you feel insignificant.”

“And alone. Like I was the only man in the world.”

“That reminds me,” she said. “About what happened in Mexico. There’s something I wanted to talk to you about that. Those people who attacked the mansion—who were they?”

Milton picked his words carefully. Caterina had been held at the cartel mansion, and Milton and Beau had broken out with her after they, too, had been captured. The Group had tracked him there, and he’d stayed behind to hold them off while Beau got the girl away.

“They worked for the people I used to work for.”

“You said you were a soldier; then you said you did something else.”

“Mmm.”

“You said you’d killed people.”

He paused. “I can’t tell you much more than that. Let’s say I was a problem solver for the government. They didn’t like it when I said I didn’t want to work for them anymore, and those people were sent to bring me back.”

“But they didn’t.”

“No.”

“How’d you get away from them?”

“The policeman helped me,” he said.

“Plato?”

Milton nodded. “He gave me a chance, and I took it.”

“But that wasn’t it, was it? You stayed in Mexico afterwards.”

He knew what she was edging towards. “There was something I wanted to do first.”

“I read about it—El Patron was shot not long after Beau got me over the border. That was you?”

Milton held her eye. “Doesn’t matter who it was. It was deserved.”

She let that settle. “You didn’t tell me much about yourself, but I remember the little pieces. You said your parents died when you were young, and there were no brothers or sisters. No family left.”

“That’s right.”

“You were married once, but she left you. And after that—nobody. No wife, no girlfriend, just you, always on your own.”

“Always moving. I probably told you that was the way I preferred it.”

“You did.”

He smiled. “Still is.”

She paused again, as if weighing the words she meant to speak. “I never thanked you for what you did. There wasn’t time for anything like that.”

“And you don’t have to. I’m just glad you got out.”

She eyed him for a beat longer than he was comfortable with. “The coat suits you.”

Milton glanced down at it. The brass buttons were dulled with age, and the pockets sagged from years of use. It smelled faintly of cedar and woodsmoke, as though it had been hung in the back of a closet with old camp gear.

“I’m sorry about your husband,” he said.

“Yeah,” she said. “He was a good man. You would’ve liked him.”
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Tyler settled in beside Dillon and wondered what would happen if he got out at the next stop sign and headed home. He knew one thing for sure: that’d be the end of the work and the money, and there’d be a panic as he and his mom scrambled around to try to find enough cash to keep paying for his brother’s treatment.

Tyler was annoyed for finding himself trapped like this, but at the same time, he didn’t know what else he could do. He’d known Dillon was a bad guy—he’d done time for assault in Huntsville if what he’d heard was true—but so far at least, the stuff Tyler had done for DeChambeau had been easy. Working security at the site had been straightforward. The protestors were noisy and angry, but they hadn’t done anything to suggest they might try to get in through the fence and actually cause damage. Tyler knew he’d be expected to throw them out if that happened, and, most likely, break a bone or two in the process.

Fine. He could live with that.

It was this kind of off-the-books activity that had Tyler concerned. Dillon had mentioned there would be jobs like this—‘unofficial,’ he’d said, ‘deniable,’ like he worked for the CIA or some shit—but this was the first time he’d said there was something he was going to actually do. Tyler wasn’t naïve: breaking and entering was a crime. It was the kind of thing that’d get him in trouble, even assuming the company was able to pull strings with the sheriff in the event they got caught.

“We’re here,” Dillon said.

He touched the brakes, pulled over and stopped.

Tyler looked over at the house: it was the kind of place that had once been cared for but now carried the tired, sunburnt look of everything in this part of Texas. It was quiet, though, with a lot of space between it and its neighbour. At least they wouldn’t be seen.

“Come on.”

“We just turn it over?”

“I’m looking for something, too. You know the Mexican bitch who’s been giving us trouble? This is her place. The boss thinks she’s been passed confidential information by someone who works for the company. Good chance there’ll be stuff inside, so I’m gonna look for it. We go in through the back; you make a mess while I’m looking for it; then we go. In and out in fifteen minutes. Simple as that.”

“And no one’s in?”

He pointed to the dark windows. “You see anyone?”

“What if they’re asleep?”

“Chill. No one’s in.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out his ski mask. He put it on and indicated that Tyler should do the same.

“Shit, Walt. We really need these? Why do I think you’re not telling me everything?”

“They’re not there, but if they are, or if they come back, we don’t want them being able to ID us, do we? Put it on.”

Tyler unrolled the mask over his head, it stank of old sweat, and the fibres scratched against his skin.

They got out and walked up the drive and around to the back of the house. Tyler looked in through the windows and couldn’t see anything to make him think the house might be occupied; the kitchen and dining room, then a corridor at the side, then a living space at the back—none of them lit and no sign anyone was there.

There was a screen door at the back. Dillon didn’t waste time with finesse. He drew a flathead screwdriver from his pocket, wedged it into the latch, and twisted until the cheap metal tore free with a sharp crack. He pushed through to the heavier door behind it, set the screwdriver against the deadbolt, and drove it in with the heel of his hand. The frame splintered with a dry pop, paint and plaster flaking away as the lock plate tore loose from the wood. He leaned his shoulder into it and forced the door the rest of the way, the edge cracking along the grain. A warm draught met him from inside, stirring the curtain as he stepped through.

He glanced back at Tyler, his eyes suggesting a grin that was hidden behind the mask. “See? Easy.”
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Caterina drove them back to her house so Milton could collect the truck. He looked out of the windscreen: stars were scattered across the night sky like gemstones, and the inky horizon was broken by points of fire as, out past the flats, derricks burned off excess gas in tall, narrow flares. The light wavered and danced, turning the occasional low cloud into shifting orange bruises.

She looked over at him. “Do you still speak to Mr. Baxter?”

“Beau?” Milton shook his head. “No, I’m afraid not. Beau’s dead.”

It brought her up short. “Dead? How?”

“He was shot by a cartel hitman.”

“When was this?”

“A while ago. The man came after him in Las Vegas.”

“Shit—that’s awful.” She paused as she processed what that might mean for her. “That’s why you’re worried about me.”

“No,” he said, realising the connection she’d made. “It’s not that. It wasn’t La Frontera. It had nothing to do with them—it was something else.”

“Was he caught?”

“The man who shot him?” Milton said. “Not by the police.”

She was going to ask what he meant, then realised. “Oh.”

Milton was about to add that he and Chase Baxter and Alex Hicks had found the sicario and then kept going on up the food chain to see how high they could get, and that, as it turned out, they could get very high, but Caterina had been a journalist with a ferocious interest in the cartels, and, although he trusted her, there wasn’t any sense in tempting fate with something as juicy as that. No point in giving her a reason to get back into that particular game with all the risk that’d entail; she had enough on her plate, anyway.

“That’s sad,” she said. “I liked him.”

“So did I. He was a good man.”

They were silent for the rest of the drive, and, as they reached the foot of the mountains and the highway back into Clearwater Springs, Caterina turned on the radio and picked a station playing norteña music.

“This is more like it.”

The mood lifted as they rolled into town.

Caterina turned into her street.

“It was good to see you again,” Milton said.

“And you. And thanks for not coming down too hard on me about being in the paper.”

Milton smiled. “Once was enough. Message delivered.”

She pulled up behind his truck. “And received loud and clear.”

“But you’re not going to stop.”

“Fighting DeChambeau?” She looked at the pumpjack. “No—I’m not. I can’t. I’ll just make sure I keep a lower profile. It’ll be easier for me to do that if I can persuade Griggs to take the case.”

There was an awkward pause, and Milton thought she was going to invite him in. There was a spark between them that hadn’t been there before, but Milton had decided at the observatory that he wasn’t going to kindle it. He’d told himself there were plenty of reasons why it was best to leave things as they were, but as they sat in the car, he knew he was being patronising; Caterina was plenty old enough to be making decisions for herself without him deciding on her behalf. For his part, though, he didn’t think it wise. He’d risked his life getting her over the border so she could be safe; getting entangled with him wouldn’t do her any favours at all.

She looked over at him. “This is it, then?”

“Looks like it.”

“What’s the plan?”

“I’ll hit the road early tomorrow. I ought to be able to get to Albuquerque by the end of the day; then I’ve got a pitch at the New Mexico State Fair.”

She reached for his hand, and Milton felt his will start to crumble. Their fingers touched, but then her expression changed: from amusement to anticipation to confusion.

He frowned. “What?”

“Shit.” She pointed. “Look.”

Milton followed her point. All of the windows had been dark, but now the one on the right-hand side of the ground floor, beneath the porch, had come on. He squinted. The house was a fair distance away from the road, but he thought he saw a shadow move from left to right.

Caterina blanched. “You don’t think…?”

“The cartel?” Milton gritted his teeth. “No. That article only came out this week, unless it’s not the first time you’ve been in the papers… It is the first time, isn’t it?”

“Yes, John, it is the first time.”

“No, then. We’re not far from the border, but they’d have had to find out where you live and get someone here as soon as this. I don’t think it could be them.” He looked at her. “Who else have you pissed off recently?”

“How long have you got? It’s a long list.”

“Never mind.”

“Burglars?”

“Maybe,” he said. “Back up.”

Caterina put the car into reverse and rolled down the road until they were opposite the neighbouring property. She killed the engine again, and they watched. Milton noticed a white Ford Econoline had been left next to the gate in the fence that surrounded the pumpjack.

He pointed at it. “Have you seen it before?”

“Don’t think so.”

“Was it there when we left tonight?”

“Don’t know—didn’t notice it.”

“I don’t think it was.” Milton got up. “Okay—this is what we’re going to do. You’re going to stay here—inside the car—and you’re going to fight the urge to come and get a closer look.”

“And you?”

“I’ll find out who they are and what they’re doing.”

“What if they don’t want to tell you?”

“I’ll be my most persuasive.”

Milton got out of the car and walked back down the road to the house, staying off to the side to make sure that he’d be invisible to anyone who might be looking out. He reached his truck, opened the door at the back and climbed inside. He took out the screwdriver that he kept in the utensil drawer and used it to unscrew the panel where he’d stashed the pistol he’d taken from the Ropers in Blackridge. He’d been close to tossing it in Lake Cumberland when he passed Somerset during his drive west but decided that it wouldn’t do any harm to have it to hand.

He was pleased with that decision now.

Milton dropped down to the road and edged around the side of the truck. He checked: Caterina was still in her car, and there was no sign that anyone was keeping watch in the house. He was going to have to leave cover to do what he wanted to do next, but now that he was armed, he decided it was worth the risk. He hurried across the road toward the van.

The pumpjack continued its slow up-and-down motion. He heard the groan of the machinery and the faint hiss of escaping gas and smelled the tang of oil and something acrid burning.

He reached the Ford and went around the other side so it’d block him from anyone who might be looking out of the windows. The door was unlocked; he opened it and slid inside. The cab smelled faintly of old coffee and gun oil. He scanned left to right: hanging from the stem of the rearview mirror was a small plastic skull, sun-bleached and cracked, with the faded logo of a motorcycle club stamped into the forehead; on the dash was a laminated permit with DeChambeau written across the top.

Milton slid back out, edged around to the front of the truck and looked over the hood at the house. He could definitely see movement inside: a silhouette in one of the upstairs rooms and then another shadow in the kitchen.

Two men?

Three?

Impossible to say.

Milton looked back to the car to make sure Caterina was still there—she was—and crossed the road.

He was halfway to the house when the door opened.
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Aman came out of the house, closely followed by a second.

Milton straightened up, went around the front of the van and crossed the road.

“Hello,” he said.

The two men were coming right for him.

They both wore ski masks.

The first guy was the older of the two, and judging by the way the second guy stayed behind him, the odds looked good he was in charge. He was thick through the chest and shoulders, and his forearms were heavy with muscle.

The second guy was big. Milton guessed he must’ve been six seven, powerful as a bear.

“That’s not your house.”

The first man stepped up. “Mind your own business, hoss.”

“What were you doing inside?”

“I’m gonna tell you this one last time: keep your nose out of business that don’t have nothing to do with you.”

“That might be a problem. I’ve never been good at being told what to do.”

The guy sighed. “Fuck’s sake. Why you gotta make this more difficult than it needs to be?” He turned to the second guy. “Go on. Teach him some manners.”

The big guy stepped around the first guy. Milton looked him up and down and reassessed his chances if he had to go toe-to-toe with him: not good. He was bigger than Milton, heavier than Milton, and had a longer reach than Milton did.

Brawling with him was a bad idea.

Milton reached around, pulled the pistol and made sure both men could see it.

“Easy, big boy. Take a couple of steps back for me.”

The bear stepped back.

“Here’s what the two of you are going to do now,” Milton said. “You’re going to get into your van and drive away. You must’ve caught me in a good mood—normally, someone forces me to pull my gun and that gun gets fired. I’m going to count to ten, and the two of you are going to fuck off. Don’t let me count to eleven. Okay? One.”

“You got some nerve,” the first man said.

“Two.”

The second man tapped the first man on the shoulder. “Come on.”

Milton covered them with the pistol as they crossed the road and got into the truck. The first man started the engine and pulled out.

He slowed and wound down the window. “Be seeing you around, hoss.”

And then he drove away.
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Milton heard the sound of sirens as he watched them go.

Caterina jogged up the road to him. “You okay?”

“Fine. Did you call the police?”

“Yeah,” she said.

The sirens drew closer, and Milton saw the reds and blues of the lights strobing across the desert.

“Who were they?” Caterina said.

“Not the Mexicans.”

“Sure?”

“Not unless things have got so bad that they’re sending locals to do their dirty work for them. Did you get a look at them?”

“Not really. One of them was enormous.”

Milton nodded. “Understatement.”

A police cruiser rolled up to the house and pulled over. Two officers stepped out. The first—the sheriff, judging from the star pinned to his breast—came over to where he and Caterina were waiting.

“Evening.”

“Sheriff Lovell,” Caterina said.

The second officer ambled up behind the sheriff. “Hey, Rosa.”

“Kase,” she said.

Milton frowned; there was a familiarity between the two of them, but, whereas the deputy was smiling, her body language had stiffened.

Lovell turned his attention to Milton. “Don’t think we’ve been introduced.”

“This is John,” Caterina said.

“Surname, John?”

“Smith,” Milton said.

“And who are you, Mr. Smith?”

“He’s a friend,” Caterina said.

“Let him speak for himself, Rosa.”

“I’m a friend,” Milton said. “Just passing through.”

The sheriff eyed Milton suspiciously, then curled his lip and turned back to Caterina. “Why’d you call?”

“Two men were inside my house.”

“You know who they were?”

“They were wearing ski masks,” Milton said.

“So you didn’t get a good look.”

“No,” Milton said.

The sheriff sucked his teeth. “Shame.”

Caterina shifted uncomfortably. “One guy was big.”

Lovell shrugged. “Okay.”

“They were driving a Ford Econoline.”

“You get the plate?”

“I did,” Milton said. “LHD 8448.”

The sheriff nodded. “Well, that’s something.”

Milton waited for him to note it down, but he didn’t. “You’ll run it?”

The sheriff looked at him. “Sure, I’ll run it, but chances are it’s been stolen.”

“Are you going to write it down?”

“Don’t worry,” he said, tapping the side of his head. “I got it.”

“There was a parking permit with DeChambeau on it on the dash.”

“Lot of people work for DeChambeau round here.”

Milton frowned. “And you don’t think the fact that DeChambeau have a reason to try to scare Rosa might be relevant?”

“What reason is that?”

Milton did a bad job of keeping the irritation out of his voice. “You want me to spell it out?”

“Please do.”

“John,” Caterina warned.

“Because Rosa is running the case against them?”

“Not the best idea in the world to be giving me attitude, Mr. Smith.”

Caterina had clearly noticed the increasingly fractious atmosphere and took a step that put her between Milton and the sheriff.

“Like you said, Sheriff, the chances are the truck was stolen. I doubt whoever it was had anything to do with the company. They wouldn’t be stupid enough to do something like this, would they?”

“I’d say not,” he said.

The sheriff’s attitude was frustrating, but Milton decided not to press it, at least until he’d spoken to Caterina about her evident discomfort.

“Where are they now?” Lovell asked.

“They drove away,” Caterina said. “You might’ve passed them. They were going back into town.”

The officer Caterina had called Kase pointed at the house. “Let’s take a look inside—make sure everything’s okay.”

“You don’t need to do that,” she said. “They’ve gone.”

“You sure? We’re here now. It’s no trouble.”

“No, Kase. It’s fine. I’m good.”

“I’d feel much better knowing you’re gonna be okay.”

“She’s fine,” Milton said. “I’ll keep an eye on her.”

Kase turned to him, an eyebrow cocked. “Yeah?”

Caterina put a hand on the officer’s arm. “I’m good, Kase. If I need anything, I’ll be sure to give you another call.”

Milton heard the crackle from the radio inside the car and the dispatcher’s voice calling out a domestic disturbance on Ranch Road.

Lovell nodded. “You heard her, Kase—she’s good. We’d better get that.” He turned to Milton. “Be seeing you around, Mr. Smith. Keep out of trouble.”

Milton watched as the officers got back into the cruiser, reversed around and then drove back toward town.

“What was that all about?”

Caterina looked awkward. “I’m sorry. Kase and I… we were seeing each other for a while.”

“No need to apologise.”

She looked irritated with herself. “I was lonely. Thought I was ready—after Aaron—but turns out I wasn’t.”

“And the sheriff?”

“Lovell? He’s like family to Kase—I think he was giving you attitude because he thinks that…”

“You and me?”

She shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Are you sure that’s it? He didn’t seem interested in running that plate.”

“You haven’t been in town long enough to get a feel for it,” she said. “There’s something about Clearwater that you’ll figure out if you’re here long enough. I told you—go onto Main Street, ask people what they think of DeChambeau, you’ll get two answers, fifty-fifty, right down the middle. Love and hate.”

“What would Lovell say?”

“Yeah,” she said. “His son works out there. Go figure.”

“And he’ll slow-play it just because I said that DeChambeau might be involved?”

She shrugged. “You tell me.”

“What about Kase?”

“More inclined toward the other point of view,” she said. “His mom got sick last year, and he said to me he wouldn’t have been surprised if it had something to do with them.”

“I’m sorry if I made things awkward.”

“You didn’t. I split up with him three weeks ago. He’s not a bad guy, but he was needy. It got so he was making me feel claustrophobic, so I told him we were through. I’m not sure the message has got through to him yet.” She paused. “Come inside for a bit? I wouldn’t mind you being here while I look around.”
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Milton went around to the back. The two intruders hadn’t been subtle when deciding how to get inside, the latch of the screen door had been forced, and then the frame of the more substantial door behind it had been splintered, the lock plate hanging loose on one screw. Deep gouges scored the wood where the deadbolt had been forced, and shards of paint and plaster littered the porch. The door itself was cracked along the edge. Inside, Milton could see the curtain swaying in the warm draught that came through the gap.

“That’s going to need a carpenter to fix,” Caterina muttered.

“I can do it for you tomorrow,” Milton said.

“I thought you were leaving,” she said, without looking around.

Milton had already amended his schedule without even really being aware of it. “Once I’m sure they’re not coming back.”

They moved through the house together. The mess was immediate and deliberate. Cushions had been slashed open, the stuffing spilling out in drifts. Drawers were yanked from their runners and upended, the contents scattered across the floor. A lamp lay shattered beside the couch, its cord twisted like it had been ripped out of the wall.

They went through into the kitchen. Every cabinet hung open, and papers that had been lying on the table were scattered everywhere. Milton scanned the room with a trained eye; this wasn’t just mindless vandalism—they’d made a mess to leave a message.

They climbed the stairs: clothes pulled from closets, the mattress half off the bed, a bookcase tipped over.

Caterina led the way into the study and groaned.

“What is it?”

She stepped all the way inside so Milton could follow. File boxes had been dragged from the shelves and upended, their contents strewn across the carpet in messy drifts. Folders were open, pages bent and dog-eared, rubber bands snapped and hanging loose. Milton crouched, sifting through the chaos.

Whoever had done this was looking for something.

Caterina muttered a curse.

“What kind of information did you have in here?”

Caterina’s jaw was tight.

“Caterina?”

She bit her lip. “This is where I’ve been working on the case. All the legal papers are here.”

“But that’s not it, is it? Something specific is gone.”

She nodded and tapped her fingers against the desk. “There was an envelope here.”

“What was in it?”

“I’ve been speaking to someone at the plant. An environmental scientist. A whistleblower. He’s been sending me information about what they’re doing. He called it a down payment—proof he wasn’t wasting my time. It was good.”

“And he’d just sent you something else?”

“A chemical inventory showing they’ve used compounds that aren’t supposed to be anywhere near residential wells. They’ve been denying that for weeks, and I could’ve used it to show they were lying.”

“Did you copy it?”

“No,” she said. “I only got it today.”

“Okay,” Milton said, trying to slot everything in place. “We assume they’re working for the company.”

“Definitely.”

“And we also assume they broke in looking for that kind of thing. Your contact—when was the last time you spoke to them?”

“Two days ago. Why?”

“Did any of the information they gave you have a name on it?”

“No—they redacted any identifying information.”

“So you don’t know who they are?”

“No. He—or it could be a she, I’ve got no idea—they’re terrified what’ll happen to them if DeChambeau find out they’ve been talking.”

“You’re sure there’s nothing in the files that’d lead back to them?”

“They’re careful. I haven’t met them, and whenever we spoke on the phone, they used a voice changer.”

“So how do you get in touch with them?”

“Invite-only Telegram channel. No names, no photos. If I need to reach them, I drop a message into the channel with the code we agreed on. If they’re watching, they’ll answer within the hour and tell me where to be. Everything disappears after twenty-four hours. No history, nothing traceable.” She looked at him. “Why?”

“I think you should tell them you need to meet.”

“You think they might be in trouble?”

“I think they might be.”

“When?”

“I’d tell them now.”

She took out her phone and, with Milton watching over her shoulder, opened the Telegram app. She navigated to the hidden channel; the interface was blank except for the anonymous string of letters and numbers that marked her contact.

She tapped the message box and typed with her thumb.

“What do I say?”

Milton considered it. “That you need to meet, face to face, that it’s important and that it needs to happen soon.”

“That’s it?”

“Add that there’s been a development that might impact their security, and you need to speak to them so you can explain. Any more than that would probably do more harm than good. The odds are probably good that they’ll make a mistake if you give them a reason to panic.”

“Okay,” she said.

She tapped out a message, then turned the phone so Milton could read it.

“Good,” he said. “Send it.”
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Milton didn’t want to scare Caterina, but he wouldn’t have been surprised if the two men came back; that gave him a place to start when putting together a plan of action. He would’ve preferred to take Caterina somewhere else for the night, but he suspected—and was proven right when he suggested it—that she wouldn’t be chased away from her home.

He wasn’t happy with the door being left in its current state, so would just have to do his best to repair it. Caterina didn’t have the material he’d need to fix it properly, but he could have a more thorough go at it tomorrow; for now, something temporary would have to do.

He went outside and took a slow walk around the yard. There was a shed, and he went in and rummaged through the contents: a couple of lengths of scrap timber, a roll of duct tape, and a handful of screws were enough to make a start. The screen door was beyond repair, so he ignored it. He wedged the back door back into the frame, squared it up as best he could, then cut the timber down to size with a hand saw. Two lengths went across the inside of the door like battens, screwed into the frame to hold it shut. It wouldn’t stop someone with a little determination, but it would slow them down and make enough noise to give them warning. He taped over the splintered section where the lock had been, more to keep the draught out than anything else. When he was done, the door looked ugly but solid enough for the night.

Milton stepped back and checked his work.

“You missed your calling,” Caterina said.

“I’ll do it properly tomorrow,” he said. “This’ll hold up for now.”

“You don’t have to stay. Those guys don’t scare me. They’re just company thugs—I’ve seen worse.”

“I know that,” he said. “But I’d like to—if that’s all right?”

“You’ve kind of boarded yourself inside.”

He smiled. “True.” He went into the living room and pointed to the sofa. “I’ll sleep there.”

She didn’t reply at once but looked at him with a softness in her eyes. “I’ll get you some blankets and a pillow.”

Milton took the opportunity to conduct a quick tour of the house, making sure that they weren’t overlooking any easy means of ingress. The windows didn’t have locks, and the front door wasn’t anything special, but, like the back door, anyone trying to get in that way would make a noise. Milton didn’t intend to sleep, he’d hear if anyone came back, and he still had the pistol if they returned with more numbers or brought weapons of their own.

Caterina had made up the sofa by the time Milton returned to the front room.

“That be okay?”

“Perfect,” he said.

She paused again. “All right,” she said at last. “Shout if you need anything.”

“I’ll be fine. And there’s no need to worry—they won’t come back, but if they do, I’ll take care of it. Get some sleep. It’ll be easier to work out the best thing to do in the morning.”

“This is weird,” she said. “Don’t you think?”

“What is?”

“After all this time—you turn up; then I get into a mess again.”

Trouble follows me around like a bad smell, he thought. It always has.

She stepped up and kissed him on the cheek.

“Good night, John.”

“Good night. See you in the morning.”
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Tyler got home sometime after eleven. His mother was supposed to have left for the night shift at the nursing home half an hour earlier but couldn’t leave Riley at home by himself. The chances were pretty good she’d get a warning from the stuck-up bitch who ran the shift. That would be bad enough—it was his fault, if anyone’s, not hers—but if it meant she lost the job, then Tyler didn’t know what they would do. They could only barely afford Riley’s treatment as it stood, and that was with both of them working every hour God sent.

He looked back at the bag with his wrestling gear and felt the usual wave of discomfort. His mom had told him it was important that he find time to follow his dream, but that didn’t mean he didn’t feel bad doing something he loved while she’d given up everything to try to hold the family together. She used to enjoy painting, but she’d let that go so she could work extra shifts. Tyler knew he could’ve done that, too. He could’ve worked the door at any of the bars in town—he knew plenty of the owners, and they would’ve given him good money just to stand outside and look menacing—but his mom had forbidden it. She’d insisted he train, and even though Dillon had reduced his monthly fee, it was still money going out. And then there was the time he spent in the gym, and travelling when he had a show. They were all hours he could’ve been working.

It was difficult.

He got out of the car and crossed the sidewalk to their house. There were two young men sitting in picnic chairs outside the house to the left, neither of them making any effort to hide the crack pipe they were passing between them. That house had belonged to Mrs. Delaney, a friendly old lady who’d been there for fifty years until she passed away just before Christmas. It’d been empty until the weekend when someone had taken a pry bar to the lock and broken in, and now it was being used as the neighbourhood crack house.

Tyler had already had words with them. The first night they’d cranked up music at two in the morning, Riley had been sick from the chemo and couldn’t sleep. Tyler had walked over and told them to turn it down. One of them—skinny kid with teardrop ink under his eye—had smirked and told him to fuck off. The other had stepped in close, pipe still in his hand, daring him to do something about it. Tyler shoved him hard enough to put him on his ass, then stood over him until the smirk vanished. They’d backed off that time, but not before warning him he’d get what was coming if he kept sticking his nose in.

Now, when Tyler walked past, they stared like they were measuring him all over again. One of them hiked up his Cowboys shirt to show the butt of the pistol he’d shoved down the front of his pants, the metal gleaming in the light from the naked bulb that lit the porch. Tyler ignored them, but he could feel the weight of their eyes on his back all the way to his own front door.

He went inside.

His mom was waiting. “Sweetheart,” she said, “you okay?”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “They gave me an extra job.”

He hoped she was too rushed to ask him what he’d been doing, and, thankfully, she was. “Gotta run,” she said as she grabbed her jacket from the hook and her keys and bag from the little table near the door.

“How’s Riley?”

“Asleep,” she said. “I’m sorry, baby. I’m late.”

“Mom,” he insisted, “how was he today?”

She took a moment she probably couldn’t spare, knowing that Tyler would worry otherwise. “He was tired. You know how it is with him—he has his treatment, and it wipes him out. We got back from the hospital, and he said he wanted to go to bed. He’s been asleep since six or seven, I don’t know.” She put on the jacket. “I gotta go. I’ve left some chilli in the fridge. Just zap it in the microwave for five minutes and you’ll be good to go.” She looked for her phone; Tyler saw it on the banister and gave it to her. “What time are you on tomorrow?”

“Nine,” he said. “That okay?”

“Sure it is. Get a good night’s sleep. You look tired.”

She went to the door, and aware that the two crackheads were probably still there, he stood on the stoop as she went down the path to her car. The men watched her go, one of them halfway to saying something before the other one noticed Tyler and put a warning hand on his friend’s arm; they both waited until the car pulled away before turning back to Tyler.

“What?” said the one with the gun.

Tyler felt his pulse in his neck, his hands clenching into fists, but he resisted the temptation to go down to see if they felt so brash when he was standing a little closer. He remembered the gun and thought of his brother, upstairs and asleep, and how he’d be all alone if anything were to happen to him.

He shut the door, turning the key in the lock and then checking that the back door was secure and the windows, too.

Tyler climbed the stairs, avoiding the third and fifth tread, aware of how noisy they could be, especially when he put all of his weight on them. He went to his brother’s room, smiling at the sign on the door that said his name, and, with his fingertips, pushed the door back so he could slide his head around it to look.

Riley was fast asleep. His chest rose and fell in a slow, steady rhythm, the chemo having pulled him into a deep, dreamless slumber. A stuffed bear sat propped against the pillow beside him, fur worn thin around the ears, and the glow of a nightlight shaped like a rocket ship washed the room in soft blue. On the dresser, next to a half-finished Lego set, were rows of pill bottles and a plastic water cup with a straw.

Tyler lingered in the doorway, listening to his brother breathe, then eased the door shut until it clicked softly into the frame. He went to the bathroom, splashed cold water on his face, brushed his teeth, pulled off his T-shirt and jeans, and stretched out on his own bed without bothering to pull the covers back.

He lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling fan. Outside, he could hear the muffled bass of music starting again next door, the crackheads testing his patience. He pressed a pillow over his head, tried to block it out, and thought of Riley asleep across the hall. That was enough to keep him where he was, eyes open in the dark until exhaustion finally dragged him under.


33




Gunnar had been at the plant all evening. He’d done little bumps of coke from the dispenser he carried in his pocket to keep himself awake, and he’d nearly run out. He’d speak to Dillon and get some more.

He’d been trying to manage the problems in Clearwater Springs from Houston, but his old man was right: he needed to be there, on the ground, able to give orders face to face and then make sure they were carried out. Dillon was loyal and, on the whole, an effective operative, but he was never going to be mistaken for anyone with more than the most modest intelligence. He was a cudgel, that’d been enough, but sometimes—like now—a scalpel was what was needed.

He reached down for his phone and tapped the screen to make a call.

“It’s me,” Gunnar said when Dillon answered.

“Glad you called,” Dillon said. “I’ve got something for you.”

“The woman?”

“Yes—we turned her house over, and I got some stuff I think you’ll want to see.”

“Go on.”

“Technical papers—it might as well be in Dutch for all the sense I can make of it, but the document you said to look for was there.”

He sat up a little. “Really?”

“I think so… I think it’s the one.”

“Where is it?”

“I’ve got it here. Want me to bring it over?”

“Now.”

“Where are you?”

“At the plant.”

“Give me an hour.”

“Bring some gear. I’ve run out.”

“I’ll have to make a stop to pick some up.”

“How much longer will that take?”

“Give me two hours.”

Gunnar ended the call and looked at the time on the dash: nearly midnight. He’d been planning on getting a little sleep in the camp bed he’d had delivered to his office, but he was too wired for that now.

He thought about the lawsuit again. It’d gone from being a theoretical annoyance to a real threat, with settlement figures in the millions being bandied about. More than that, any bad press threatened to affect the opening of the northern claim, and Gunnar knew his father wouldn’t stand for that. He needed a quick win to show his old man he knew what he was doing, and nailing the whistleblower would be a very good start.
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Roth went up to his study, took out his laptop and made sure it was offline, and pushed the stick into the port. He tapped out the usual code to decrypt the files and waited for them to transfer to his desktop. The package was compressed, so he double-clicked to unzip it and then checked the files that appeared.

There were three of them: a dossier of information, a location, and—the largest—a collection of photographs.

He read the dossier, taking his time, trying to get a sense for the subject of the file.

He went to the photographs and flicked through them: mostly long lens shots from a distance with a couple taken on a phone from closer range.

Interesting.

He closed the laptop, rose, and went through to the storeroom where he kept his stock: bolts of Italian worsted stacked in neat columns, rolls of tweed and cotton shirting in protective sleeves, a rainbow of silks and linings. The air smelled of wool and camphor, all very familiar and calming. He threaded his way between the racks until he came to the far wall, where a battered oak wardrobe stood, a relic he’d picked up at an estate sale years before.

He unlocked it with a small key kept on his watch chain. The door swung open, and he took out the shirts he had hung there, revealing a panel of fitted mahogany. Roth pressed his thumb against a small brass stud, and the panel gave with a muted click, releasing a seam that wasn’t visible to the naked eye.

He slid it back, stepped through, and pulled the door shut behind him.

The chamber beyond was windowless and dry, lined floor to ceiling with custom cabinetry. Padded drawers held pistols; wall racks supported compact submachine guns, collapsible sniper rifles, and shotguns cut down for transport. Cases of ammunition were stacked in careful rows beside field gear: suppressors, optics, tactical knives. The chamber had always been there, and it was the main reason he’d chosen this building when he was setting up.

He selected a precision rifle: an Austrian-made Steyr Scout, chosen for its portability and accuracy. The barrel could be broken down and stowed in a plain luggage case. He chose a compact Glock 19, the kind of pistol he trusted implicitly, as reliable as they came. Both would need to go into the hold, checked under the guise of sporting equipment.

He laid the weapons on the bench, checking each piece. The actions were smooth, the magazines empty, the chambers clean. He began selecting the extras he would require: a suppressor machined to fit the Glock, a pair of binoculars, a field knife. He packed the gear in the case and took it out into the storeroom, sealing the armoury behind him.

Roth took out his phone and booked himself a flight to Austin, Texas.
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Dillon had said he’d be there in two hours, but it was 2.45 a.m. when Gunnar finally heard his footsteps on the gravel outside. He’d found another half gram of coke in his car in the meantime and had just finished the last of it; he looked down at the residue on the table, licked his finger to mop it up and rubbed it against his gums. He knew he’d probably been doing too much over the last week or two—the last month, maybe, if he was honest—but he’d been stressed and tired, and it was still the best thing he’d found to keep him upright and moving ahead. He’d stop once he’d managed to get things here under control.

Dillon knocked on the door.

“Come in.”

Dillon was carrying a manilla envelope.

Gunnar looked at him and felt the same instinctive gut reaction he always did. It was a bilious combination of revulsion, at the state Dillon had allowed himself to get into; annoyance, that Gunnar had been forced to yoke his own future to such an unreliable partner; and fear, from the dead look in Dillon’s eyes and the knowledge, borne out by plenty of evidence, that Dillon was a killer who’d killed before—more than once—and would do it again if the money was right.

Gunnar had watched Dillon’s old matches on YouTube when the opportunity to hire him had arisen. His reputation had been made as one of the most brutal wrestlers around, a perpetual heel with matches that included some of the most gut-churning violence in an era where violence was more accepted than it was now. Dillon had taken some horrendous punishment—chair shots to the head, falls from the top turnbuckle into the announcer’s table, suicide dives onto concrete—and he’d told Gunnar, jokingly, that he’d had more concussions than he could remember. It was a badge of honour for him, but Gunnar knew about other wrestlers of the same vintage, on the receiving end of similar punishment, who’d gone on to murder and suicide. He’d read about one wrestler, whose name still hung over the business like a curse, killing his wife before hanging himself. When the doctors cut his brain open afterward, they said it looked like that of an eighty-year-old Alzheimer’s patient.

He wondered if Dillon’s brain would look the same.

“Sorry I’m late,” Dillon said. “Getting the blow was more difficult than I expected.”

“But you did get it?”

He reached into his pocket and dropped a full baggie onto the desk.

Gunnar swiped it.

“Something else,” he said. “I thought it’d be better to tell you to your face. You asked me to scare Griggs.”

“And?”

“I tailed him on the road to Alpine and bumped him a couple of times. Thing is, he goes off the road, and then I find out later he’s dead. Had a heart attack.”

“Nothing to connect you to it?”

“Nothing. It’ll look like he had a heart attack and drove off the road. Friend I have in the hospital said he died in the back of the ambulance.”

“Ain’t that a shame.”

Gunnar was not displeased. Griggs had threatened to be a stone in their shoe, and to have him out of the way was good. He’d ask around, though, to make sure there really was nothing to tie Dillon to what had happened.

“What about the document?”

Dillon put the envelope down. “There.”

The envelope was open.

Gunnar felt his stomach twist in anticipation.

He reached in and took out the contents: four pages, clipped together with a staple. He flipped through them: charts of benzene levels from water samples; an inspection report with whole sections blacked out; internal memos where supervisors had quietly logged equipment failures but never escalated them. It was a dirty paper trail; it was fragmentary, incomplete, but enough to show there was more underneath if someone knew where to dig.

It was also all fabricated.

None of the documents were real.

Fiction, with just enough fact to fool the scientist who’d been leaking to Reyes.

He took out his phone and opened the note that recorded the three variations of the first paragraph. It was subtle: one variation had two periods at the end of the first sentence; another misspelled the word contaminant with an e rather than an a; a third had a single line shifted out of alignment, the kind of thing most readers wouldn’t notice at all.

The three variations of the report had been sent to the three people that Gunnar’s investigation had narrowed down as the most likely whistleblowers. It was called a ‘canary trap’; you seeded each copy with tiny, unique errors so that if the document leaked, you knew exactly which version, and then which recipient, it’d come from.

The version of the report that had been taken from Rosa Reyes’s house had the double periods.

Gunnar scrolled down the note in his phone until he matched that version of the document with the man to whom it had been sent.

“I got him,” Gunnar said. “I fucking got him.”

“Who is it?”

“Andreas Kessler.”

“I don’t know who that is.”

“Environmental scientist. Senior, worked for us more than ten years. Signs off on the groundwater monitoring reports before they go to Austin. If he’s talking, it’s about as bad as it could be. He’s got everything—raw data, internal emails, inspection notes.”

“Sure?”

“Yeah. Hundred per cent.”

“I only ask because you don’t want to get the wrong guy, not with what we’ll do to him.”

“He’s the only one who was sent this version of the report.”

“All right, then. How you wanna play it?”

Gunnar looked at his watch. “He lives in Odessa.”

“That’s a couple of hours.”

“So probably better to wait for him to come in.”

Dillon waited, thinking. “This is how we do it. We let him come in, keep an eye on him, then pick him up when he’s on the road home again tonight.”

Gunnar nodded.

“I’ll make sure it gets done. Let me make a couple of calls.”

Dillon told Gunnar he’d check in with him later and left the office.

Gunnar watched him go. He was sure his trap had caught the right man. Kessler had been taking their money for years, and this was how he repaid them? He deserved everything he had coming for him, even when his future was likely to be unpleasant, bloody and short.
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Nothing happened overnight. Milton stayed awake, brewing the occasional cup of coffee to help stay alert. He heard Caterina moving around and half-expected to hear the squeak of the treads on the stairs, but she settled down again, and it remained quiet after that.

Milton kept watch at the window, the horizon lit faintly by the pop of fire from the wells, casting the nodding pumpjack in silhouette.

There was no traffic on the road.

There was no sign of anyone else around.

He was relieved, but not about to relax; he occupied himself with the pistol, breaking it down by touch in the dim light—slide, barrel, recoil spring—and then laying the pieces out in order on the table, running a rag over each part, clearing away the grit and residue. He snapped it all back together with the ease of long habit.

He watched the clock on the wall, the hour hand moving slowly around the dial. Three became four became five, and the dawn broke over the horizon, the flames from the wells fading away into the light.
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Milton waited until six before taking his phone outside and calling Chase Baxter.

“What’s up?”

“Still in Texas?”

“I am. I was too late finding my skipper. Dumb shit ran a red light and got pulled over by the Houston PD. They ran his details, and that was that. I’m down the five hundred on my flight and hotel.”

“When are you going back?”

“Today. Why? You okay?”

“I went to check up on Caterina, and she’s got herself involved in some trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“The kind that involves her house getting broken into.” Milton switched the phone from one hand to the other. “I’m going to have a look and see if I can’t sort it out, but it’s just me down here, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the guys who came by last night had another try.”

“And you’re looking for someone to keep an eye on her?”

“Do you think you could spare a day or two?”

“Sure. The way I figure it, I still owe you for what you did for me and my family. And I wouldn’t mind meeting her—my dad said she was quite something.”

“She is,” Milton said.

“All right, then. Let me see about renting a car, and I’ll hit the road.” There was a pause. “Six hundred miles from here to Clearwater Springs. Map says it’ll take me nine hours. Call it ten with a stop for something to eat.”

“I’ll send you the address.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll see you later.”

Milton turned to see Caterina watching him from the doorway. “Morning.”

“Sleep okay?”

“I’ve slept better.”

He expected her to ask whom he had been talking to, but she didn’t; instead, she held up her own phone. “Got a message back,” she said.

“Your whistleblower?”

She nodded. “They want to meet.”

“They say where and when?”

“Seven tonight, outside the truck stop on the way into Plateau.”

“Okay.”

“You’ll come, too?”

“I’ll come.” He put his phone away. “What’s the plan for the rest of the day?”

“I’ve got a meeting with Harley.”

“The lawyer?”

“We’re getting breakfast at Lupita’s. Want to come? My treat.”

Milton wanted to fix the damage to the door, but that could probably wait. He wasn’t comfortable with Caterina going into town herself, at least not until he’d figured out who had broken in last night, and why.

“Sounds good,” he said.

“Hungry?”

“I could eat.”

“Get the breakfast burrito and thank me later.”
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Milton drove them into town and followed Caterina’s directions to Lupita’s. She explained that she was hopeful that Griggs might be ready to confirm that he’d take on the case on behalf of the Clearwater Springs residents.

“You’re sure it’s the right thing to do?”

“I can’t run it by myself,” she said.

“You trust him?”

“I do. He’s nice. Old-fashioned. You’ll like him.”

Milton parked, and they walked the rest of the way to the restaurant. The place was busy, its front windows fogged from the heat of the kitchen. They went inside, and the waitress—a woman in her fifties with a pencil stuck behind her ear—recognised Caterina and waved them toward a booth by the window.

Milton slid in opposite her. The table was clean, a fresh jug of water sweating in the centre, menus propped against the wall. He glanced around: truckers at the counter, a pair of road workers eating in silence, the clatter of pans from the kitchen.

Caterina checked her phone, frowning. “He should’ve been here already.”

Milton looked at the door, then back at her. “Maybe he got held up.”

She shook her head. “He’s never late.”

“Let’s order,” he said. “I’m sure he’s on his way.”
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Caterina and Griggs had agreed to meet at nine. She’d been concerned when he hadn’t been waiting for them, but that concern became more pronounced when half an hour had passed and he still hadn’t arrived. Milton was concerned too, especially given what had happened last night. He didn’t say anything to Caterina, but it was obvious that she’d reached the same conclusion: his unusual tardiness might be connected to the two guys who had broken into her house.

Caterina tried calling him, but the call went to voicemail.

“I’m getting worried now,” she said.

“Try his office.”

She called his secretary and asked to speak to him. Milton watched as her expression changed: the colour drained from her face; her eyes unfocused as if she were listening to something she couldn’t quite believe. Her hand tightened around the phone until her knuckles went white.

“What is it?” Milton asked when she’d rung off.

“He’s dead.”

“What?”

“Heart attack. Yesterday. His car was found on the side of the road. They took him to hospital, but he didn’t make it.” She put her hand to her forehead.

“You think it’s a coincidence?”

“I don’t know. I mean… it could be. I thought he looked ill when I saw him.”

“The same day that two men break into your house. I don’t know, nothing’s impossible, but that’d be very unusual.”

“I know.”

“Did they say where he was found?”

“By the side of the road—that’s all.”

“And he was going to Alpine?”

She nodded.

“Which way’s that? The 118?”

She nodded again. “Why?”

“Because if this only happened yesterday, there’s a good chance the car is still there. They’ll impound it, but they probably haven’t done that yet. I’d like to have a look at it.”
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Highway 118 was the only sensible route that Harley Griggs could have taken between Clearwater Springs and Alpine. Caterina drove them out of town, picking up the road and heading southwest into the desert.

She looked over. “Do you really think this is suspicious?”

“The timing makes it suspicious. That doesn’t mean it isn’t something natural, but it won’t hurt to look.”

“You don’t think it’s natural, do you?”

Milton knew heart attacks could be manufactured, but couldn’t tell her without risking the obvious question: how do you know something like that? The truth was that Milton had received training in the many ways a person could be disposed of in such a way as to avoid suspicion, including details of the KGB assassins who used cyanide sprayed from dispensers; the poison caused death that often looked like a heart attack.

“John?”

“I think I’d like to have a look for myself,” he said.
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Milton saw the first set of skids just beyond the junction to a Girl Scout camp, and then, a quarter of a mile down the road, they both saw the car. It had come to rest nose-first in the scrub at the base of a shallow embankment, the front bumper buried in a tangle of desert willow and saltbush. The windscreen was spiderwebbed with fractures, and the airbag, long since deflated, sagged over the steering wheel like a shroud.

“Park there,” Milton said.

Caterina did, and they both got out.

“We need to go back up the road,” Milton said.

“What for?”

“That’s not the only time he came off the road. I’ll show you.”

They both walked back up the road until they reached the spot where Milton had seen the first evidence that Griggs had lost control. A faint trail of scorched rubber led from the highway to where the car had left the tarmac, the tyre marks fading into the dirt.

He crouched where the surface was scuffed and darkened. “See?”

“A skid.”

“Yes, and it’s erratic. That’s what you’d expect when someone was fighting to control a car. He’s hit the brakes and locked the wheels.”

Milton followed the rubber along the edge of the tarmac. A few yards further on, something caught the light: a shard of broken plastic half-buried in the gravel. He reached down and picked it up, brushing it clean and turning it in his hand.

Caterina looked down at it. “What’s that?”

“Part of a headlight cover.”

He looked at it more closely and saw the flecks of maroon paint still clinging to the edges. He pocketed it.

They walked on. The skid marks ended at the shoulder, but tyre treads in the scree aimed back onto the road again.

Milton turned back and then swivelled through a hundred and eighty degrees to take it all in. “He tried to stay on the road, failed and went off, then managed to get it back under control.”

They walked back to where the Lexus had come off the road for a second time.

“No tyre marks here,” Milton said. “He just drifts off.”

“Heart attack, then? Like they said.”

“Maybe.”

Another piece of plastic lay a few feet away: this one was smaller, tinted red, and had specks of white paint across it.

Caterina pointed. “From a taillight?”

“Yes,” Milton said.

The terrain dipped, the road banking into a shallow turn before straightening out again. The Lexus sat twenty yards off the shoulder. Milton circled it slowly with Caterina just behind him.

He started at the back and saw a crease that ran diagonally from the taillight to the wheel arch, the metal folded in on itself like paper. One of the taillights was cracked, and a chunk of plastic was missing: the same, red-tinted fragment he’d found up on the road.

He went around to the side. A long scrape ran from the rear door to the front quarter panel; the paint was scoured down to the bare metal. There was a shallow dent just above the wheel arch, and a faint smear of white paint marked it.

“Have you seen this car before?”

“Sure,” she said. “It’s his.”

Milton pointed at the gouge. “Was that there?”

“Don’t think so. Maybe he hit a guardrail or a tree?”

“Do you see anything like that? No. And, anyway, the shape and height would be wrong. Plus, look at the white paint.” He pointed. “I think it’s obvious now.”

“Another vehicle hit him.”

He nodded, then straightened and scanned the highway: nothing but shimmering heat and the distant buzz of insects. He looked inside through the driver’s window. The deflated airbag was crusted now with dust and pollen. Papers were scattered across the passenger seat: legal pads, printouts, an uncapped highlighter.

“Okay,” he said. “This is what happened: Griggs is followed out of Clearwater, gets rear-ended back up the road there”—he pointed—“but manages to keep the car under control. He’s hit again, the other vehicle going into the side of his car, and, this time, he’s forced off. No evidence of trying to keep the car under control the second time, and the hospital says he died of a heart attack, so my guess is he has the attack between going off the road the first time and the second impact, and when the second one hit, he couldn’t do anything—it’s possible he was already unconscious. The heart attack killed him, but what happened on the road triggered it.”

She shook her head. “Who, though?”

“I doubt that’ll be too hard to find out. Find out who broke into your house, and we’ll find out who did this.”
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Gunnar was curious about the man he’d caught in his trap and pulled his file from personnel.

Andreas Kessler’s jacket was thicker than most: two inches of paper crammed into a folder already beginning to split along the spine. The front page was a standard HR intake: Andreas Kessler, fifty-two, environmental scientist, PhD from Texas A&M, twenty-five years in the industry, stints at Schlumberger and Halliburton before joining DeChambeau. The résumé painted him as a steady hand, someone who’d built his career on regulatory compliance and field monitoring.

Tucked further back were the performance reviews, neat and formulaic at first—‘thorough and dependable,’ ‘attention to detail exemplary’—before shading, in the last two years, into notes about being ‘overly rigid,’ ‘slow to adapt to operational requirements,’ and ‘not a team player.’ There were incident reports, too: a memo about Kessler raising ‘unsubstantiated concerns’ over wastewater disposal; another where he’d clashed with a supervisor about what he said were falsified sampling results. His personnel record also contained a disciplinary warning filed six months earlier, citing ‘failure to align with company objectives’ and ‘disruptive behaviour at project meetings.’

There was nothing overtly damning, but enough to mark him as someone to watch. Gunnar noted the printouts stapled at the back showing his login times on the internal servers, flagged for irregular activity after hours. He was irritated Kessler hadn’t been identified as a concern earlier; the red flags had led to him being included on the three-man shortlist, each person receiving an individual document as part of the canary trap; but it ought to have been enough to flag him as the offender from the jump.

It was all well and good trying to keep to a distance, but he couldn’t resist getting in for a closer look. Dillon had Kessler under surveillance and sent Gunnar a message to say that he was going for a coffee in the break room, and Gunnar hurried over.

The cafeteria was a wide, open space with tired linoleum floors and fluorescent lights that hummed faintly in the ceiling. A pair of vending machines glowed in one corner, next to a fridge with a sign taped on the front warning staff to label their lunches or lose them. A self-serve station offered burnt-smelling drip coffee; paper cups were stacked beside a box of powdered creamer.

Kessler came in two minutes after Gunnar, moving with the slow, distracted gait of a man whose head was full of other things. He was in his early fifties, though the stoop in his shoulders and the lines carved deep around his eyes made him look older. His lab coat was creased and stained at the cuffs, his ID badge clipped crookedly to the breast pocket. He had the pale, indoors complexion of a man who spent more time under strip lighting than in sunlight, and his hair—once dark—was now mostly grey, thinning on top.

He went straight to the coffee, made himself a cup, and stirred in creamer with a plastic stir stick.

Gunnar looked at him with disdain. He didn’t look like much. He certainly didn’t look like the kind of man who’d contributed to a legal mess that had had DeChambeau’s legal department and external counsel scrambling like headless chickens for the last month.

Kessler took a seat at a table by the window and leafed through a stack of printouts while stirring sugar into his mug.

“Mind if I sit?” Gunnar asked, already pulling out the chair.

Kessler looked up, a little startled, then gave a polite nod. “Go ahead.”

Gunnar smiled. “It’s Kessler, right?”

“That’s right.”

“Environmental compliance?”

“That’s right. Can I help you?”

“I’m Gunnar DeChambeau.”

He managed a smile. “Yes—I know who you are.”

“I just wanted to get your take on something. I don’t want to intrude on your break, but it’ll only take a couple of minutes. Is that okay?”

“Of course.”

“Thanks.” Gunnar sat down. “I was reading a briefing last week with a lot of noise about VOCs in the flare stacks. Right? Nitrogen oxides, benzene levels, all that. There was a hearing in Washington.”

“The Energy and Natural Resources Committee.”

“Can’t pretend I know much, but I spoke with the company’s lawyers, and they’re twitchy about it. I’d love your take on it.”

It was just small talk on the surface, the kind of technical gripe a manager might raise to look informed, but Gunnar watched Kessler closely, curious how he’d react.

The man adjusted his glasses, buying himself a moment. “The stacks run hot; you’ll always get VOCs. The trick’s keeping the readings under the threshold.” He took a slow sip of his coffee, eyes fixed on the table. “On paper, it’s simple—sample at the right time, report the averages, keep everything looking tidy. In practice…” He trailed off, gave a small shrug. “Let’s just say there’s creative interpretation. Regulators don’t usually dig too deep.”

“Not a problem, then?”

“Not if it’s carefully managed—and it is.”

“That’s good—I was hoping you’d say that.” He put out his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

Kessler took Gunnar’s hand, and they shook. Kessler’s palm was hot and damp, and his grip was weak, and Gunnar despised him afresh.
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He went outside. Dillon was eating a bag of chips and pretending to be busy on his phone. He looked up, and for a moment, Gunnar held his eye. He gave a shallow nod, Dillon returned it, and he kept going.

Kessler would tell them everything he’d told Rosa Reyes, and then he’d get the treatment he deserved.

And her, too.

She deserved payback.

Gunnar knew his dander was up on account of flushing out the mole and knew that he could be impetuous if he wasn’t careful. But if it was done right, maybe they could deal with the problem at both ends: take care of the leak and the agitator.

He’d speak to Dillon about her later.
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Gunnar was pleased that at least one of the several problems he’d been sent to fix was close to resolution and sent a message to his father to let him know. The reply—a brusque ‘good,’ and nothing else—was about as much praise as he’d come to expect. His old man wasn’t demonstrative in any way, save when he was displeased, but that didn’t stop Gunnar from trying to elicit even the most cursory acknowledgement of pride or satisfaction or anything other than the usual background noise of annoyance or exasperation or disappointment that was the mood music of their relationship.

He got up, grabbed his keys and was on his way to his car when his phone buzzed with a call.

He looked, saw it was Dillon, and took it. “What is it?”

“Kessler. What did you say to him?”

“Nothing.”

“Well, whatever it was, it freaked him out. He’s on the move.”

Gunnar stopped. “What? He’s supposed to be working.”

“Well, he ain’t. He’s running.”

“Shit.”

“Don’t worry. I’m on it.”

“Be careful. We can’t⁠—”

Dillon cut over him. “I know what I’m doing, boss. I’ll let you know when it’s been done.”
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Milton needed to fix the broken door. His hasty repair had been sufficient for last night, but it was only ever going to be temporary. He needed to go and get a replacement and the equipment he’d need to do the work and suggested to Caterina that it’d be best if she came with him. She bristled at that, but when she saw that Milton’s mind was made up and he wasn’t interested in a negotiation, she grumbled an agreement.

There was a store selling building supplies in Alpine, the town where Harley Griggs had had his practice. Milton was able to get everything he needed: a pre-hung exterior door, a new deadbolt and lockset, a pack of shims, and a box of long wood screws. He added a pry bar and a cordless drill to the cart, along with a couple of tubes of weather sealant. It wasn’t elegant work he had in mind—he wasn’t about to start routing mortises or matching trim—but with the right tools he knew he’d be able to strip out the broken frame, square up the jamb, and have a door in place that would hold against more than a boot.

They were driving back to Clearwater Springs when Caterina’s phone rang. She kept it on a holder stuck to the window, and Milton glanced over at it to see an unknown number. She reached up, tapped the screen and took the call on speaker.

“Hello?”

“Miss Reyes?”

The voice was distorted: a hollow, metallic rasp. It flattened tone and pitch alike, as if the speaker were talking through a badly tuned radio, vowels stretched oddly, consonants clipped and artificial. It was impossible to place gender or age or accent.

Caterina looked over at Milton and mouthed, “It’s them.”

“Miss Reyes,” the voice said again, “are you there?”

“I’m here. What’s going on?”

“They know.”

“They know what?”

“What do you think? That it’s me. Gunnar fucking DeChambeau came and sat down next to me when I was having a coffee this morning and spun me some bullshit about needing my advice—he’s never spoken to me before. I doubt he even knows who I am.”

“Okay,” she said. “Relax. Where are you?”

“Relax? Are you serious?”

“Okay, yes, sorry—I didn’t mean to⁠—”

“If you want to meet,” the voice interrupted, “it’ll have to be sooner than tonight. I have to get out of the state.”

Milton nodded and mouthed ‘now.’

“I can meet you now,” Caterina said.

“Do you have money?”

“Why? You never asked⁠—”

“I don’t have a job anymore. And you still want the evidence I have, don’t you?”

“You know we do.”

“And you know what I have is valuable. The papers I’ve given you so far are nothing compared to what I could give you. I sent emails to DeChambeau in Houston, telling them that what we were doing was probably making people sick. They replied and told me to sit on it. I’ve got that in writing. You can bring your action against the subsidiary down here, but I know you want the big money, right? And if you want that, you need to show that management in Houston knew what was happening and did nothing about it. I can prove all that.”

“You said this wasn’t about the money. It was doing the right thing.”

“That was before I had to run. I’m sorry—but I gotta think about myself now. Morals are fine when you can afford them, and I can’t.”

Milton nodded and mouthed to Caterina that she should tell him that was fine.

“Okay,” she said. “Maybe I can get some.”

“How much can you get?”

“Not much. This is a pro bono case. We don’t⁠—”

“How much do you want?” Milton said.

“Who’s that?” the voice said, panicked. “Miss Reyes? Who’s that?”

“My name’s John. I’m a lawyer. I’m working on the case with Rosa. Please—how much do you need?”

There was a pause, and Milton worried he’d scared the person off.

Caterina winced. “Are you there?”

“Ten thousand.”

Caterina shook her head; Milton held up a finger to forestall her protest. He said, “Okay.”

“You can get ten thousand?”

“Yes,” Milton said.

“Now?”

“I’d need an hour.”

There was another pause.

“Is that okay?” Milton said.

“An hour—okay.”

“Where do you want to meet?”

“Same place we agreed—the truck stop in Plateau. One hour. If you’re late, I’m gone.”

The call went dead.

Caterina frowned at Milton. “What was that?”

“The only way you’ll see them again. They’re frightened.”

“I don’t have ten thousand just lying around, John.”

“I do,” he said.
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Milton told Caterina he had cash in the truck. She looked at the clock on the dash and winced, explaining that they were going to have to be quick if they were to get to her house, collect the money and then continue to the truck stop. Milton gave thought to whether it’d be best to go straight to the meeting and sort out the money later but knew that’d run the risk of spooking whoever it was and losing the chance to get the evidence that Caterina obviously thought was crucial to the case. He told her what he thought, she agreed, and, with an eye on the road ahead for police, she put her foot down and hammered the Focus for all it was worth.

They pulled up next to the truck, and Milton hurried inside, taking the screwdriver and removing the panel that had concealed the pistol. The space was generous, and he’d used it to secrete most of the money he was using to fund his trip: the remainder of the cash was what he’d taken from the TruCoin scammers, plus the profits he’d made from the truck. He took out two five-thousand-dollar bundles, added a third for good measure, and ran back to the car.

Caterina had turned it around and buried the pedal again as soon as Milton was inside.

“It’s twenty minutes from here. We’ll be five minutes late.”

“It’ll be fine,” Milton said, although he was far from certain about that.
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Caterina drove them out of Clearwater Springs and headed north on the 118. They reached the junction with Interstate 10 and headed west towards Plateau, reaching the truck stop ten minutes late.

Caterina slowed down, and Milton checked it out: it had the weary, utilitarian look of a place built for passing through: a service shop with a weathered sign advertising tyres stood on one side; a broad lot stretched beyond it, the surface rutted and scattered with dust, soda bottles, and scraps of paper; two big trucks idled beneath the pale-blue canopy, diesel fumes wavy in the warm air; skeletal trees stood along the roadside, their trunks wrapped in dust, and their shadows stretched starkly black in the boiling midday sun. A digital thermometer above the door of the shop said the temperature was one hundred and fifteen.

Caterina pulled onto the lot. “You think he’s still here?”

Milton looked at the people on the lot: two truckers getting into their rigs; a woman putting gas into a Jeep; a younger man in greasy overalls who looked like he worked here.

None of them looked like a whistleblowing scientist on the run.

“I have no idea.”

“I’ll get out,” she said. “We’ll just have to assume they’ll recognise me and come over.”

She killed the engine, took her phone from the holder and put it in her pocket. She opened the door and stepped out; Milton did the same. They both had to shade their eyes against the glare of the sun.

Milton couldn’t see anyone who looked like a possible candidate.

“What do you think?” she said.

“No one obvious.”

“Think we’re too late?”

“Maybe,” he said. “Hold on—look.”

A gleaming silver Mercedes S-Class glided across the lot, pausing to let both big rigs roll out before pulling in beneath the canopy by the diesel pumps. The car was immaculate: fresh wax, chrome trim flashing in the sun, the low hum of its engine as smooth as silk. It idled for a moment, quiet and confident, before the engine cut out. Then the driver’s door opened, and a man stepped out. He was cautious, almost furtive, scanning the lot with quick, birdlike movements before swinging the door shut.

Caterina looked over at him. “What do you think?”

“Could be. Nervous.”

“Very.”

“How do you want to play this?”

“I’ll do the talking. Maybe try not to freak him out.”

“How would I do something like that?”

“That thing you do with your eyes.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t play dumb.”

Milton winked. “I’ll do my best.”
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The trucks drove away; the woman with the Jeep followed them; the guy in the overalls went inside. The truck stop was quiet save for Milton and Caterina and the guy from the Mercedes. Caterina crossed the lot towards him. Milton stayed a step or two behind her, close enough to step in and help if necessary but not so close that he would cramp her style. A little distance also gave him a chance to observe the man as he stepped away from the car and turned to face them as they approached.

It was quickly obvious that Milton’s first impression—that the man was frightened—was correct. He stood half in the shadow of the awning, shoulders hunched as if trying to make himself smaller, his eyes constantly looking away to scan the interstate, left and then right.

Milton followed and stopped a little short. He might’ve joked that he had no idea what Caterina was saying about how he frightened people, but he did; he knew exactly what she meant. The implacable coldness of his stare and the aura of incipient violence that clung to him had often been useful, but, for now at least, he was happy for Caterina to try a more emollient approach. He could step in if the man started messing around.

“Hello,” Caterina said. “I think you might be here to see me.”

“Miss Reyes?”

“That’s right. I still don’t know your name.”

“Best we keep it that way.”

The man had the washed-out look of someone who hadn’t been sleeping well. His shirt was clean but rumpled, like it had been pulled from the back seat of the car, and his belt looked a notch too tight after a few skipped meals. A sheen of sweat coated his forehead, and his fingers kept worrying the hem of one sleeve.

A car rolled past, and the man turned sharply, tracking it until it was gone.

He looked at Milton. “Who are you?”

“I’m the lawyer working with Rosa.”

“You don’t look like a lawyer.”

Milton smiled. “You’re not the first person to tell me that.”

Caterina intervened. “I don’t know very much about you at all.”

“You know I am who I said I am.”

“I think you work for DeChambeau.”

“Where else would I have got the stuff I’ve sent?”

“True.”

“So can’t we leave it at that?”

“I need a little context,” Caterina said.

“Have you got my money?”

“Yes,” she said. “But I need to know what you do for them.”

“Did. What I did. I was a compliance analyst. I reviewed environmental data and made sure what we reported to state and federal agencies matched what was actually happening on the ground.”

“And did it?”

The man smiled, bitter and exhausted. “No. Not even close.” He ran a hand through his hair. “This is how it is—my job was to make sure that people are safe. Okay? I know fracking is controversial, but it’s not inherently bad. If it’s done properly, you can find a balance between getting the oil and gas out of the ground and making sure that the bad stuff is minimised. But that’s when it’s done properly, by a responsible company that listens to people like me. I’ve worked for companies who listen, and we’ve been able to build partnerships with the people nearby so that everyone benefits. But that’s not been my experience here.”

“Go on,” Caterina said.

“My job was to oversee the environmental testing protocols.”

“In a senior role?”

“Senior enough to see the test results and know when things are being altered or buried. I’ll give you an example. Last spring, we contracted an independent firm to conduct baseline water testing across properties near the site. The results came back showing elevated benzene, toluene, and radium-226 in at least eight wells—two of them near a school. None of those are good. One of the homes belonged to my sister. DeChambeau saw the results and buried them. The consultant’s report was wiped from the internal servers, and we were ordered to prepare a sanitised version that ‘reflected ongoing filtration and post-treatment readings only’.” He laughed bitterly. “That was what my boss said—it was an ‘optimised presentation.’ We were told the original data could trigger EPA involvement and jeopardise the site, plus the new claim they want to open. The whole thing was outrageous. We had evidence that what we were doing was potentially hazardous to health, and they told us to pretend like we’d never seen it. I couldn’t get on board with something like that—it goes against everything I believe in.”

His voice was steady enough, but the tiny betrayals of his anxiety were everywhere: the tic in his jaw, the shallow rise and fall of his chest, the way he scanned the lot, his eyes flicking back and forth. He wasn’t lying—Milton had been lied to enough to know the difference—but fear clung to him like smoke, and Milton could see it’d only be a matter of time before it got the better of him.

“I told them I was uncomfortable with it,” he said. “My boss said she’d think about what I’d said. She took a week, then got back to me and said I’d done the right thing and that someone with my way of thinking was exactly what the company was looking for in a future compliance lead for the expansion they’ve been planning.” His voice was flat. “The next thing I know, I’ve got a promotion and a big pay raise.”

“They were buying you off?”

He glanced away; Milton saw guilt now, too. “I told myself it wasn’t like that, but then I saw the report they filed with the state, and I knew what they’d done. It was a complete work of fiction. None of the important data was included. They sprinkled in some negative findings, so it wasn’t a total whitewash, together with how they were going to mitigate against those, but the really bad stuff—the pollutants in the water table—was nowhere.”

“When was this?” Caterina asked.

“Seven months ago. I got used to the extra money, and I tried to persuade myself that someone else would blow the whistle, but no one did.”

Caterina looked at him, her voice calm but firm. “Please tell me you kept a copy of the report.”

“I have it on a data stick,” he said, tapping his jacket. “I’ll give it to you. And not just that. I’ve got plenty of stuff that’ll blow a hole straight through their reputation: email threads showing how they ordered the suppression, internal audits they never disclosed to the state, and a private memo sent to the board outlining a risk model where they calculated that payouts to sick residents would cost less than if they were forced to halt operations.”

Caterina gaped. “Seriously?”

“They’re so cynical—you wouldn’t believe it.”

“Why did you come to me now?”

“My nephew started having seizures. He’s seven. And I couldn’t live with myself anymore.”

“I’d love to see those files.”

“And I’d love to give them to you—everything I have. But I can’t do it for nothing. I’ve got to get out of Texas. They’re looking for me, and this has put a big target on my back.”

Milton took a step forward. “How do you know that?”

“You know Gunnar DeChambeau?”

“Barnett DeChambeau’s son,” Caterina said, and then, for Milton’s benefit, “Barnett is the CEO.”

“Gunnar came and spoke to me this morning. I’ve been there years, and he’s never even given me the time of day, and now—after you tell me something’s up and I need to be careful—now he wants to chat? Come on. He probably thinks he was being cute, but it was obvious. They know. They do.”

“Where’s the evidence?”

He reached into his pocket and held out a USB drive. “It’s all on here. Where’s the money?”

“I have it,” Milton said. “It’s in the car.”

“I know I said ten, but I’ve been thinking about it, and I don’t think it’ll be enough. It’s gonna take twenty.”

“Don’t have twenty. I can do fifteen, but that’s it.”

The man agreed quickly. “Fifteen is fine.”

Caterina looked to Milton and frowned. “You sure?”

He nodded. “It’s fine.”

She turned back to the man. “Could you just excuse us for a moment?”

“Don’t be long. I need to be on the road.”

She led Milton out of earshot.

“Fifteen?”

“Sounds like what he has is important.”

“Definitely, but I don’t feel good about you paying for it.”

“I’ve got enough.” Milton thought of the boy he’d met earlier, and the decision became even easier. “More than enough.”

“John,” she said, “I can’t ask⁠—”

“You’re not asking. I’m offering. If the files are half as useful as he says, it’ll be money well spent.”

She raised her hands, palms out. “Okay—I can’t stop you.”

“Not really.”

“Thank you. You’re doing a very good thing.”

“Check the files first,” Milton said. “Just in case.”

She smiled sweetly. “Do you think? I’ve never done anything like this before.”

“Sorry,” Milton said. “Point taken.”

Caterina turned and went back to where the man was waiting.

Milton checked the cash and then turned to follow.

He slowed, then stopped.

A white panel van had just turned off the interstate and was rolling into the lot.

A Ford Econoline with a smashed off-side front light and a scrape along the lower part of the wing.

Two men wearing ski masks were in the front seat.
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Caterina had reached the man, and the two of them had continued the conversation; neither of them had noticed the van. Milton reached around for the pistol, but, even as his fingers closed around the butt of the gun, he saw that the arrival of the vehicle had put him at a disadvantage.

It had stopped between him and Caterina, blocking her and the man from view.

The doors opened.

Milton drew the pistol and skirted a path around the truck so he could see them.

Two men had disembarked: both were big, but one was much bigger than the other.

The same two guys from before.

But this time, the shorter of the two had a shotgun.

He was aiming it squarely at Caterina and the whistleblower.

“Hello, Mr. Kessler.”

Caterina didn’t look frightened; she looked angry. “Don’t,” she said.

The man with the shotgun turned his head and saw Milton. “You can drop that.”

Milton shook his head. “Don’t think I will.”

“How far away are you from us?”

“Close enough. And I’m a good shot.”

“Maybe. But you get a shot off, maybe you hit me and maybe you don’t, but I’m definitely not missing from where I am.”

He was right; Milton was confident that he could put a bullet into his body, but it wasn’t a big-calibre round, and there was no saying whether it’d put him down or not. In the meantime, Caterina risked being torn to shreds by shotgun spread.

He was going to have to think on his feet.

“Put it down, hoss,” the man repeated.

“Okay. Easy. I’m putting it down.”

He turned his hand palm-out, the barrel of the gun pointing straight up, and then crouched. He slowly laid the gun down, making sure that the big guy’s focus was on it while he scooped up a handful of gravel in his free hand.

The guy with the shotgun gestured. “Go pick it up.”

The big guy turned and started toward him. Milton made a quick assessment. The guy with the shotgun looked like he knew what he was doing: feet planted shoulder-width apart, stock tight into his shoulder, muzzle steady, eyes sharp behind the ski mask; someone who’d trained or at least put in some time with the weapon.

The bigger guy didn’t appear to be armed, but he was enormous.

“Mr. Kessler,” the guy with the shotgun said, “you’re coming with us.”

Kessler—the whistleblower—backed away.

“Get in the car, right now, or I’ll turn you into chopped liver.”

Caterina stepped in front of Kessler.

Milton’s stomach jumped.

“Are you going to shoot us?” she said. “Here?”

“I will, baby, you give me reason to.”

“Rosa,” Milton called over, “don’t.”

“That’s right, Rosa, listen to your friend.”

Caterina was taking a foolish risk, but it had achieved something: the big guy’s attention had slipped away.

Milton took a step toward him.

Caterina sneered. “You’re how DeChambeau fixes its problems? Breaking and entry? And now kidnap? How d’you think that’s gonna look when it gets brought up in court?”

The man shrugged. “Who’s DeChambeau?”

The big guy was still distracted.

“Nice try,” Caterina said. “You think I can’t pull CCTV from here, figure out who you are?”

Milton took another step.

He’d seen how big the guy was last night, but, if anything, he’d underestimated him. He was six or seven inches taller than him, and rather than the slender frame that might’ve been expected of someone so tall, he was heavy. The sleeves of his T-shirt had been cut at the shoulders, and his arms rippled with muscle. He was pale—quite something in the blazing sunshine—and a clump of bleached blond hair had snuck under the edge of the ski mask.

“Last chance, sweetheart—get the fuck out of my way.”

“No.”

Another step.

Closer.

The guy with the shotgun narrowed the distance to Caterina. He jabbed the stock forward and then snapped it sideways, driving the heavy wooden butt hard into her ribs. The blow knocked her off balance and sent her sprawling to the side, unable to get her arms up in time as he swung the butt back again and cracked it against the side of her head.

She went down.

Stayed down.

Now.

Milton tossed the gravel in the big man’s face, followed in behind it, lowering his shoulder and barrelling into him with as much momentum as he could manage. He collided with him, hard; the big guy was surprised and unable to do anything as Milton locked his arms around his torso and drove him back.

Milton tried to trip him, to sweep his legs, get him down onto the deck where he could get on top and hammer him, but the man found his footing, locked his legs, and pushed back.

Milton’s momentum was reversed.

The guy was even stronger than he looked.

Milton knew he probably only had one more chance against someone with so many physical advantages: he had to fight dirty.

He straightened his fingers and jabbed them into the big guy’s throat, aiming for the larynx. He got some of it—the man gasped, then choked—but not enough.

Milton managed to lock his left hand into the top of the man’s T-shirt and yanked, ripping it at the collar, pulling his head down to meet the stiffest right-handed uppercut he could manage.

The man stumbled, dropped to one knee, but got up before Milton could close in again.

He put his hands up and shoved Milton in the chest.

It was like being struck by a train.

Milton found his balance, glanced over at Caterina—still on the ground—and then the other guy, who was putting Kessler in the back of the van.

He looked back to the big man. His T-shirt had ripped badly, all the way down his sternum, and was loose enough to fall off his shoulder. He had tattoos of a demonic skull on his right bicep, gun barrels pointing out of the eye sockets, and another—KILL ’EM ALL—stencilled just beneath his throat.

Milton pointed to his throat. “Like Metallica?”

The man didn’t answer.

“Me too.”

Milton moved and fired out a jab.

The big guy slipped it.

“More of a Black Album guy myself,” Milton said.

He stepped in and hooked to the body.

It thudded against muscle as hard as oak.

The guy didn’t even flinch.

“Get rid of him,” the other guy called over.

Milton pivoted and swung for his head.

The man caught his forearm and shoved him back.

Milton stumbled; the man closed the gap and threw a big straight right.

Milton twisted, but it still clipped him, bursting light behind his eyes.

He ducked under the follow-up and slammed an elbow into the man’s ribs.

Not even a grunt.

The man’s arm came around, clotheslined Milton on the side of the skull, dropped him to one knee.

The man’s knee came up.

Milton jerked his head aside and took the glancing blow on his cheek instead of his nose.

Pain flared white-hot.

He pushed up, but the man’s fist was already coming. It smashed into Milton’s jaw, and the world tilted. He reeled back, barely upright, his vision narrowing to a tunnel.

He saw his pistol, an arm’s length away.

He tried to reset his feet.

The man didn’t give him time: a left hook crashed into his ribs.

Something gave.

Milton gasped, the air burning in his throat.

He looked for the pistol.

Couldn’t see it now.

Another punch—landing in the same spot—drove him sideways.

Milton staggered.

A fist came down on the back of his head like a hammer.

Milton dropped to his hands and knees.

Blood dripped onto the ground.

The man grabbed a fistful of Milton’s shirt, hauled him half up, drove a knee into his gut, then another. Milton barely had time to suck in a breath before the man hooked an arm around his waist, clamped down hard, and lifted him clean off the ground. For a split second Milton was upside down, the sky where the ground should’ve been and the ground somewhere else, his stomach lurching. The man twisted and fell back, releasing Milton and sending him flying, his shoulders and spine crashing off the concrete with bone-jarring force.

Pain flared white-hot through his body, the impact rattling his teeth and knocking the air out of his lungs in one brutal shock.

He heard the other guy’s voice, sharp and eager. “What are you waiting for?”

The man stood over him; Milton could see his boots, right in front of his face.

“Stomp him out!”

The man paused, then called back, “He’s had enough.”

Milton heard a door open.

“Not outside my store,” a voice called. “Get gone. Sheriff’s coming.”

The big man retreated.

The other man swore but did the same.

Their footsteps receded, leaving Milton on the ground, vision swimming, the taste of blood thick in his mouth.


45




Milton got up, dusted himself off and staggered over to Caterina. She was kneeling, her fingers gently probing the side of her head where she’d been struck with the butt of the shotgun.

He put a hand on her shoulder. “You okay?”

“Dizzy.”

Her eyes flicked open and shut too slowly for his liking, and he noticed the way she swayed slightly even while kneeling. She closed her eyes, then breathed in and out; then her eyes flicked open with sudden panic.

“Shit. Where is he? The guy. What’d they say his name was?”

“Kessler. They took him.”

She tried to get up, wobbled to the left and then to the right, and reached out for Milton to steady herself. He didn’t feel much steadier himself, but his balance was coming back.

“Take your time.”

“I can’t. They took him?”

“Put him in the van and drove off.”

“We gotta tell the police.”

“Yes, but it won’t do anyone any good at all if you rush off without getting checked for a concussion.”

She brushed his hand away. “I don’t have a concussion, John, and I don’t have time to get checked. We need to find him.”

Milton helped her over to the car. She grew steadier on her feet, though he could tell it was stubbornness forcing her upright. She perched on the passenger seat sideways, legs still out, her face pale beneath the streak of blood at her hairline.

Milton took a moment to assess his own damage. He’d been through the mill at the hands of the killer TruCoin had sent in Florence, but, at least with him, he’d felt there wasn’t too much between them in terms of actual strength. Avi Bachman had schooled him years ago, but this felt different. The man was bigger than Bachman, with a vast reach and prodigious strength, but he was fast, too. Someone that big and that heavy had no right to move like a lightweight. Milton had had his hands more than full with him.

“Are you okay?” Caterina said.

Milton thought a rib might have been broken, but when he probed it, it just felt sore. “Fine.”

“You’re bleeding.”

He reached up and dabbed at his cheek, nose and eyebrow, then looked down at his red fingertips. “It’s nothing.”

Milton heard the sound of footsteps and looked over to see an old guy coming out of the truck stop.

“You two okay?”

“We’re fine,” Caterina said.

“Sure? Your friend here was getting his tail whipped pretty good.”

“Come on,” Milton protested. “I got my licks in.”

“Why’d you go do something so stupid as to get into a brawl with someone like that?”

“I’m asking myself the same question. Did you see what happened?”

“Saw you brawling.”

“There was another guy,” Caterina said.

“Came in that car?” The old guy pointed to the Mercedes. “Yeah, I saw him. The guy who cold-cocked you put him in the van; then they drove off. The other guy didn’t look all that keen on the idea.”

“Did you get a look at the van?”

“White Econoline,” he said. “And sorry, no, didn’t get the plates. Was distracted by everything else that was going on. I called the police.”

“Thanks,” Milton said. “I don’t suppose you have CCTV here?”

“Not sure if it’s still working, but I’d be happy to take a look.”

“That’d be helpful.”

The old man pointed. “She don’t look good.”

Milton looked over at Caterina and saw what the old man meant. Her eyes had glazed over a little, and her pupils were slow to react to the light. She blinked, her gaze sliding past him as though she was trying to focus and couldn’t. There was the trickle of blood at her hairline, dark against her skin, and her lips moved soundlessly before she finally croaked out a confused half-word, like she’d forgotten what she’d meant to say.

“I think she might be concussed,” Milton said. “I need to get her checked out. Where’s the nearest ER?”
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Tyler reached up to the side of his face where the guy had hit him.

Dillon noticed. “You okay, champ?”

“What the fuck?” he said.

“What?”

“You never…” Tyler stopped, took a breath, tried to slow his heart a little, then jerked his head backwards to the rear compartment and lowered his voice, as if it mattered that the man in the back overheard. “You never said anything about that.”

“I don’t have to tell you everything, kid, do I? That’s how we’re different. I’m the boss. You work for me.”

“You said we were going to talk to him. ‘Give him a bit of a scare,’ you said, get him to come back to the site. You didn’t think to tell me that we were going to be committing a…” The word was so frightening it almost didn’t come. “A felony.”

“I tell you what you need to know. And I didn’t think you needed to know that. Anyway.” He took a breath, in and out, and drummed his fingers on the wheel. “Anyway. Nothing bad’s gonna happen to him. We’re going to keep him in one of the storage sheds for a day or two, let him think about how stupid he’s been, talking to that bitch like he has been; then we let him out.” He opened the slit in the wall that divided the cab from the cargo space. “You hear that, pal? We’re gonna put you somewhere out of the way for a day or two so you can think about the consequences of being disloyal to your company.”

“Please,” the man said, his voice ragged with fear. “Please—I know I’ve fucked up. I know you’ll be mad with me—I don’t blame you, I’m mad with me, it was stupid—but I’m done with it. No more. Please—just let me out now, and I swear I’ll never cause another problem for as long as I live.”

“Good to hear. Keep that in mind and remind me when we get to where we’re going.”

He closed the hatch again. The man—Kessler, Tyler remembered—banged his fist on the partition, but after a minute, he stopped.

He felt the anxiety bubbling up, like Coke in a bottle when you shake it with the lid still on. “No,” he said. “You can say what you want, but this isn’t right.”

“All right,” Dillon said. “Let’s play this all the way through, shall we? It’s all right for you to beat the shit out of that guy, but this—taking him somewhere quiet so we can work out what he’s said or hasn’t said, who he’s told, what he’s given them or hasn’t—that’s not okay? Come on, Tyler, you ain’t dumb. You can see how someone might tell you that’s the kind of thing a hypocrite’d say, right?”

Tyler wanted to disagree, to tell him they were two very different things, that the guy had attacked him first and all he’d done was defend himself, but he could see that Dillon’s temper was starting to flicker, and he knew better than to let it really take hold. Dillon was a mean old bastard, and everyone knew the stories about what he’d done, inside the ring and out. The prison sentence, the beatings he’d delivered where the victim was too shit-scared to go to the police, the batterings he’d doled out because someone had said something that had offended him… Tyler could look after himself, but that didn’t mean Dillon didn’t frighten him.

Dillon, for once, looked switched on enough to see that Tyler still needed a little reassurance. “I get you’re freaked out, but you don’t need to be. Nothing bad’s gonna happen to him—you got my word. And you were good back there—you were good last night, too. I don’t forget loyalty like that, you know I don’t. And I meant what I said. You and me, the Hell Riders, it’s gonna be something. And I tell you what—I know we said you’d be on ten points, but I don’t think that’s right. How about we put you on twenty—you get another ten off my end. Better?”

He sighed.

“And we both know I can’t do this forever. You play this right, who knows where it might go? Someone like you, built the way you are, a big guy who can move, you’re the kind of dude who’ll make a big impression. Right? Sky’s the limit. I do this last run, I call it a day, and then maybe they package you as a solo guy, give you a push, see where you can take it. Shit, man, you could be world champ this time next year.”

Tyler knew he was being flattered, but he couldn’t help but hear the words and try to latch onto them. Dillon knew how to press his buttons—he always had—and Tyler was helpless to resist.

“And I tell you what else,” he said. “How about you help me get Kessler into the shed, make sure he ain’t gonna go anywhere; then we swing by the gym on the way back? We can call it quits for the day and do some work. I got an old finisher we used to use, and I’ve been thinking it’d be perfect for you. Kind of like a powerbomb—you get your guy up onto your shoulders, swing him out wide, then spike him straight down on the back of his neck. It’d look dope on TV.”
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The nearest emergency room was in Van Horn, but at least it was close: just ten minutes west of the truck stop. Milton drove Caterina there, helped her inside and explained what had happened to the admitting nurse: they’d both been attacked, he said, but Caterina had briefly lost consciousness and was now dizzy and disoriented. The nurse had taken her through triage, checked her vitals—blood pressure, pulse, oxygen saturation, all okay—and moved her to an exam room.

A physician’s assistant ran through the symptoms and asked about nausea, vomiting, vision changes, memory gaps. Milton said she’d staggered and slurred her words, and the PA flagged her for a CT scan to rule out a bleed. Milton had expected Caterina to complain she was fine, no need for the fuss, but she didn’t. It confirmed Milton’s decision to bring her in, the fight had been knocked out of her, and now she was either too stupefied to protest or concerned enough about her health to know to be careful. Either way, she was playing ball, and Milton had been worried she wouldn’t.

He waited while they wheeled her down to Radiology. He was thirsty and, after buying a can of Coke from the vending machine, saw the wary expression of the young mother waiting with her child behind him. He turned back to the machine and caught his reflection in the glass door: his face was bloodied, and he had the beginnings of an impressive series of bruises.

He turned back, pointed to his face and smiled. “You should see the other guy.”

The woman didn’t look amused; she put a protective arm around the shoulders of her son and moved him aside so Milton could pass. He went into the bathroom and looked more carefully in the mirror: his right eye was swelling shut, the skin already purpling around it. His cheekbone was scraped raw where the big guy’s forearm had ground him into the gravel. There was a shallow cut above his brow that had bled freely, matting his hair, and his lower lip was split, puffed out and dark with dried blood. His ribs ached when he moved, each breath a reminder of the guy’s enormous fists.

He filled the sink with warm water and used wads of paper towel to mop away the blood from his face. The water in the basin quickly turned a pinkish red as the worst of it washed away. Beneath the gore, the damage was all superficial; painful and ugly, but nothing broken. He’d been hurt much worse before, but the mirror showed a man who looked like he’d gone ten rounds and lost.
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Milton waited for Caterina to be wheeled back from her scan and then joined her in the exam room.

The attending ER doctor came in half an hour later with the results. “Good news. CT looks clean—no intracranial bleeding, no skull fracture. What you’re dealing with is a common-or-garden concussion. It’ll take time, but you’ll recover just fine with rest.”

“How long?”

“More is better—a day, minimum.”

“Thanks,” she said.

The doctor gave her Tylenol for the headache and handed Milton a printout of concussion discharge instructions: no driving, no alcohol, limited screen time, and rest in a quiet room. Someone would need to check on her every couple of hours for the first day to make sure she didn’t deteriorate. The doctor gave her a follow-up referral to a neurologist and warned her not to return to work until she was cleared.

“You’re lucky,” she said. “Knocks like that can be worse. But you’ll be sore, foggy, and exhausted for a while. Go home and rest. And don’t push it.”
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They offered Caterina a wheelchair, but she politely declined and made it out to the Focus under her own steam. Milton opened the door for her and then went around to the driver’s side.

“I feel pathetic,” she said as he started the engine.

“You’re concussed. It’ll pass.”

“And I feel stupid. ‘Go home and rest’? I can’t afford to go home and rest.”

“But that’s exactly what you’re going to do.”

“Really?” She reached for the Band-Aid on the back of her hand where they’d put in a drip for the saline. “What about Kessler?”

“I hadn’t forgotten about him. I’ll take care of it.”

“We don’t even know where he is.”

“Not yet.”

She turned to stare at him. “John? What do you know that I don’t?”

“The big guy has tattoos. I tore his shirt and got a good look at them.” He pointed to his throat. “He has one right here that I’ve seen before. ‘Kill ’Em All.’”

“Metallica?”

“There was a guard at the protest with the same tattoo. I’ll go up there, have a look at everyone who goes in and out and I’ll find him.”

“Might not need to do that,” she said. “I’ve got a connection who works in personnel up there. I could ask and see if she can match him up.”

“That’ll be helpful.”

“Let’s say I can get his details. Then what?”

“Then I pay him a visit.”

She looked out of the window. “And then?”

“I find out where they took Kessler, and then I go and get him.”

“What if he won’t say?”

Milton turned to her. “He’ll say.”

She looked pensive. Milton knew she was thinking about what he might do, and whether the cost was worth the information.

“I won’t kill him,” Milton said.

“Not like before.”

“He doesn’t deserve your pity.”

“I know that.”

“Kessler is looking at a much-shortened lifespan unless we find him quickly, and that guy is involved. He made a choice to be there today, and he’ll have to live with the consequences.”

She sighed.

“I’ll persuade him to talk. I won’t do anything more than I have to. I won’t kill him—I promise.”

“What if he goes after you again?”

“That’ll be his choice, but if he does? I can’t promise to play nice. We just have to hope he’s sensible.”
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Dillon waited for Colton to drive away before going back into the storage shed to take care of Kessler. The guy had shrunk into the far corner of the space, but Dillon had grabbed him and made him sit in the wooden chair that he’d moved into the middle of the room. The chair had wooden armrests, and Dillon had used two zip ties to secure his arms to them. Kessler had shouted for five minutes until Dillon went back inside and shoved a rag in his mouth, sealing it in place with a length of duct tape.

He left him to stew while he waited for Harlan to show up. He could’ve questioned the guy himself, but he figured the performance would be more persuasive with the two of them. Dillon knew he’d scare the shit out of the guy, but having Harlan there, too—that dead-eyed stare he had would help move things along. And, he knew, it’d be useful to have backup to do what he was going to have to do at the end of it.

He lit up a smoke and wondered about Colton. The kid was starting to give him cause for concern. He’d been bringing him along carefully, getting him used to something easy before taking him to the next level: frightening protestors, throwing his weight around, breaking into Rose Reyes’s place. Taking Kessler had been an escalation, and Dillon was going to have to watch him to make sure it wasn’t too much, too soon. He didn’t feel exposed; he knew the kid was desperate to wrestle and that he knew he had to keep Dillon sweet if that was ever going to happen. More importantly, he needed money to cover his sick brother’s medical bills, which meant he definitely couldn’t afford to piss Dillon off and risk his job. Harlan’s shitty health meant he wasn’t as reliable as he’d once been, and there’d be jobs where Dillon needed help. He’d have a word with the kid once they’d taken care of Kessler, make sure his head was still in the game, remind him of what he stood to lose if he didn’t do what he was told.

Dillon looked up and saw Harlan’s pickup rumbling down the track toward him. He finished his cigarette, ground it out against his boot and went out to meet him.
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Milton heard the crunch of tyres on gravel and stepped out onto the porch. A silver Chevrolet Malibu swung off the road. The car parked, and Chase Baxter climbed out. He wore jeans and a T-shirt under a canvas jacket, and the Stetson worn back on his head revealed neatly clipped hair.

“Dude.” He broke into a wide smile as he saw Milton. “Long time.”

Milton reached out and took his hand. “How are you?”

“Doing okay.”

Chase hadn’t changed much in the months since Milton had last seen him, but the time had sharpened the edges he remembered. He was in his late thirties now, solidly built, with handsome features that carried his father’s stamp. There was an impatience in him that Milton recognised the instant they locked eyes, a restless energy that made him talk fast and push hard. He still had the colourful way of speaking that was another echo back to his old man. Milton could see the Marine in him, the weight carried in his shoulders and the confidence with which he handled himself. Chase was capable, no question, but reckless; Milton recalled how he’d wanted the fight with the cartel almost more than the outcome, and how his impetuosity had ended up with him getting gutshot when they’d gone after La Bruja.

Chase pointed to Milton’s face. “What happened to you?”

Milton explained what had happened when they went out to meet Kessler: the two guys who showed up, Caterina getting knocked out by one of them, Milton brawling with the other.

“And this guy…?”

“Big.”

“How big?”

“Back in England, we’d say he was built like a brick shithouse. Picture the Terminator and you wouldn’t be too far off.”

“You got any idea who either of them are?”

“Might have a lead on the big guy.”

“And you want me to help with that?”

“Maybe—not yet. I need to know that Caterina isn’t going to get herself in trouble while I’m gone. She got concussed. Doctor told her she needs to rest for a day or two, but she’s not the type who takes well to sitting around.”

“And you want me to keep an eye on her?”

“That’d be a weight off.”

“Headstrong?”

“Very.”

“My dad told me what she did to the Mexican.”

“I wasn’t there,” Milton said, “but he told me, too. Still has the same impetuosity, and it’s liable to get her in trouble. She’s inside. Come on—let’s see if she remembers you.”
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It hadn’t taken long. Kessler had only tried to play dumb for a moment, giving up and spilling his guts as soon as Harlan had laid his knife against his throat. It’d all come out after that: the material he’d sent to the protestors, how long he’d been doing it for, whom he’d spoken to, the damage he’d done and the damage he was about to do. Everything.

Dillon gestured to the door and led Harlan outside. The early evening sunlight hit them.

“That wasn’t too hard,” Harlan said.

Dillon put on his shades. “Knew it wouldn’t be. Guy like that, soft as he is—you could see he was gonna fold the moment he realised it was gonna get nasty.”

“You got everything you need?”

Dillon thought about what Gunnar had told him he wanted. “Yeah. It’s all good.”

“What you wanna do with him?”

“What do you think? We let him go and he goes straight to the cops—right?”

“What, then?”

Dillon stroked his chin. “Don’t have an option, do we?”

“He’s gotta go?”

“He’s gotta go. I was thinking about the big evaporation pools up near the northern claim. Nice and quiet.” Dillon looked at his watch. “It’s seven. We give it a couple of hours, then take him up there and get it over with. You in?”

Harlan nodded. “Sure.”

“I gotta go see the boss. You wait here and keep an eye on him, make sure nothing happens until I get back.”
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Chase walked with a more pronounced limp than Milton remembered. He’d been wounded in Afghanistan, an insurgent’s IED almost taking his leg off, and he carried the injury with a kind of stubborn pride, refusing to let the weakness slow him down. Milton had always been able to notice the strain in the way he moved, the hitch in his stride.

Chase must’ve noticed Milton looking and said, “Leg’s been acting up. Doc says I need to have another operation, but that’ll put me on the shelf for six months, and I can’t spare that kind of time.”

“I thought you said business is good.”

“Very good, but that don’t mean I can afford to take myself out of action for as long as that. There’s only me working, and if I don’t work, I don’t get paid—simple as that.”

Milton was about to suggest that if he didn’t fix his leg, he was going to find himself on the shelf anyway but let it slide.

They went into the house. Milton had tried to persuade Caterina to lie down and rest, but she’d waved off his concern with an irritated flick of her wrist. She was busy at the kitchen table, her laptop open to the left and a notebook open to the right. She was wearing a pair of headphones, and she didn’t hear them approach. Milton went around to the other side of the table so she could see him.

She pushed the headphones back. “I got two things to show you.”

Chase cleared his throat.

Milton gestured. “This is Chase.”

She looked him up and down. “I remember you.”

“You were Caterina Moreno then.”

“Rosa Reyes now.”

“John told me,” he said.

Caterina’s attention only stayed on Chase for a moment; then her eyes flicked off him as if he weren’t there. “So,” she said, leaning away so Milton could see the screen, “first thing—the old guy from the service station emailed. The camera was working, although it’s not great.”

She turned the laptop around and showed them a series of grabs from a security camera. It showed the white Econoline and the two guys who’d abducted Kessler.

“They’re masked up pretty good,” Chase said.

Milton leaned in closer to take a better look, then nodded. “What’s the second thing?”

“The second thing is better. I thought I’d double-check what you said before I go to the guy I know and ask him for a favour, and it turns out you might’ve been right. Check this out.”

She was reviewing footage that had been shot by protestors at the gate of the plant. It looked as if it’d been taken on a phone, and wasn’t the best quality, but there were spans of several seconds where the security guards were visible. Milton glanced at them: all men, dressed in the same dark blue uniforms with shoulder patches that said SECURITY.

“Okay,” Milton said. He glanced along the line; one man was much bigger than the others. He pointed. “Looks familiar.”

“Gets better.” She tapped the keyboard and brought another window to the front: it featured the big guard, the image magnified as much as possible without losing the resolution. She dragged the cursor and drew a box around the man’s neck, then zoomed in.

Milton leaned in and squinted. The man had a tattoo, something written just above his sternum and below his throat. He was too far away for it to be anything other than the suggestion of words.

“Can’t read that for shit,” Chase said.

“You don’t have to,” Milton said. “You can see on the camera—the guy who gave me this black eye was big, like him, and he had a tattoo in the same place. That’s our guy.”

“What’s the play, then? Go sit outside wherever he works and follow him home?”

“No need to do that,” Caterina said.

“Caterina has a connection with someone in personnel at DeChambeau,” Milton said. “We’re hoping they’ll be able to give us a lead.”

Chase nodded. “And then? Go and have a little chat?”

“Something like that,” Milton said.
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Gunnar DeChambeau had been waiting for news from Walt Dillon all afternoon and had had to fight the urge to call him. He’d been concerned that events were quickly running beyond the limit of Dillon’s capabilities; he was perfect for intimidation, but finding Kessler and bringing him back was going to need a more subtle touch.

What if Dillon did something that led to his exposure? DeChambeau wasn’t naïve enough to think that he wouldn’t drop him in the shit the moment the police offered him a deal for leniency in exchange for giving up those who’d been instructing him.

And he knew: he was entrusting his future to a washed-up drug-addicted wrestler from thirty years ago who’d almost certainly taken one too many chair shots to the head.

But then, twenty minutes ago, Dillon had called to say that he’d got Kessler and had had a chance to ‘talk’ to him—Gunnar chose not to question the euphemism—and that he was ready to update him.

Gunnar drove out to the filling station on the outskirts of town that Dillon had suggested for a meeting and saw he was already there.

He pulled up alongside and wound down his window. “Well?”

Dillon ground out a cigarette in the ashtray. “He’s been passing stuff to Rosa Reyes for six weeks. Says it’s been low level so far, just enough to get her interested. He’d set a meeting today to set a price for the really bad stuff, but you spooked him in the canteen, and he ran.”

“He didn’t get a chance to give her anything else?”

“No.” Dillon took a USB stick from his pocket. “It’s on here.”

Dillon reached through the window and dropped the USB into Gunnar’s palm.

“Sure?”

“Trust me,” Dillon said, “there ain’t no way he’s lying.”

“Good. What are you going to do with him?”

“Best you don’t ask. But he won’t be a problem no more.”

Gunnar felt a buzz that he wasn’t expecting: a hot, stupid little pulse of triumph. They were talking around it, but there was a cold, hard nugget of truth beneath the words: Kessler would pay for his disloyalty with his life, and it was Gunnar who’d ordered it. His chest loosened, as if a knot had been untied, and with that came a fizzing clarity: people would move because he said so; problems would stop because he made them stop; obstacles would disappear.

It was intoxicating.

“Good,” he said again.

“You need anything else? Griggs is done—what about the other one?”

“Reyes? Yeah. Time to put a stop to all of this. You said she lives on the edge of town?”

“She does. Very isolated.”

“Perfect, then. Scare her off.”

“Any preference?”

“I’ll leave it to you. But no messing about. No scope for her to misunderstand how serious we are.”

“I got it.”

Gunnar put the car into gear. “Let me know when it’s done.”

Dillon nodded and drove off.
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Caterina’s contact in DeChambeau’s headquarters replied within an hour of receiving the still image of the man.

“Ain’t no surprise it’s so quick,” Chase said. “Not many dudes look like him.”

The man’s name was Tyler Colton, and his personnel file was brief, with just the usual boilerplate HR entries: date of hire eighteen months ago, job listed as field services specialist, no disciplinary notes, no commendations. His references were thin: a short-term construction outfit and a warehouse job in Odessa; nothing that suggested long-term stability. There was a copy of his driver’s licence, a single emergency contact number, and a scanned W-2 that showed he hadn’t earned much until DeChambeau picked him up.

Buried at the bottom was the piece of information Milton wanted most of all: his address. Tyler Colton lived in Marfa, a town twenty miles to the south of Clearwater Springs. Milton scouted it with Google Street View before setting off, Chase and Caterina looking over his shoulder. At Colton’s address—2230 South Mesquite—was a squat, low-rent duplex on the edge of town.

Milton took Caterina’s car. It took some persuasion: not that he could use it, but that it was best he went alone. She was keen to come and argued that she ought to get first crack at the guy in order to get to Kessler as quickly as possible. Milton reminded her that she was under doctor’s orders to rest, but she said she didn’t care. Milton played his trump card: he said things might get spicy, and if they did, and if the police were to get involved, it’d do her no favours at all to have her details and mugshot recorded on a system that would be one of the first places that anyone trying to find her might look. He picked his words carefully, reminded that she wouldn’t react well if she suspected she was being patronised. He’d seen it in Juárez before, and it had been reinforced in Texas: Caterina wasn’t scared of anyone or anything, and she’d tear a strip out of him if she suspected she was being mollycoddled.

She’d stewed on it for a moment, then conceded defeat. Chase jumped in, telling her that he needed to be brought up to speed on what had been happening in town, and offered to cook her dinner if she promised to give him chapter and verse. She eyed him with a suspicion he definitely deserved, and then, with an exasperated “What the fuck,” threw up her hands and gave in.

Milton left before she could change her mind.
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Milton followed his phone’s directions to the address and slowed down for a look around. It was in a poor neighbourhood, a sprawl of sun-bleached trailers and low cinderblock houses where the yards were more dirt than grass. Chain-link fences sagged, and the porches were cluttered with debris. The church at the end of the street was in good condition with a sign welcoming worshippers to the Sunday service, and, beyond it, a water tower stood on four tall, spindly legs. Pickup trucks sat on bald tyres at the kerb, some missing windows, others with hoods propped open like they’d been waiting months for parts that would probably never come. A stray dog nosed through an overturned trash can, ribs showing under its hide.

The house was easy enough to pick out. It squatted low to the ground, half-hidden behind a run of block wall capped with a lattice of ironwork that had been sprayed an ugly shade of purple. The railings on the steps were painted to match, the metal pitted with rust where the sun had eaten through. A couple of plastic chairs sat in the patch of shade beneath the porch, one cracked, the other holding an ashtray overflowing with butts. The yard was threadbare, a few scrubby bushes pushing up against the wall and the branches of an overgrown tree reaching across the roofline.

It was late, and the blinds were down, light playing on them from inside. He heard music through the open window of the Focus, but not from Colton’s address; the house next door looked to be the venue for a party, with a group of men and women smoking and drinking outside. Milton was ambivalent about that: on the one hand, he would’ve preferred there to be no witnesses if things got heated; on the other hand, onlookers might stop things going that way from the outset.

He drove a short distance down the street and parked. He reached into his jacket and took out his pistol, confirming it was ready to fire and then putting it back. He didn’t want to use it, but he wasn’t about to come out here and confront the guy without knowing he could put him down if he needed to. Once bitten, twice shy; Milton had no interest at all in a reprise of their first encounter.

This second meeting would be on his terms.

He got out, shut the door, and started back toward the house. He passed a parked car, an old Toyota with a WWE bumper sticker and another sticker in the window advertising Lonestar Wrestling. He paused, something about the stickers snagging his attention, and looked inside the car. The interior was a mess: fast-food wrappers crumpled on the passenger seat, a half-empty Gatorade bottle on the floor, and a gym bag wedged in the back, its zipper half-open to reveal rolls of athletic tape, elbow pads, and a pair of scuffed black boots. A crumpled flyer for an indie wrestling show lay on the dash, the kind handed out at county fairs. A blanket was bunched up across the back seat, the kind of makeshift bedding you used when you’d run out of money for a motel.

He was about to continue on to the address when he noticed two people approaching from the direction of the church: a very large man and a smaller child. Milton recognised Colton at once and, the presence of a child immediately altering his calculus, turned around and went back to the Focus. It was gauche tradecraft, but the road was open on both sides with nowhere to hide, and he was going to be made if he kept going. He’d much rather delay the confrontation until the child was somewhere else and hoped that might be possible; if Colton saw him and recognised him, Milton would adapt on the hoof, as necessary.

He reached the Focus and got inside just as Colton and the kid reached the house. Milton watched: Colton was moving slowly, almost solicitously, his steps even and measured with the boy’s hand clasped in his own. Milton saw the gentle gait was because of the boy; there was something wrong with him. The child was thin, almost fragile, his limbs too narrow for the oversized hoodie he wore. His head was bare, his scalp pale and mottled where his hair had fallen out; a knitted cap dangled from Colton’s free hand. The child’s skin carried the waxy pallor Milton recognised from Hunter, the kid he’d seen with Caterina, with the same dark smudges pooled under his eyes and the hollowness to his cheeks that made him look older than his years. He moved carefully, every step deliberate, as though the ground itself might betray him, his grip on Colton’s hand the only thing holding him steady.

Milton waited until the two of them had gone inside and then waited a little more. He was frustrated. The last thing he wanted to do was frighten a kid, but Colton had been involved in the abduction—and who knew what else—of Kessler, and, if the child was to be frightened, it was Colton’s fault.

Milton was here now.

He wasn’t about to leave without the answers he needed.
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The gathering at the neighbouring property seemed to be getting busier, with a car dropping off another four people and the music cranking up another notch. Milton crossed the street and took a diagonal path to the porch where three young men—one black, two white—were passing a crack pipe from one to the other.

“Look at this,” the black guy said.

“Dude,” said the guy next to him, his hair in braids. “You in the wrong place. Church is down the street.”

“I’m not here for church. I was wondering if I could ask you a couple of questions.”

“Where you from, man?” hooted the second white guy, his hair wrapped in a dirty bandana. “That accent’s crazy.”

“I’m English.”

“Shit,” said bandana. “I ain’t never spoken to no Englishman before.”

Milton played along, smiling at the three of them, ignoring the itch in his palm that usually presaged violence. He pointed. “The house next door. Who lives in it?”

“What are you—police?”

“Hardly,” the black guy said. “He said it himself—he’s English.”

“Pretty sure they got police in England.”

“I’m not police,” Milton said.

“What are you, then?”

Milton gave a small shake of his head. “I’m looking for a man who used to hang out with my daughter. She’s young, made some mistakes, and he was one of them. Walked out and left her with a baby. I’d like to have a chat with him about his responsibilities.”

Bandana gave a low whistle. “Shit. You come all the way from England for that?”

“No. I live in Houston.”

The black guy studied him, weighing the flatness in Milton’s tone, then nodded toward the house. “Big dude, don’t know his name, don’t know much else except he works for the oil.”

The front door of Colton’s house opened; Milton turned away, then glanced carefully back to see the boy come out. Behind him came a woman who had to be his mother: older, tired looking, her hair scraped back in a rough ponytail and her clothes creased like they’d been pulled off the nearest chair. She had the pinched expression of someone stretched too thin. She called back into the house, shut the door, shepherded the boy down the steps, and the two of them crossed to a sun-faded Dodge parked at the kerb. The engine coughed once before catching, and Milton watched as they pulled away, the woman’s hands tight on the wheel, the boy slumped low in the passenger seat, staring out at nothing.

“Do you know who they are?”

“His mom and his brother.”

“The boy looks ill.”

“Just looks scrawny,” the man with the braids said. “Dude—we done here? I gotta piss.”

“We’re done,” Milton said. “Thanks.”
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Milton didn’t particularly want to be observed going into Colton’s house and was relieved when the young men on the porch were distracted by something happening behind them. There was a crash and then a shout of consternation, and they both got up, one of the men reaching for a pistol and muttering something about a customer who, Milton gathered, had a reputation for causing trouble.

It was good timing, and Milton waited for them to leave before beginning a quick circuit of Colton’s property. He slipped off the street and into the narrow gap between the house and the fence line. The windows were covered with crooked blinds and yellowed curtains, but he noticed one pane had been repaired with cardboard and duct tape. The siding was scarred where something heavy had been dragged past it, leaving pale gouges in the paint.

The yard was small: trash cans overflowed in the corner, and the stench of old takeout rose from them; an upturned bike frame, stripped for parts, leaned against the wall; a cracked plastic kiddie pool lay half-collapsed in the dirt, its colour faded to chalky blue.

The back door was cheap plywood, swollen at the base from years of rain, its lock a flimsy ill-fitting bolt that wouldn’t take much effort to break. A narrow stoop of cracked concrete ran up to it, cluttered with an empty beer crate and a pair of muddy boots left to dry. Compared to the front, where the porch was visible, the back was screened by overgrown bushes and the shadow of a leaning shed.

Milton judged it the quietest way in.

He pulled his pistol, held it low in his right hand, and addressed the lock. He didn’t have any tools on him, and there was nothing at hand save what the yard could provide. He scanned quickly: the beer crate, the boots, a scattering of bottles that looked as if they had been tossed over the fence from next door. At the edge of the stoop, half-buried in the dirt, was a length of rusted rebar, most likely left over from a half-finished repair. He crouched, worked it free, and tested the weight.

Solid enough.

He slid the end between the jamb and the swollen frame and leaned in, applying steady pressure instead of brute force. The wood groaned, fibres splitting with a muffled crack. Milton paused, listening, then pressed again until the bolt popped out of the soft wood.

The door eased open on tired hinges.

Milton caught it with his left hand, controlled the swing and slipped inside.

He thought of the child. Milton would’ve preferred to find somewhere else to speak to Colton, but the house offered the best opportunity of doing so discreetly, without being observed if—as seemed likely—he had to threaten him. Milton wouldn’t feel great if the child and woman returned and saw him going about his work, but it was what it was.

Milton stopped in the kitchen. It was small and tired, a square box of cheap appliances that looked like they hadn’t been updated since the eighties. The wallpaper was yellowed and curling at the seams, patterned with little coffee cup motifs that gave it a false cheer. A strip of faux-marble linoleum ran halfway up the wall as a backsplash, cracked in places where the adhesive had long since given out. The cabinets above the sink were metal, painted a dull cream, the enamel chipped around the handles. A two-ring electric stove hunched in the corner, its surface blackened by years of spills, the oven door streaked with grease. A plastic-covered table was shoved up against the wall, its patterned cloth stained and curling at the edges, one leg braced with a folded piece of cardboard. He saw packaging from a ready meal on the counter, and the door of the microwave next to it was still open.

Milton listened hard: he could hear the muffled bass of the music from next door, but nothing closer than that. He took a breath, then held it; heavy footsteps, directly overhead, moving from the back of the house to the front, then descending a staircase.

He crossed the kitchen to the open door and looked down a short hallway: the front door was ahead, with two other doors—Milton guessed a sitting room and downstairs toilet—on the left and right.

The footsteps continued. Colton reached the bottom and turned to look into Milton’s pistol.

“Hey,” Milton said.

Colton stared at the gun, then at Milton. “Shit.”

“Yeah,” Milton said. “Shit.”

Colton raised both hands. “Please—you don’t need to do that.”

“Do what? Shoot you?”

“Anything like that.” He was panicking, his breath coming faster. “I’m sorry about what happened. I didn’t have a choice. I…”

The words faded out. Milton assessed him with a practiced eye and could see, beyond doubt, that Colton wasn’t used to facing the business end of a gun. His personnel file had him down as twenty-three, but now, his eyes alternating between the pistol and Milton’s face, he looked younger.

“It’s Tyler, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Good. You and I are going to have a chat. It doesn’t have to be an unpleasant chat, but that’ll be up to you. First things first—your mother and your brother. When will they be back?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where have they gone?”

“Hospital,” he said. “My brother has cancer. He’s having chemo for it, and it messes with his immune system. An infection can kill him. He’s got a fever, his temperature went over a hundred, so he’s gone to the ER. I was getting changed; then I was going to follow.”

That was good. They wouldn’t be back anytime soon.

“You can still go, but you’re going to have to be honest with me—very honest. You understand?”

Colton nodded, and, once again, Milton thought he looked younger than his years. He conducted another quick assessment: the sitting room was at the front of the house, and it was more likely that the neighbours would hear a gunshot if things went south; better to be away from them.

“Come back here to the kitchen. We’ll talk there.”

He backed up, covering the bigger man with the pistol. Colton followed, and Milton made sure there was enough distance between them that he’d be able to put a couple of rounds into his torso if he did anything as stupid as lunge at him.

Milton backed across the room and nodded to the table. “Sit down.”

Colton did as he was asked. The chair barely fit in the space between the counter and the table, limiting the big man’s range of movement a little. It wasn’t perfect, but it’d do.

Milton made sure Colton’s attention was on the pistol. “Ready?”

Colton nodded.

“Answer honestly and I’m gone in five minutes.”

“I will. I swear.”

“Good,” Milton said.


57




Milton made sure Colton had one eye on the pistol.

“So,” he said. “Kessler. Where is he?”

“We drove him back to the plant.”

“The other guy—who is he?”

“His name’s Dillon.”

“And who’s he? Your boss?”

“Yes.”

“We’ll get to him. Kessler first—go on.”

“There are shacks at the back of the northern claim. We left him there.”

“Alive?”

Colton looked panicked. “Of course he was alive.”

“What was going to happen to him?”

“Dillon said he wanted to ask him some questions.”

“And?”

“Scare him a bit. He’ll let him out when he’s through.”

“Did you believe him when he said that?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

Colton was young and naïve. “Where is he—specifically?”

“I can show you on a map.”

“Might ask you to do that. What about Dillon? Who is he?”

“Head of security at the plant,” Colton said. “Plus I go to his wrestling school. I said I needed work, he said he might be able to find me something, and he did—he put me on the security team at the site. It was all straightforward to start with, but then he started to ask me to do other things.”

“Such as?”

“Intimidate people.”

“You’re probably good at that.”

“I don’t like it,” he protested, “but we need the money. Riley’s sick, and we don’t have insurance. My mom works two jobs, and that, plus what I make, is just about enough to pay for his treatment if we cut down on everything else. But then his doctors said he was eligible for a new medicine they said might help him, except that it was expensive. I told Dillon and asked if there was anything else I could do. That’s when I started to do the extra stuff. Dillon was offering me cash in hand, and it meant we could get the drugs. I wasn’t in a position to turn it down.”

Milton was persuaded that Colton was telling the truth, he was earnest and emotional, and Milton doubted he was devious enough to concoct a story like the one he’d just told for the sake of expunging his guilt. The boy was sick, after all; Milton had seen that with his own eyes; and the boxes of pills on the kitchen counter were additional confirmation.

“I believe you.”

“So that’s it?”

“Nowhere near it. I believe you, but that doesn’t mean that I’m finished with you. You’ve caused damage. You’ve helped Dillon and DeChambeau cover up what’s been going on, so you’re going to help me fix that damage—starting with Kessler.”

“Sure—get me a map. I’ll show you where he is.”

“I’ll need more than that, Tyler. I’m going to go and get him—and you’re coming, too.”
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Milton led the way outside. Colton was obviously uncomfortable about what Milton was asking him to do, but Milton could see an even more evident discomfort at what he’d been doing with Dillon and, perhaps, a way to get himself out of the mess he was in. Colton was young and inexperienced and had evidently been trapped into working with someone nefarious—Dillon—by the exigencies of his family situation.

“We’ll take your car,” Milton said.

Colton went to the Toyota, and they both got in. Milton sat in the passenger seat, the pistol still in his hand and aimed across the cabin at Colton’s torso.

Colton started the engine. “You want to go to the sheds now?”

“Yes, please. And you’re going to answer more of my questions on the way.”

Colton pulled out. “Okay.”

“Start with Dillon.”

Colton gave a short, humourless laugh. “He used to wrestle—he was on TV in the eighties and nineties. You know wrestling?”

Milton’s only exposure was the early afternoon show on ITV in the ’80s. He remembered fat men in leotards pretending to hurt each other but guessed that’d go right over the kid’s head and might even be seen as disrespectful, so he said he didn’t.

“Dillon was one half of a big tag team. The biggest—the Hell Riders. Sure you don’t know them?”

“Like I said—not my thing.”

“I mean, they were good. Three-time champs. Dillon was Skull, and his partner was Bones. Dillon’s gimmick was how mean he was in the ring—stiff with his shots, liked to hurt guys just to see if they’d get back up. The fans thought it was part of the act, but it wasn’t. He did it because he liked hurting people. He blew out his shoulder in the end, and that should’ve been it, but he hung around. It got on top of him—painkillers and booze, then coke. Now he’s got that look some old wrestlers get, all busted up and bitter, but with a nasty edge. He dishes out pain for the sake of it. He enjoys it.”

“How’d you meet him?”

“Like I said—I was looking for a school to train at, and his was closest. He took me on. It was just training to start with, but he’s been talking about how he’s been asked to show up at a pay-per-view and then run a program. Harlan’s in worse shape than Dillon. The idea he’s pitched is that I’m Jack’s son.”

“Harlan—he’s Bones?”

“Yeah. There’s no way he’d be able to get in the ring again. The idea is Dillon’s making this big comeback, and he brings me out as the new Bones.”

They drove through town and headed out to the plant.

“Where do I find him?” Milton said.

“I don’t know where he lives. Somewhere in Saragosa, I think, but he’s mostly at the gym. I can tell you where that is.”

Milton took out his phone. “Yes, please.”

Colton recited an address, and Milton noted it down, then Googled it to make sure he wasn’t being fed a lie. He got a 404 for the website, but Google Maps had marked the wrestling school in the exact same place Colton had said.

“Is Harlan involved?”

“I don’t know. But he’s always around.”

“Is there anyone else?” Milton said. “Apart from them?”

“Guys he’s known for years. Some he used to go on the road with in the nineties, but there are a couple from the school who’ll do anything he asks if it means he puts in a good word for them with one of the promoters he knows.”

He shook his head with something that looked like disgust.

“What?”

“It’s funny,” Colton said. “I’m bad-mouthing them for doing what he tells them to do because they think he can set them up, and that’s exactly what I did when I got started. That makes me a hypocrite, don’t it?”

“Maybe,” Milton said, “but at least you’ve got a chance to do the right thing now.”
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They arrived at the plant. Colton rolled past the gatehouse and flashed his badge against the reader. The barrier lifted, and he drove them inside.

The plant sprawled across the flatland, a patchwork of steel and concrete stitched together with gravel roads. It was late, but the pumps operated twenty-four hours a day, and it was still busy. Pickup trucks rattled by, workers in hard hats riding in the beds. Overhead pipes ran between the tanks, and the hiss of pressure valves carried on the dry wind. The stink of crude and chemicals seeped into the car.

“We’ll need to take a four-by-four,” Colton said.

He pulled into a lot and told Milton to wait while he got the keys for one of the branded Jeeps.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Milton said. “This is your chance to start putting things right.”

“I know.”

“And just because you’re out of sight doesn’t mean you’d be safe. I know where you live.”

“I know,” he said.

“Go on, then.” He reached for the keys, but Milton blocked his hand. “You can leave them.”

Milton let him go and waited in the car while he went into the hut. He was confident that Colton was scared enough not to try to double-cross him, but in the event that he was wrong, he’d slide across into the driver’s seat and use the Corolla to get clear. The security was designed to stop people getting into the site; the gate wouldn’t offer much of an impediment if he decided to leave.
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Colton returned, dangling a new set of keys in his hand.

“See?” he said when Milton got out. “You can trust me.”

“We’re nowhere near trust yet.”

Colton took them to the four-by-four at the end of the lot and got in. They set off again, following a service road deeper into the site. They passed rows of pumpjacks, their horse-head beams dipping and rising. They drove along a track for ten minutes, and further on, the ground grew rawer; freshly scraped earth, bulldozer tracks scored into the ground.

“This is the northern claim,” Colton said.

“Expansion?”

“That’s what they’d like. The word is there’s a launch event in the next day or two—I think they got the permits they need.”

A cluster of storage sheds squatted in the dust on the edge of the site. They were made out of corrugated tin, with rust streaks running down the walls and padlocks on the doors. A couple had broken windows patched with plywood.

Colton eased the Jeep to a stop in front of the row.

“Which one?”

Colton pointed. “The one on the end.”

They got out, and Milton tucked his pistol into the waistband of his jeans. Gravel crunched under their boots as they crossed to the shack.

Milton tested the padlock, heavy and weather pitted. “Got a key?”

Colton shook his head. “No.”

Milton knocked on the door. “Kessler?”

No reply.

Milton scanned the row once more, then walked to the Jeep. He flipped the tailgate, reached under the cover of the spare well and came up with the tyre iron: heavy, honest steel. There was a flashlight, too, and he gave that to Colton while he got to work. He slotted the forked end under the lock’s shackle, planted his feet, and put his weight in. The metal protested with a grinding squeal and then gave with a clean snap. The ruined lock clattered into the dust.

Milton opened the door.

The smell hit first: oil, dust, and the faint ammonia tang of rodent piss.

It was too dark to see.

Colton switched on the flashlight and shone it inside.

The shack was bare bones: stacks of chemical drums along one wall, faded hazard labels peeling off; wooden pallets leaning in a corner; a workbench with rusted wrenches, a bent crowbar, a roll of duct tape stiff with age; a single chair in the middle of the floor, out of place, facing nothing.

Colton played the beam on the empty chair. “Where is he?”

Milton ignored him and crossed the room to the chair. He went down on one knee beside it. There was a dark stain on the floor just behind it. The blood was dark and already turning tacky. It had seeped into the cracks in the concrete, spreading in thin veins. He leaned closer. A smear trailed away from it, as if something heavy had been dragged across the floor toward the door.

It was sloppy. Milton would’ve cleaned up.

Milton could draw conclusions from it: sloppy meant they didn’t think they would be disturbed here.

And if they were sloppy about that, what else might they have missed?

Milton stood. He saw something on the floor beneath the bench.

“Shine it there,” he said.

Colton did as he was told, and Milton went over to the bench. He pulled the sleeve of his shirt down and covered his fingers.

He picked it up: a zip tie, fastened, sliced with a knife.

“Shit.” Colton was silhouetted behind the glare of the flashlight, but the beam quivered in his shaking hands. He pointed down to the blood. “They killed him?”

“That’d be my guess.”

“But… where…”

“Where’d they take him? I’m guessing there are lot of places a body could be hidden on a site like this. I doubt it’d be too hard to make him disappear.”

“Shit,” he said again. “Shit. I had nothing to do with this.”

“You brought him here, Tyler. I’m not sure about Texas law, but that’d make you an accessory in most places.”

“But I didn’t know. Dillon never said they were going to do… this.” He doubled over. “I’m gonna be sick.”

“Do it outside,” Milton said sternly. “I believe you, for what it’s worth. But you don’t want to be leaving any more of your DNA here than you already have.”
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Colton managed to keep his dinner down, but he looked as sick as a dog as he drove them back to Marfa.

Milton sat back and considered what he should do. The police were going to have to be involved—that much was certain—but he didn’t feel great about what would happen to Colton if he called them right away. He’d decided the kid hadn’t known that his instructions from Dillon would lead to Kessler’s likely murder, but the police might not take the same view. They might, he knew, be in the pocket of the money-rich corporation that was so influential in this part of the state. Or they might close ranks around Dillon, who undoubtedly had ammunition to fire if he was minded to try to cut a deal with a prosecutor. Milton suspected such a strategy would be difficult to pull off, but even long shots came in every now and again, and he’d be betting Colton’s future on the hope that it wouldn’t.

Milton decided: he wouldn’t report it tonight. He’d take a swing at Dillon first and see if he could persuade him to do the right thing.

They arrived back at the house. Colton pulled up in the same space and killed the engine.

Colton glanced over at him. “What are you going to do?”

“Find Dillon.”

Colton swallowed. “And then what?”

“Talk to him. See if he wants to make this easy.”

“He won’t.”

“I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. He’ll be at the gym?”

“Probably. I could call him and find out.”

Milton was thinking about that but was interrupted by the ringing of Colton’s phone in its windscreen holder.

Colton glanced at it, blanched and muttered a curse. “It’s him.”

“Dillon?”

He nodded. “I have to take it—he hates it when I don’t pick up.”

“Put it on speaker.”

Colton nodded.

“But don’t say anything that’ll get you in trouble.”

“I won’t.”

He tapped the screen.

Milton recognised Dillon’s voice. “Tyler?”

“I’m here.”

“Where?”

“In the car.”

“I need you to come back up to Clearwater.”

“Can’t do that, Walt.”

“I’m sorry,” Dillon said. “Did I just hear you saying you can’t?”

“I can’t, Dillon. It’s Riley. He’s sick—my mom’s just taken him to the ER.”

“And? You just said—he’s with her. You don’t need to be there too, do you?”

Milton mouthed, Ask him what he wants.

Colton looked uncomfortable. He swallowed. “What is it?”

“So, listen. I got Kessler to talk, and I was right—he’s been feeding information to Reyes. All the stuff she’s been using has come from him.”

Milton felt a twist in his gut; he knew where this was going.

“What does that have to do with me?” Colton said.

“We’re gonna give that bitch something to think about. We’re gonna give her a warning.”

Milton clenched his fists.

“Yeah?” Colton said. “What kind of warning?”

Dillon chuckled. “We’re gonna torch her house.”

Colton blanched. “Shit, man,” he said. “Really?”

“Yes. Tonight. How soon can you get to Clearwater?”

Milton closed his eyes, trying to run all the angles.

“Tyler? You still there?”

Milton opened his eyes. Colton was staring at him, his hands spread helplessly.

Milton mouthed, Tell him you’re leaving now.

“On my way. Be there as soon as I can.”

“It needs to get done tonight. There’s five hundred extra waiting for you if you get here by midnight.”

“I’ll see you there.”

Dillon ended the call.

“Fuck,” Colton said. “What do I do now?”

Milton told him to wait, took out his phone and called Caterina. The line clicked once, then a pause, before an automated voice cut in: “The wireless customer you are calling is not available.” A moment later the call dropped, the screen flashing No Service beneath her name.

It wasn’t his signal; he had bars.

It was dead at her end.

He tried Chase and got the same result.

“What’s happening?” Colton said.

“I can’t get through,” he said.

“There’s patchy service out there,” Colton said.

“No shit.” Milton knew he had no choice. “I’m going there now.”

“What about me?”

“Stay.”

“You heard what Dillon said—if I don’t show, I don’t know what he’ll do.”

“You can blame me,” Milton said. “Get out.”

He did but frowned in confusion. “I don’t get it.”

“Tell him I jumped you.”

“That won’t cut it. He won’t believe me.”

Milton went around the car and stood in front of him. “You want it to look credible?”

Colton lowered his hands to his sides. “I had it coming.”

Milton didn’t have time to argue or think of a better way. He drew back his fist and struck Colton in the face, his knuckles mashing into his nose. Blood ran at once, sliding down onto his lips and down his chin.

“Again.”

Milton struck him for a second time. “Sorry.”

“No,” he muttered, “I’m sorry. About everything.”

Milton took out his phone. “I’m going to need to see you again. Give me your number.”

Colton did as he was told; Milton tapped it into his phone and saved it.

“Are you going to the hospital?”

Colton nodded.

“I hope your brother is okay.”

Milton went for his car.

“Be careful,” Colton said. “With Dillon. He’s dangerous.”

Milton ignored that. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”
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Chase was looking out of the window when he saw the headlights of a vehicle approaching Caterina’s house from the direction of the town. It wasn’t unusual, not in itself; he’d already seen how the road was quiet, but there were other houses here, and there’d been the occasional car that passed the house heading south.

“You want a beer?” Caterina said.

He turned away from the window and looked across the room to where Caterina was holding up two bottles of beer.

“Yeah. Thanks.”

She came over to him.

“I keep putting my foot in it with John.”

“Oh, right—about how he doesn’t drink?”

“Who does that?”

“He didn’t drink when I met him, either.”

“Or in Mexico,” Caterina said. “I just keep forgetting.”

She twisted off the caps of both bottles and handed one to Chase.

“He’ll be used to that by now,” he said, drinking the top off his bottle.

She sat, twisting her bottle in her hands. “He told me about your dad. I’m sorry.”

Chase drank again and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Yeah. Shitty deal. John say how?”

“A little.”

“You know what he would’ve said, the way it went down? He’d had a good run, and that was always gonna be the way he was gonna go. The things he’d done in his life… I ain’t kidding… it’d pretty much turn your hair white. He was philosophical about punching out, and he knew it was likely to be that way, more than any other.”

“I liked him. He was kind to me.”

“He liked you, too. Told me what you did.”

She snorted. “That piece of shit had it coming.”

“First time?”

“First time what?”

“You shot someone.”

She gave him a look. “What do you think? Yeah. First and last.”

He took another swig.

“How about you?” she said. “John says you were military.”

“Marine. Long time ago. Would’ve stayed in, but a bomb went off next to the Humvee. Shrapnel in the leg. They sent me home. Ended up working with my dad, then running it when he passed.”

“You’re a bail bondsman,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Exotic.”

“It ain’t all that. Mostly it’s paperwork and chasing down people who don’t want to show up in court. Half of ’em are junkies or drunks who forget what day it is; the other half are assholes who think skipping bail makes them tough or smart. You spend a lot of nights sitting in your car outside some shitty apartment block, waiting for a shitty guy to make a mistake. Every now and then you’ve gotta drag somebody out by the ankles, but mostly it’s just long hours and low margins. Nothing glamorous about it—TV makes it look like it’s an adventure, but it ain’t. It’s just a job.”

“Could be worse. You could be thinking about retraining as a paralegal.”

Chase grinned. “What’s that joke about lawyers?”

“Lots of jokes about lawyers.”

“What’s the difference between a lawyer and a catfish? One’s a bottom-feeding scum-sucker.”

“And the other’s a fish—ha ha.”

Chase drank. “Why don’t sharks eat lawyers?”

“Don’t know.”

“Professional courtesy.”

She smiled. “Get the fuck out of here.”

Chase found he was able to relax in her company. She was fun and spiky, with a sense of humour that she wasn’t afraid to wield at others or herself, if the occasion presented itself. She was pretty, too; no point in trying to deny it. Her hair was long and the darkest of blacks, and she had a spark of intelligence in her eyes that told him it’d be unwise to underestimate her. And she had determination. His dad had been right. She was quite the package.

Her phone rang.

She frowned.

“You expecting a call?”

“No,” she said. “It’s unusual to get reception here. Goes in and out.”

“John?”

She shrugged. “Maybe.”

She picked up the phone and put it to her ear. Chase watched as her expression changed from confusion to concern and then—as her hand went to her mouth—shock. She was listening rather than speaking, but after thirty seconds, she said, “I’ll be there as soon as I can,” and put the phone down.

“What is it?”

“Someone I know,” she said. “Her son has cancer, and they’ve taken him into hospital. Sepsis. We only saw him this morning—me and John—and he seemed okay. Not well, but… he just had another round of chemo, and he said he was feeling all right.”

“You want to go and see him?”

“Definitely,” she said. “But John’s got my car.”

“I’ll drive you,” he said, quietly relieved that he had a reason to go with her, rather than having to insist upon it.

“Thanks. Let me freshen up.”

He finished his beer and got up. “No problem. I’ll take a leak; then we can hit the road.”

Chase went to the bathroom and then took the empty bottles of beer to the kitchen. He went to the trash, but as he reached down, he thought he saw movement in the darkened yard outside.

He heard Caterina coming back down the stairs. “You ready?”

“Yeah,” he said, distracted, his eyes still on the window, his hand halfway to the lid, wondering what it was—a coyote, maybe, he knew they had them in these parts, or maybe a deer—when he saw it again.

A guy, dressed in black. He saw him raise something, saw the flash, heard the boom, felt the fragments of glass as they blew over his face.

“Get in the front room!” he yelled back to Caterina.

He heard the metallic chick-chack as the shotgun was racked; then the second shot came a heartbeat later: a deeper boom, louder, closer, shaking the walls. The window frame bucked as the blast tore through it, a spray of splinters and plaster bursting inward.

“Stay down!” he yelled.

He reached for his gun, but his hand found nothing, and he remembered: he’d taken off his belt and left it in the other room. He looked up: the window was gone, but he couldn’t see the shooter. If he stayed low and moved fast, he ought to be able to get out and back to Caterina and his piece without putting himself in the line of fire.

Chase slithered around on his belly, sweeping the glass out of his path with the flat of his forearm, then drove himself forward with his elbows and knees. It was the same movement they’d drilled into him years ago, back in basic: low crawl under a net, chin tucked, ribs scraping the ground, legs pushing, elbows dragging.

He kept his body flat, head down, moving fast.
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Chase made it back to the front room. Caterina was flat on the floor, her hands over her head.

“You okay?” he said.

“What the fuck!”

“Guy with a shotgun in the yard. Whole lot of buckshot through the window.”

“You’re not hit?”

“No.”

She pointed. “But you’re bleeding.”

He reached up to his cheek; he felt the sticky warmth of blood and saw red on his fingertips. “Just bits of glass.”

Chase took his belt from the back of the dining table chair and pulled his pistol from its holster. It was a long-barrelled revolver, blued steel gone dull with age. “My daddy’s,” he said. “It’ll punch through an engine block if I’m close enough.” He cocked the hammer and went to the doorway. “Call the cops?”

She checked her phone. “Reception’s gone.”

“Landline?”

“What is this, grandad? 1986?”

“Just us, then. Fine.”

He opened the door to the hall and looked out, back to the kitchen. He could see the broken window and something shining in the light as it arced through and inside. They both heard the sound of more glass breaking, but this was different: less the sharp crackle of windowpanes shattering and more of a duller crash, thick and heavier, like a jug or bottle bouncing and then shattering against the floor.

Chase knew what it was.

At first it was only the sound: the faint crackle of something burning, the pop of glass, wood ticking in the heat. Then a flicker showed on the hallway wall, an unsteady orange glow that shifted as the flames took hold. Smoke drifted out in thin ribbons, just enough to sting the eyes and carry the sharp tang of gasoline.

They were in trouble.

“Molotov.”

“We need to get out,” Caterina said.

Chase didn’t like the idea of leaving the house without knowing whether anyone was waiting for them outside, but they couldn’t stay inside, either. They were going to have to take the chance.

“Wait here,” he said, pointing to the doorway that led from the front room to the hallway. “I want to make sure it’s safe.”

“It’s not safe to stay.”

“I know. But we have cover here. Just wait.”

He dropped down low and, with the gun held in a loose two-handed clasp, went into the hallway. He looked left, down to the kitchen: the flames showed themselves, an orange flicker sliding across the pale wall of the hallway, stretching longer as the blaze grew. Smoke drifted out in slow curls, then thickened, rolling along the ceiling like a dark tide.

He went to the front door, pressed himself against the wall to the side of it, held the gun one-handed and reached down with his free hand for the door handle. He turned it and pulled the door to open it but couldn’t. He tried again. The door shifted an inch, no more, then stopped dead. He tried once more, harder this time. Nothing. He felt resistance: solid, not the weight of a lock but something braced from outside. He let go of the handle and looked through the gap. He saw rope; they’d looped it around the handle and tied it off against something out front.

He turned, looked back to the kitchen, the only other door out. Heat pressed out of the kitchen. The crackle was louder now, sharper, mixed with the hiss of fuel burning off the floor. Smoke rolled low along the ceiling and pushed into the hallway in dirty grey waves.

He covered his mouth with his sleeve and went to Caterina.

“Can’t get out the front. The door’s been blocked.”

Another shotgun blast, this time from the front of the house.

The window behind them was blown out.

Another bottle sailed inside, and flame blossomed where it hit, liquid fire spreading in a sheet across the carpet. The smell of gasoline came up in a choking wave as the blaze ran to the sideboard, licking up the doors in orange tongues. The curtains caught, going up in a whoosh, showering ash and embers into the room. The air grew hot in an instant, smoke piling toward the ceiling, rolling black against the pale wallpaper. The tablecloth ignited, the plastic bubbling and dripping molten strings that hissed when they hit the floor.

Chase looked over at Caterina and saw that her legs were on fire. He ripped the throw from the back of the couch and dropped on her, wrapping her legs tight. The flames guttered and died under the fabric. He pulled the blanket away: smoke, scorch marks, but no fire.

“You good?” he shouted over the roar in the room.

Caterina was coughing, eyes wide and wet, but she nodded.

“Any other way out?”

She shook her head.

“We gotta go upstairs, then. I’ll go first—you need to stay right up tight behind me.”

They stumbled into the hall, the heat at their backs. Chase checked the hallway in both directions, thought he saw movement outside the kitchen window and pulled the trigger, sending a round downrange more in hope of buying time than of finding a target.

Smoke curled around them as they climbed the stairs two at a time. Behind them, the fire surged unchecked, the two blazes seeking to meet, tearing through the kitchen and the front room, rushing into the house like a living thing.
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Milton raced north from Marfa as fast as he could, pushing the Focus to seventy and then eighty, the little car threatening to fall apart. He didn’t know how long he had or what he would face when he reached the house and couldn’t afford to take his time.

He was still outside Clearwater Springs on Highway 17 when he caught the amber glow on the horizon. For a moment he told himself it might be a flare stack, gas burning off from a rig out by the fields.

That was common enough out here.

But he knew it wasn’t that.

The glow was coming from the direction of Caterina’s house.

Dillon hadn’t waited for Colton.

Milton was too late.

The closer he got, the worse it looked. Smoke was piling up into the night, tinted orange at the base, black at the top. The house was lit like a lantern, the downstairs windows pulsing with fire. Heat shimmered even at this distance.

Milton dropped a gear and pushed on. Gravel spat as he took the turn off the blacktop.

That was when the Econoline came at him. Headlights flared, high beams blinding. The van tore out of the track by the house, engine howling. It swung wide into his lane, forcing him toward the ditch. Milton yanked the wheel, tyres shrieking, the edge of the shoulder breaking loose under him. For a moment the Focus fishtailed, dust boiling up around the windscreen. He fought it straight, saw the van blast past, back-end slaloming, tyres throwing stones as it vanished down the road.

He steadied the wheel, heart hammering, and looked back toward the house.

It was burning hard.

Milton turned off the road, stomped on the brakes and got out. He drew his pistol and vaulted the brick wall around the yard, sprinting to the door. The glass in the windows had shattered, and flames were pouring out.

The front door had been secured, a rope wrapped around the handle and tied off against the pillar of a broken-down brick wall. Milton slid the loop off the handle, booted the door open.

Heat hit him in the face, smoke burning his throat.

He dropped low and pushed into the hall.

The fire had taken hold of the kitchen and was starting to climb the walls, smoke pushing hard along the ceiling.

He heard coughing overhead.

“Chase?” he yelled.

“Up here!”

Milton took the stairs two at a time. The air was thick, and every breath was bitter. He found them both at the end of the landing, Caterina on her knees, choking, Chase pulling at her arm. The window behind them was painted orange with the glow outside as the flames raced up the exterior wall.

“There’s a shooter outside,” Chase said.

“Not now.” He pulled Caterina up, slung her arm over his shoulder. “Let’s go.”

Chase fell in beside him, eyes streaming. “Door’s been secured.”

“I cleared it.”

“My papers,” Caterina said. “For the case.”

“Too late for that,” Milton said.

He led them back the way he’d come, down the stairs and through the smoke, one arm keeping Caterina upright, the other gripping the rail; it was burning hot, and Milton could feel his skin blistering. The fire roared all around them, timbers creaked, and glass shattered.

They reached the foot of the stairs and stumbled outside as part of the roof gave way with a cracking boom. They got clear, out across the grass, over the wall and into the road. The house flared behind them, flames tearing through the upstairs rooms, sparks lifting into the night.

Chase bent double, coughing as he tried to breathe in fresh air.

Milton lowered Caterina to the ground. Her face was streaked black with soot, eyes red and streaming. Strands of damp hair clung to her forehead.

“Okay?”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

Chase straightened up. His skin was blackened, too. “Someone shot out the windows and threw in a couple of Molotovs.”

“They were driving out as I was driving in,” Milton said.

“You know who?”

“I’ve got a pretty good idea.”

Caterina pushed herself upright.

“Easy,” Milton said.

“I need to get to the hospital,” she said.

“You said you were⁠—”

“Not for me. It’s Hunter.”

“What’s wrong with him?”

“His mom called. They’ve had to take him in.”

“Why?”

“She didn’t say, but she sounded panicked. I said I’d get over there.”

“What about the house?”

“Fuck the house,” she said, getting unsteadily to her feet and jogging for the Focus.

Milton heard sirens and, as he turned, saw the lights of an approaching fire truck.

“I’ll stay until they’ve put it out, then follow,” Chase said.

“Thanks,” Milton said.

“John,” Caterina said, “let’s go.”
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The hospital was in Alpine, twenty miles southwest of Clearwater. Caterina stared dead ahead, her hands in her lap, her fingers drumming against her thighs. Her face was blackened with soot from the fire; Milton looked at his own reflection in the rearview and saw that his face was dirty, too.

“What did she say?” Milton said.

“That he has sepsis.”

“But he was fine.”

“He wasn’t ‘fine,’” she snapped. “He has cancer.”

“I know,” he said. “I was just…” His sentence trailed off; he knew he sounded stupid.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to jump down your throat.”

“Forget it.”

“It’s just…”

“Unfair,” Milton finished. “It’s just unfair.”

“Now you see why I’m doing what I’m doing? It’d be bad enough if he was the only kid to have suffered after what DeChambeau has done, but he isn’t. Do you know what the average incidence of paediatric cancer is? One in three hundred. And do you know what it is in Clearwater Springs? Ten in three hundred. If you’re unlucky enough to be a child here, you’re ten times more likely to get cancer. They can’t say that’s coincidence.”

Milton gripped the wheel a little tighter. They hadn’t even mentioned the fire at the house; Chase had waved them off and then intercepted the fire crew as they spilled out of the truck. Milton and Caterina hadn’t stayed long enough to survey the damage, but it was obviously significant. Milton would suggest that Caterina take a room in the same hotel as him, but that was a conversation for later.
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The Big Bend Regional Medical Center sat back from the highway, a low sprawl of beige and pale brick, flat-roofed and practical rather than pretty. The parking lot stretched out in front, not busy at this late hour. A small sign at the entrance marked the emergency department, the arrow pointing toward a covered drop-off where an ambulance idled.

Caterina led the way inside. The lobby was small, a handful of vinyl chairs lined against the wall, a TV bolted up in the corner running a muted news channel. A couple of families sat waiting. The nurses’ station was a low desk shielded with Plexiglas, paperwork stacked high, a single tired clerk juggling phones. Caterina asked at the desk for Hunter and followed the nurse’s directions to paediatrics; in a place as small as this, that meant a couple of curtained bays off the main ward.

“There she is,” Caterina said.

Veronica stood with a doctor beside one of the bays. She had both arms folded across her chest, shoulders hunched, listening hard. The fluorescent light showed the strain in her face: pale skin, eyes dark-rimmed, hair scraped back without care. The doctor spoke quietly, one hand resting on her shoulder, then gave a final nod and walked away down the ward.

Veronica turned, saw them, and her composure cracked.

“You came,” she said.

“Of course I did,” Caterina said.

Veronica crossed to Caterina and wrapped her in a hug. When Veronica pulled back, her eyes were wet and red.

“How is he?”

“Sepsis,” she said. “The doctor said it doesn’t take much. The chemo’s wrecked his immune system—he hasn’t got anything left to fight with. Could’ve been something small—it could’ve been a cut, even just a bug. But once it gets in, it spreads.” She took a breath. “He’s on antibiotics and fluids and oxygen. They said they’ll do everything they can, but it’s… it’s bad. When they talk like that, you know. You just know. They said the infection’s already in his blood.”

“He’s tough,” she said.

“He is tough,” Milton added. “I know I only spent an hour with him, but he was stoic. No complaints, just got on with it.”

She nodded, as if Milton’s observation was something she could fix her hopes on.

“He’ll get through it,” Caterina said.

Milton felt a surge of anger that took him completely by surprise. He felt the familiar tremor pass up and down his arms, his fists clenching and a tightness in his jaw. “I’ll get coffees,” he said, nodding to the vending machine in the corridor, and set off for it before Caterina could say anything else.

The anger swelled, and he diverted to the bathroom to give it a chance to subside. He grabbed the edges of the sink and stared into the mirror, then closed his eyes and took deep breaths, in and out, until the urge to punch the wall had passed. He would never have understood the reaction before he’d started going to meetings; he would’ve gone out and got drunk and then ended up in a fight. Now, though, he could diagnose it: it was the injustice of an illness the child didn’t deserve, and it was his powerlessness in the face of it. The two fused together in a combustible mix that, if he wasn’t careful, would lead to a detonation and consequences that would be bad for everyone. He recognised it: alcoholic thinking. He couldn’t afford that, there had to be a response, but it needed to be measured.

He’d start with Dillon.

He went back outside, got four coffees from the machine and then took them back into the waiting room. Caterina and Veronica were talking to another doctor. Chase had arrived; Milton went to him, gave him one of the coffees and put the other two down on the table.

Chase looked into Milton’s face. “You okay, man?”

“Angry.”

“Yeah.”

“He’s a good kid. He doesn’t deserve…” Milton waved a hand. “He doesn’t deserve that.”

“No,” Chase said.

“The house?”

“The fire’s out. It’s not a complete write-off, but there’s a ton of damage.”

Milton watched Caterina; she had Veronica’s hand in hers. “Can you stay here? Keep an eye on her, make sure she doesn’t do anything stupid?”

“Sure. What are you gonna do?”

“The guy who torched the house is a man called Dillon. I’ll start with him.”

“And then?”

“We’ll see what he tells me.”

“Stupid of me to ask what’ll happen if he don’t want to talk to you?”

“He’ll talk.”
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Chase gave Milton the keys to the rental, and he drove that to the address Tyler Colton had given him for Dillon’s wrestling school.

He was surprised to see cars in the lot outside the building and light bleeding out from beneath the doors. Milton parked at the end of a line of four: a white Ford Econoline was in the middle, between a pickup and two sedans. He killed the engine and got out, taking a moment to look at the van. The paint was chalky with age, and one of the front headlights was smashed, the glass covered with a crosshatch of tape. A long scrape ran down the passenger side; Milton took out his phone and used the flashlight to examine it, seeing little specks of maroon paint across the exposed grey primer. The bumper was bent, the grille dented, and the rear doors were patched with mismatched panels of metal and filler.

The car next to it had a bumper sticker with Lonestar Wrestling on it; Milton looked up at the building and saw the same logo nailed to the wall on a cheap vinyl banner.

Milton pushed the doors open and went inside.

The gym smelled of sweat and liniment, the sour reek baked into the mats. The lights were harsh fluorescents, buzzing overhead. A ring sat in the middle, ropes slack, canvas stained darker in spots. Heavy bags hung along the wall, duct-taped and scarred. A squat rack leaned under too much weight, bars bent, collars missing. Posters for old Lonestar Wrestling shows curled on the plywood walls; the faces were faded and the corners torn.

Colton had described Dillon, and Milton recognised him at a table in the corner with three other men, all of them in their late fifties: one wide through the shoulders but soft through the gut, a faded tattoo of a snake twisting down his arm, the ink blotted with age; the other enormous, as tall and heavyset as Colton, wearing a leather vest over a T-shirt with holes at the seams, his hands covered in old scars, fingers swollen with arthritis; the third a little smaller, but with a mean face and a tic that jerked in his cheek.

A half-empty bottle of Jack sat among plastic cups that sweated rings onto the wood. A glass plate had been pressed into service as a tray, lines of cocaine racked out across it, cut crooked with a credit card. The big guy leaned in, rolled-up bill to his nose, snorting hard before tipping his head back. The other guy laughed, did a line, chased it with a swallow of whisky. Dillon’s nose was red, and his eyes were glassy. He licked his finger, picked up the residue and wiped it across his gums.

Milton crossed the room.

“Mr. Dillon?”

Milton watched his face for a reaction and got one; a little twist of recognition, smoothed over and replaced with confected bewilderment. “Who’s asking?”

“I’m John. You don’t remember? We met before.”

“Nah—don’t think so.”

“I remember.” Milton put on a smile. “Have a think. You were with another guy. A big guy, looked a little like your friend there. We had a little tussle.”

Dillon did a good job of keeping up the charade, and now he beefed it up with a little irritation. “I’m sorry, hoss, but I have no idea who you are.”

“See, there you go—you said that before.”

“I said what before?”

“‘Hoss.’ You called me hoss. I don’t think anyone’s ever called me that apart from you.”

Dillon shrugged. “Whatever, man.” He gestured to the door. “I don’t know what you want, or who you think I am, but I’m telling you I’ve never seen you before, and now you’re going to have to leave. I’m having a social drink with my boys, and I ain’t got the inclination to waste time talking to you.”

“No,” Milton said. “I don’t think I’m going anywhere yet.”

Dillon stood. “Time’s up, pal. Get out before I throw you out.”

Milton went over to a rack of dumbbells. He picked up a ten-pound weight and flexed his fingers around the shaft, the stippled grip worn smooth by use.

Dillon came right up behind him. “Didn’t you hear me?”

“I heard you.”

Milton took a breath. He was almost vibrating with anger, and it was as much as he could manage to hold it in. He turned, the dumbbell still in his hand. “You can consider this a warning, Mr. Dillon.”

“What?”

“I know what you’ve been doing. I know you broke into Rosa Reyes’s house, I know you abducted Mr. Kessler, and I know you went back to Miss Reyes’s house tonight and torched it. I know you roped up the front door, and I can only think you’d do something like that if you wanted to kill her. Now, Mr. Dillon, there’s obviously a difference between what I know and what I can prove, but you might find you come to regret that.”

“Man, you are so full of it. If I⁠—”

“See, I’m a believer in doing things the right way. I’d rather let the police handle this, but, given the fact that I can’t prove what I know, that option’s off the table. It’s not off the table for you, though, is it? That’s why I came—I’d like to give you a choice.”

“That so? What choice is that?”

“Choose to do the right thing. Go to the police and confess.”

Dillon’s confusion was all gone now, and the consternation that had replaced it had itself been overtaken by anger. He took a step towards Milton, narrowing the distance between them to no more than an arm’s breadth. The other men stood, too.

“Or else, hoss? What you gonna do?”

“Well, then we get to the other choice. You can choose not to go to the police, and you’ll be putting the onus back on me again. But it’ll be different. I won’t come in here like this and have a polite discussion. I’ll go to your house, or somewhere with no witnesses or cameras, and I’ll deal with you myself.”

It was obvious that Dillon had a short fuse, and Milton knew it wouldn’t take much to light it. Milton noticed all the little escalations—the way his eyes narrowed, a nervous tic that pulsed in his cheek, his right fist clenching—and watched and waited for him to adjust his weight ready for a punch. He did—rocking back onto his right foot—and Milton moved first. He drove the dumbbell into Dillon’s gut, and then, as Dillon bent double, Milton brought it up, so the rounded end cracked against the side of Dillon’s head, just above the ear.

He dropped, landing flat on his face.

The two other guys came forward.

Milton pulled the pistol and made sure they saw it. “Uh-uh. I don’t have a quarrel with either of you. Probably best it stays that way.”

They sat back down.

Milton crouched down next to Dillon. “Go to the police, Mr. Dillon. Tell them what you’ve done. I’ll give you until midday tomorrow; then I’ll be coming back.”

Milton put the dumbbell back on the rack, left the gym and made his way across the lot to the car. He paused, a thought occurring to him, then turned back.

He diverted to the Econoline. He had an idea how he might be able to use the vehicle, but in order for him to be able to do that, it needed to stay right where it was. He tried the door, found it was open, and reached in to pop the hood. He went around to the front of the van, opened it up and found the fuel pump, then the fuse that served it. He took the fuse out, used his nail to remove one prong, then pushed it back into place. It was a neat trick: Dillon might be handy enough with the working of the van to check to see if the fuse was missing, but now it would still be there, and only a detailed check would reveal the cause of the problem.

Milton was done. He went back to the car and drove off, heading back towards the hospital.
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Milton’s anger had diminished by the time he returned to the hospital. He distracted himself by strategising his next steps, trying to plot a course of action that would allow him to punish not just Dillon, but every other DeChambeau operator or employee who’d conspired to bring misery to Clearwater. He had the first broad strokes of a plan, but it needed to be refined. He’d speak to Caterina and Chase; he was going to need their help.

He parked in the same spot in the lot and went back inside.

He could tell something was wrong as soon as he turned onto the corridor that led to Hunter’s bed. There was a lull, with none of the business that had filled the room when Milton had left. There were no doctors, and Caterina and Veronica were nowhere to be seen. Chase was there, leaning against the wall with his right ankle crossed over his left, his chin on his chest as he stared down at his boots.

“What is it?”

Chase looked up; his face was ashen. “He died.”

Milton slowed. “What?”

“I’m sorry, man. About an hour ago. Not long after you left.”

Milton reached the door and looked into the room beyond: the bed was empty, and the machines, so busy before, had fallen quiet. Milton stood there, gaping at it all and trying to take it in. He was pinioned by the weight of a hundred different emotions: disbelief to start, then horror and shock, underpinned by a deep, white-hot anger. He fought another urge to punch the wall, taking deep breaths as he had before until he found his usual blankness, but, even then, it was tenuous; he clenched his jaw and laced his fingers together to stop them trembling.

“I overheard the doctors,” Chase said. “He went downhill fast, then he crashed, and they couldn’t bring him back.”

“Where’s Caterina?”

“With the mom.”

Milton nodded, but he was hopelessly distracted. He needed clarity, but his thoughts spun this way and that with what he was going to do.

“I went and had a word with Walt Dillon,” he said.

“The guy who torched the house?”

Milton nodded.

“I wouldn’t have minded having a word with him myself,” Chase said.

“You didn’t miss much. He was with three other guys. I didn’t like the odds, so I gave him a warning and left.”

“What do we do, then? Wait until he’s on his own?”

“I’m going to have a think about the best way of going about that. The thing is, much as I’d like to show him the error of his ways, he’s just the first problem I need to fix. I’d love to put him out of commission, but then we don’t get the chance to use him to keep climbing the ladder. I’ve seen plenty of men like him—he’s just doing what he’s told. I want to get to whoever it is who’s giving him his orders.”

“How do you do that?”

“I haven’t decided yet, but it’ll be through him. I got a feel for him. He’s a blunt instrument. Not a thinker. He has a temper—I threatened him, and he didn’t like it, especially not in front of his friends. He’ll act instinctively, and he’ll make a mistake. I just need to work out a way that I can take advantage of that.”
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Milton told Chase that he’d call him later and left. The truth was, he didn’t want to see Veronica. He didn’t have the first clue about what to say to someone in her situation. He’d put in the hours to work on himself, trying to learn the emotional responses that came naturally to other people, and, although accepting his addiction and going to meetings had allowed him to make progress, the words he’d need now were so far out of his reach they might as well have been written on the surface of the moon.

He knew he’d be better served by making those responsible pay for what they’d done than by uttering platitudes that wouldn’t help. But if he was going to do that, he needed time to think about his next steps. It was clear to him now—even clearer than before—that DeChambeau was the source of the suffering in Clearwater, and he wasn’t going to be able to leave town until he’d taken steps to excise it. Dillon was the personification of that evil, and that would mean he came first, but Milton did not intend to stop there. The way he saw it now, he had two options: he could help Caterina pursue the legal case against the company, or he could take more direct action.

The latter choice was increasingly attractive.

He diverted to the vending machine and was waiting for it to dispense a cup of coffee when Tyler Colton approached.

Colton’s brother was sick, too.

Colton saw him and came across.

“Is everything okay?”

“No,” Milton said. “A boy from Clearwater died tonight.”

“Cancer?”

Milton nodded.

“I’m sorry,” Colton said.

“Me too.”

“Did you know him?”

“I met him once,” Milton said.

“And the cancer…”

“Was it caused by DeChambeau? What do you think? Almost certainly.”

Colton sighed and looked down. The side of his head had already purpled where Milton had hit him.

“What about your brother? How’s he?”

“Better. The doctors want him to stay so they can watch him, but it looks like the drugs are helping.”

“That’s good.”

Colton was nervous, picking at the skin on the heels of his palms.

“I went to try to stop Dillon,” Milton said.

Colton nodded. “Did you get there in time?”

“I didn’t. He torched the house.”

Colton blanched. “And your friend?”

“Dillon had blocked the door. They were still inside when I got there, but I got them out. They were lucky.”

Colton put his hand to his head.

“I went to see him at his gym. He was there with some friends. The big guy, the one you’re replacing⁠—”

“Harlan.”

“That’s right—Harlan—him and two others.”

“They’re all ex-wrestlers,” Colton said.

“We had an exchange of views, and I left.”

Colton slapped his big hand against the side of the vending machine. “I can’t have anything to do with him anymore. Him or the company. I’m done with it, with all of them.”

“That’s the right decision, but I’d like you to postpone it for a day or two.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m going to need you.”

He looked up and managed to hold Milton’s eye.

“What are you doing now?”

“Nothing,” Colton said. “I was gonna wait with my mom, but she doesn’t need me to be here now that Riley’s over the worst of it.”

“When do you usually get to the site?”

“I’m on the early shift today. I’m supposed to be there at six.”

“Would anyone notice if you were in a little earlier?”

He shrugged. “Probably not.”

“Good,” Milton said.
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The trunk of Colton’s car was cramped, the smell of rubber and stale sweat pressing in close. Milton lay flat on his back, knees bent, shoulders wedged tight. Every bump in the road was jarring. He measured the minutes by the hum of the tyres and the change in engine note as the car slowed through the approach.

He spent the drive running through the plan in his head; there were several moving parts, and, if any one of them went awry, it could lead to failure. This first step did not promise to be easy, but it was essential if the feint and misdirection were to be credible.

They slowed, and he heard the road surface change from tarmac to gravel. The car eased to a stop; now he could hear the low purr of the engine idling. There were voices outside: faint and muffled. Milton knew there were guards at the gate and guessed it was one of them.

He thought he heard someone call out a greeting.

“Morning,” Colton replied, close enough for Milton to hear.

Milton squeezed his eyes shut and listened hard. “You’re early.”

“Got a lot on today,” Colton said. “Might as well make a start.”

There was a pause, and Milton held his breath.

He heard the mechanical whine of a barrier lifting.

The guard said something that Milton didn’t catch.

“Appreciate it,” Colton said.

The car rolled forward again.

Milton let out his breath.

They drove deeper into the site. Milton could hear the thrum of machinery, distant clangs, the hiss of air venting from pipes. He pictured the place from what he remembered before and from the satellite images he’d studied before leaving with Colton: the reservoirs, the tankers, the flare stacks, the tangle of pipes. Milton had a path to follow across the site, and it would have to be done alone. Colton would be put in danger if anyone thought that he was helping, and so, once he’d fulfilled this one task—getting Milton inside—they’d split up, and Milton would be on his own.

Colton would have another part to play, but that would come later.

The car slowed and then stopped again. There was silence but for the tick of the cooling engine, and then Milton heard the driver’s door opening and closing. He heard Colton’s heavy footsteps, the scrape of metal, the click of a latch.

Milton waited where he was.

He heard Colton’s footsteps again, fainter and fainter as he walked away.

Milton waited another fifteen seconds and then pushed up to open the lid of the trunk.

Early morning light spilled over him.

He uncoiled himself and swung out of the tight space, dropping his feet down onto the packed ground. He straightened slowly, stretching the stiffness from his joints. He reached into the compartment and took out the items that Colton had provided for him: a hard hat embossed with the logo of DeChambeau Oil and Gas, and a fluorescent orange safety vest. It was the most rudimentary of disguises, but Milton only needed it to ensure he didn’t stand out. He wouldn’t be here long enough to need anything more convincing.

He looked around, taking a moment to get his bearings.

The parking lot was broad and flat, the tarmac cracked and dusted with sand. A few pickups and work trucks were parked in uneven rows. The horizon was pale pink, the hills in the distance smudged purple against the light. A paper cup skittered in the breeze, catching against a concrete bumper stop.

There was no one else around.

He moved off, keeping his pace casual. A row of sodium lamps threw hard yellow light across the yard, leaving wide strips of shadow between the tanks and piping runs. Milton stayed in the dark where he could, his head angled down like he belonged there. The site never slept. Pumps thudded in the distance, the steady metallic beat carrying on the early morning air. A forklift clattered somewhere deeper in, its reversing alarm beeping. The stink of crude and chemicals hung heavy, mixing with the sourness of exhaust fumes.

He reached the first of the temporary buildings Colton had identified: the canteen, where the staff took their breaks. It was busier, lights burning bright inside, the clatter of trays and the low buzz of voices carrying out through the open windows. Milton kept his pace steady. Not too fast, not too slow. He cut wide of the entrance, head down like he was already late for a shift. He passed close enough to smell the bacon grease venting from the kitchen fans, to hear the laughter from inside, but no one looked his way.

Nearly there.

He passed a line of pickups with company logos stencilled on the doors, toolboxes strapped into the beds. The plant loomed ahead; the tanks were stacked like dull silver domes, the pipes running overhead like arteries, valves hissing off steam. To the left, a collection of squat portacabins sat in a rough row, paint peeling, light spilling from a few narrow windows.

Colton had laid his finger over the last one on the right.

That was where Kessler had had his office.


68




Milton tried the handle.

Locked.

He glanced around; he was alone. He pulled a slim pry bar from inside his vest, slid it between the frame and the door, and gave it a sharp twist.

The lock gave with a crack.

Milton eased the door open an inch, listening.

Nothing. Just the hum of the plant behind him.

He slipped inside and closed the door after him.

He did a quick reconnaissance. The walls were lined with filing cabinets and whiteboards scrawled with numbers and flow charts. A corkboard held maps of the site, pushpins marking wells and test points, with a few Polaroids pinned beside them: close-ups of soil samples, cracked tanks, discoloured runoff. There were two folding desks: one held a laptop, its lid open, battery long dead; the other was buried under stacks of paperwork.

Milton stood still, listening again. The hum of the plant came through the thin walls. Otherwise, nothing.

He crossed to the second desk and rifled quickly through the papers: they were all stamped with DECHAMBEAU ENVIRONMENTAL MONITORING in the corner. It would’ve been perfect if he could’ve laid his hand on the same sort of evidence that Kessler had promised Caterina, but the truth was that there was no way he would’ve been able to recognise it. He scanned the first few pages and saw lines of text that meant nothing to him; he would’ve needed a degree and hours of uninterrupted time to have been able to sieve for the smoking guns. Accepting that had allowed him the opportunity to change focus; he wouldn’t try to find a smoking gun but would make them fear that he had.

He yanked open drawers, one after another, and tossed the contents across the floor. He took the laptop, yanking out the cables, making it obvious that it had been taken. He pulled the filing cabinets open and dragged whole handfuls of folders out, dropping them into messy piles. A shelf of binders went next; he tipped them over, the pages fanning out across the room.

When he was done, the office looked as if it had been ransacked, like someone desperate had been in, searching for something that mattered, and hadn’t cared about the mess they left behind.

Just the impression Milton wanted to leave.
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Milton put the laptop under his arm and made his way back out through the plant, reversing the route he’d taken to get to Kessler’s office.

He arrived back at the canteen and saw Colton standing in the doorway. Milton held his eye for a moment and then gave him a single nod, the signal that he’d done what he’d come to do and that Colton should give him twenty minutes to get clear before raising the alarm.

He reached the parking lot, waited until it was empty, then picked a vehicle: a big old Ford F-250, dusty and dinged across the bodywork, a workhorse truck for someone who drove up here for their job. He took the pry bar and punched in the driver’s-side window, brushed the glass aside, and popped the lock from the inside. He slid into the seat and reached under the steering column, found the bundle of wires, and pulled them down. He stripped the casing, twisted two together until the dashboard lights blinked to life, then bridged another across them.

The engine coughed once and caught.

Milton dropped the column back into place, shoved the truck into reverse, and backed out slowly, headlights off until he cleared the lot.

He drove to the gate, confident that it’d be a lot easier to leave than it would have been to get in. He was right: the gate was on a sensor from this direction, and it slid back.

He drove through, turning his head to look away from the camera he noticed on the side of the gatehouse.

He called Chase.

“Hey—you good?”

“I’m good. Where are you?”

“With Caterina. She’s going to the house to check it out.”

“Good,” Milton said. “Make sure she stays there. I want to talk to you both.”
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Tyler ambled away from the mess and arrived at the access road in time to see a Ford F-250 driving through the gate and leaving the site. He looked at his watch: he’d started his stopwatch when the guy had made his way back to the lot, and now he had another ten minutes before he needed to sound the alarm.

He took a breath, trying to find the courage to follow through. His thoughts went back to what had happened at the hospital: his brother was going to be okay, but the other boy—the boy with sepsis—hadn’t made it. The two children were the same age and shared the same cancer, and, as Tyler thought about that, he knew that his wilful blindness could no longer be justified. He’d known that Riley’s illness had the same cause as all of the other illnesses in Clearwater Springs. He’d never been any good with numbers, but he understood odds, and there came a point when coincidence or fluke became impossible to consider as serious alternatives to what had really been happening: DeChambeau had poisoned the town.

And, yes, Riley would be okay… but that was only this time. He wasn’t cured, and there was no guarantee that he ever would be.

Tyler had been doing bad things on behalf of the people responsible for his brother’s sickness. He’d known it was wrong, but had buried his conscience beneath shallow justifications and exigencies: they were broke and couldn’t afford Riley’s medicine without the money he could bring in.

That was finished.

No more excuses.

He couldn’t hold his nose any longer.

It was time for honesty and doing the right thing.

He turned around and made his way across the site to the portacabin where Kessler had worked. He saw the door was ajar, and as he got closer, he saw where it had been forced. He opened it and stepped inside, looking around at the mess that the guy had made: folders on the floor, papers spilling out, the pulled-out cables on the desk where a laptop must’ve been.

He took out his phone and snapped a few pictures: the doorframe, the empty desk, a wide shot of the papers strewn across the floor.

Then he straightened up and scrolled until he found Dillon’s number.

The line clicked after three rings. “Jesus, Tyler. It’s early.” His voice was thick with sleep or whisky, maybe both. “What’s up?”

“We got a problem. Somebody’s been through Kessler’s office. Door’s busted; everything’s turned over.”

There was a pause, then a short breath. “Sure?”

“Positive. I’m here now.”

“Anything taken?”

“Hard to say. It’s a mess.”

“Fuck.”

“Did he have his laptop with him when we picked him up?”

“No. He left it there—I checked.”

“That’s not good. It’s not here now.”

“Fuck,” he muttered again. “Stay there. Don’t let anyone in. I’m on my way.”
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Milton drove back to the house. Chase and Caterina were standing next to an upturned barrel in the front yard, looking at the damage that had been done. It wasn’t quite as bad as Milton had feared. The lower floor had taken the worst of it. The windows were black around the edges where the smoke had poured out, and a length of the guttering hung loose, twisted and charred. The stucco around the kitchen window was scorched a sooty grey, and the air still carried the acrid bite of burned wood and melted plastic. The fire crew had done their job, but the effort had left its own scars: water pooled across the porch and trickled down the front steps, and the earth was churned into dark mud. Inside, Milton could see the outlines of furniture through the open doorway; blackened frames and soaked upholstery glistened in the gloom.

Milton parked and walked over to them both.

“I’m sorry about Hunter.”

She nodded, her eyes were raw and red-ringed, but they flashed with an anger Milton remembered from when he knew her in Mexico.

“Are you okay?”

“No,” she said. “You got everyone who’s been affected in town, then you add on top of that what they did to Griggs, what they’ve probably done to Kessler…”

“What they tried to do to you.”

“All of that. Then add Hunter… So, has his death made me even more certain that I’m doing the right thing? One hundred percent it has. One thousand percent. They’ll have to kill me too before I stop going after them.”

He reached down for the laptop and put it on the barrel.

“What’s that?”

“Kessler’s. I broke into his office and took it.”

Her eyes narrowed. “So? It’ll be password protected.”

“I was thinking about asking someone I know to open it for us, but even though I’m sure he could do that, it probably wouldn’t help.”

“Because we don’t know what we’re looking for,” Chase said.

“I could find an expert,” Caterina said, “but that only helps us up to a point. Anything they can prove was stolen wouldn’t be admissible.”

“Just as well this isn’t going to trial, then.”

She eyed him dubiously. “You’ve lost me.”

“They’re going to settle.”

“Just like that?”

“We just need them to think we’ve got more than we really have. Think—they’ll have no idea what’s on his laptop. But they do know he’s been feeding you information for weeks. All we need to do is give them a reason to think we have something.”

Chase nodded appreciatively. “I like where this is going.”

“I’ll play along,” Caterina said. “Let me guess—you want me to meet them and trick them? That’s what you’re saying?”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

“What if they don’t believe me?”

“You’re going to say you’ve got something so devastating they can’t afford to call your bluff.”

“They won’t settle, John. We’re asking for millions. That’ll have to be forced out of them.”

Chase whistled. “Might be right.”

“I think she probably is,” Milton said. “They’ll settle, but they’ll need some more persuasion. They’ll stall for time, drag it out, and then they’ll get Dillon involved again.”

“And we’ve seen what that means,” Caterina said. “It’ll be like what they did to Griggs. They’ll come after me.”

“I hope so,” Milton said. “More than that—I’m counting on it.”
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Milton drove out to the north side of town, parked out front of Mannion’s Feed & Hardware and went inside to get what he needed: a length of wire feedlot panelling, a pair of heavy bolt cutters and two screwdrivers with wooden handles. The kid at the till rang them up without looking up from his phone, and Milton paid in cash, folded the receipt into his pocket, and walked out. He lashed the panel to the roof of Caterina’s Focus and drove back to the house.

Chase had been busy making a start on repairing the damage to the house caused by the fire. He’d pulled down the singed siding and stacked the blackened boards by the compost heap, swept the ash from the back porch and stripped out the charred insulation. He was mending a broken window frame when Milton pulled up, his face dirty from the dust and streaked with sweat.

Milton grabbed the wire panel and the bolt cutters and took them into the yard at the back where he wouldn’t be seen. He took the cutters and started clipping the panel, snipping out a series of six-gauge wire crosses. He worked methodically, making sure to cut at forty-five-degree angles so that there was a proper tip on the end of each spike. It took him an hour to make enough crosses, then another hour to fashion them into caltrops. He took the two screwdrivers and removed the metal shafts, leaving the wooden handles, then slid one end of the wire into one handle and the other end into the other handle and bent them so one spike would point up whichever way the caltrops were placed.

“Hey.”

Milton looked up; Chase had come to see what he was doing.

“How’s the house?” Milton asked him.

“Downstairs is bad, but it’s not a write-off.”

“Where’s Caterina going to stay?”

“She called someone she knows with an RV. They’re driving it over now.” Chase bent down and picked up one of the caltrops. “Will you look at that.”

“They should do the trick,” Milton said.

He pressed his thumb against a spike. “Nasty.”

“Just need to find a place where we can use them.”

“Caterina says she’s got an idea about that.”
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Isaac Roth unclipped his belt and waited for the chance to collect his carry-on from the overhead bin. The American Airlines flight from Newark to Houston had been delayed by thirty minutes, but the pilot had recovered some of that in the air, and he’d had just enough time to make his connection for Midland. He looked out of the window at the woozy waves of heat drifting up from the asphalt and could see that it was going to be hot.

“That wasn’t so bad,” said the woman who had been seated next to him.

“I told you,” Roth said. “Safest way to travel.”

The woman had confessed she was nervous as they waited aboard the plane for their delayed take-off slot, and Roth had removed his headphones and patiently tried to reassure her that she had nothing to be worried about. He wasn’t sure whether he’d been successful or not, and the woman had ultimately decided that alcoholic self-medication was the way forward; two gins from the beverage cart had clearly had the desired effect, and she had fallen asleep soon after.

That gave Roth the opportunity to review his plan.

Midland was a couple of hours from Clearwater Springs, and Roth had decided to pick up a rental from the airport and drive straight there. His habit was to get in and get out of a place as quickly as he could, leaving the smallest possible footprint to reduce the chance of detection. He had a list of possible locations for his target and would scout them, one after the other, until he made contact. It was difficult to plan beyond that. There was always an element of instinct, but he tried to keep that within five general parameters that would, again, make it less likely that he could be identified.

First: never linger. Roth never returned to the same observation point twice in succession, and he never stayed long enough to draw attention. Ten minutes, twenty at the outside, then he moved on.

Second: keep multiple cover stories ready. Roth could be a travelling salesman, a property scout, a tourist with a camera. The props were simple: a clipboard in the glove box, a guidebook in the console, a ball cap with a local sports team logo.

Third: avoid routine. He never drove the same route in and out of a town. He swapped cars if the job stretched beyond a few days. He paid cash wherever he could, and when he had to use a card, it was from one of the spare identities that he’d built over the last few years.

Fourth: never escalate early. Roth didn’t crowd a target, didn’t risk contact until he was sure of patterns: where the target ate, where they slept, what time they left their house, whether they were ever alone. Patience was the armour of his trade.

Finally: keep the exit clear. Roth always knew the fastest road to the interstate, always kept a full tank of gas, and had a go-bag ready with fresh clothes, a burner phone, and enough cash to vanish.

He’d been doing what he did for five years.

Those rules would ensure that he could do it for another five.

Roth opened the bin and took down the woman’s case.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Pleasure.”

He took down his own.

“I enjoyed talking to you,” she said.

He smiled. “And you.”

“What was the name of the bird you want to see?”

“There are a couple,” Roth said, sliding easily back into the cover story he’d prepared.

Roth had put his cover story together while he was in the taxi to Newark. He was going to Clearwater Springs to take the seventy-mile loop northwest out of town, taking Highway 118 up to the observatory in the mountains and then into the park at Madera Canyon. He’d memorised the unusual birds that anyone into ornithology would be hoping to see—the Steller’s jay, the golden-cheeked warbler, the various species of hummingbird—and had stopped in the airport to pick up the things someone travelling to the area to look for birds might have with them; he already had an excellent set of binoculars, but he added a slim field guide with a bright photograph of a painted bunting on the cover, and a small notebook with weatherproof paper and a pencil clipped to the spiral binding for jotting down sightings. He also bought a cheap wide-brimmed hat, the sort that would mark him immediately as an out-of-towner but not in a suspicious way; just another enthusiast chasing ticks for his life list.

The line started to move to the door.

“Well, good luck. I hope you tick them all off.”

“Me too,” he said. “Have a safe drive home.”

Roth followed the line, thanked the flight attendants, and continued over the threshold. The Texas heat washed over him, a contrast to the coolness of the cabin. He set off down the airbridge, hoping that his luggage wouldn’t be delayed on the belt. He wanted to be on his way.
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Gunnar parked, took out his cell and looked at the message again in the hope that he might be able to divine some meaning despite its worrying brevity. Dillon was not a man who could be described as loquacious, but the three words—‘PROBLEM AT SITE’—were brief, even by his taciturn standards.

He’d been enjoying breakfast when he received it. His morning included a conference call with his father and the other members of the C-suite, and he’d been looking forward to delivering the news that he’d identified the leaker and was confident that he’d be in position to put an end to the legal threat in short order thereafter. He’d always wondered if the others were curious how he got his results. His old man knew, of course—he’d used similar tactics when he’d built the company—but none of the others had ever questioned it. They must’ve suspected but didn’t want to dig too deep. There’d be liability if they knew and did nothing, and, Gunnar guessed, it’d be easier to carry on with consciences unburdened by certainty.

The call was scheduled for ten, and Gunnar could really do without his father’s questions if he had to move it.

He went to the cabin he’d commandeered as his office and saw Dillon and another guy—a very big guy—waiting for him.

He unlocked the door. “Inside,” he said.

Dillon told the big guy to wait and followed Gunnar into the cabin. “Sorry to bother you, boss.”

Gunnar took off his jacket and tossed it over the desk. “What is it? You couldn’t tell me on the phone?”

“Thought it’d be better if it was face to face.”

“Go on, then.”

“We had a break-in last night. Kessler’s office.”

“Shit. You’re sure?”

“The door’s been forced, and the place was turned upside down.”

“They take anything?”

“Hard to say.”

“Give it a try, Dillon.”

“Looks like his laptop’s gone.”

“So he took it home with him.”

“Except he didn’t. It was there yesterday, and now it’s not. And there’re papers everywhere—impossible to say if anything’s gone from those, but if you made me guess?” He shrugged. “Yeah, I think it’s likely.”

“Couldn’t be random?”

“It’s just Kessler’s shack—the others are untouched.”

“Do we have CCTV?”

“Not right there.”

“Jesus—give me something.”

“We have others—new ones we put in after the protests started—but they’re nearer the fence. I’m checking them. There is a camera overlooking the cabins on the other side, though, and I pulled the footage. This is the best I’ve been able to get.”

He took out his phone, selected a photo and showed it to Gunnar. He looked: it was a man wearing a hard hat and safety vest with something under his arm.

“Could be anyone.”

“I know,” Dillon said.

“You can’t even see his face.”

“I know—like I said, best I can do. But he’s on that same camera ten minutes earlier, going toward the cabins, and he isn’t carrying anything. Whatever that is, looks like he gets it from Kessler’s cabin.”

“Could be a laptop.”

“It could.”

“Just to be sure,” Gunnar said, lowering his voice. “That couldn’t be Kessler?”

“No, boss. It couldn’t. That’d be impossible.”

Gunnar held the phone a little closer, staring at the image: it was too far away, and, when he widened his fingers to zoom in, the resolution was too low, and the figure quickly became blocky and indistinct.

“This isn’t good,” he said, and, as he was preparing to tell Dillon that he needed to find out who the man was and what he’d taken, his phone rang. He took it out of his pocket and looked at the screen; it was Alondra Blevin, the company’s general counsel.

He held up a hand to tell Dillon to wait, then accepted the call.

“Mr. DeChambeau?”

“Alondra.”

“Is this a convenient time to talk?”

“Not really, but never mind. What is it?”

“I just had a call from Rosa Reyes.”

“What does she want?”

“To meet. I asked whether she was ready to accept our offer, but she said it’s not that. It appears—and I’m reading this back from the notes that I took—that there’s been ‘a development.’ She says she’s, quote, ‘come into possession of new information that’s relevant to our dispute,’ unquote.”

“I don’t suppose she told you what that is?”

“She didn’t. I asked, and she said that it’d be best if we meet. I pushed back, and she said she wanted to show me something, and that it’s not something that we’d really want her to send over email.”

Gunnar’s eyes went from the still image on Dillon’s phone to the open call on his, to the image again, and then to Dillon. That Reyes had reached out now, hours after someone had broken into Kessler’s cabin, and said she needed to meet to show them something that couldn’t be sent by email… too many coincidences. It felt as if the ground was sliding from beneath his feet.

“Mr. DeChambeau?”

“Okay,” he said. “You can meet her.”

“That’s the other thing. She says it has to be with you.”

“What? I don’t…”

“I told her that’d be a no,” she said, “but she insisted. She says there’s a chance to settle the case before it goes any further, but she thinks involving lawyers just complicates things. She said she’s confident that the plaintiffs will all go along with her if she recommends settling, and she wants to speak to you on account of the fact that you’re a ‘decision-maker.’”

Gunnar was about to say no, that it was impossible, that it wasn’t how they did business, but then he thought about it and bit his tongue: if his gut was right, if Reyes had been given something explosive—either from Kessler before they silenced him or from whoever it was who broke into his cabin—then it would be better if Gunnar heard it first, and then he could decide how wide the circle needed to be. The lawyers were bound by their professional oath, but that didn’t mean they were loyal, and it certainly didn’t mean that he trusted them.

What if Reyes had evidence of a crime?

What if—God forbid—she knew what had happened to Kessler?

Didn’t a lawyer have to report that to the police?

Surely they did.

He didn’t know, and it wasn’t something he could ask Alondra now for fear of exposing his concerns.

“I’ll meet her.”

“There’s something else a little unusual,” Blevin said. “She won’t meet you in Clearwater or at our offices. She suggested Magoo’s Place in Alpine. It’s a diner. Do you know it?”

“Hold on.” Gunnar muted the phone and glanced up at Dillon. “You know Magoo’s Place in Alpine?”

“Sure I do,” he said.

He unmuted the call. “I can do that.”

“She said that, unless she heard otherwise, she’d be there this afternoon at four.”

“Call her back,” Gunnar said. “Tell her I’ll be there.”
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Dillon was halfway to Alpine when his phone rang.

He looked down and saw it was George Sanders, one of the guys working security at the plant.

He answered it. “What’s up?”

“Walt?”

“I’m here, George. What is it?”

“I was going through the CCTV footage from this morning—you wanted me to see if I could find anything on the guy who broke into the cabin.”

“Any luck?”

“Maybe. You know we put extra cameras in along the fence to keep an eye on the protest? One of them hasn’t been properly aligned yet, and it’s aimed into the parking lot. We’ve got footage of the guy stealing Danny Jones’s truck. He’s looking away the whole time, so it’s not like we see his face, but the camera is higher resolution than the older ones, and it’s definitely a laptop that he’s carrying.”

“Is that it? It’s not helping.”

“There’s something else. It’s not when he leaves—it’s when he arrives.”

Dillon’s phone buzzed with a message. He tapped to open it and saw that Sanders had sent him snipped footage from the camera.

“You got it?”

“Yeah,” he said.

“Watch it.”

Dillon tapped play: a car drove into the lot and parked, and then Tyler Colton got out and walked away.

“So? I don’t get it.”

“Keep watching.”

Dillon did and, after thirty seconds, the lid of the trunk popped open, and a man climbed out. He put on a hard hat and then set off.

“You see it?”

Dillon tapped the screen to stop the playback.

The guy in the hard hat kept his face down, but it didn’t matter.

Dillon could guess who it was.

The guy who’d hit him with the dumbbell in the gym.

Colton was working with him.
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Gunnar drove into Alpine. He hadn’t been here before, but it had the same small-town West Texas feel of the other towns in the area: wide streets, everything built low and spread out, the heat bouncing off the asphalt, the searing-hot air billowing through his open window. He slowed for the red light and checked out the junction: on the left was a McDonald’s, the golden arches bright against the scrubby hills that rose up behind the town; on the right was a handful of small businesses squatting in a line: a pawnshop, a tyre store, a couple of low cinderblock storefronts with sun-bleached signs.

Reyes had suggested Magoo’s Place for their meet. The light changed, and Gunnar edged ahead, turning onto the restaurant’s parking lot. He parked his car and killed the engine. He’d made sure he arrived ten minutes after the time they’d agreed. He didn’t want to be the first to get there; that’d set the wrong tone, suggest he was dancing to her tune when he needed her to know it was the other way around.

He picked up his phone and called Dillon. “I’m here.”

“I know,” Dillon said. “I see you.”

Gunnar looked up and down the street. “Where are you?”

“Parked outside the McDonald’s.”

Gunnar looked across the blacktop as Dillon flashed his lights. He was in a red pickup, parked behind a mountain laurel that had sprouted in the scrubby median between the sidewalk and the lot.

“Just you?”

“No. Harlan’s here, too. We’ve got you covered two ways.”

“What about Reyes?”

“Got there bang on time. See that Focus? That’s hers. She took a table at the window.”

“On her own?”

“No one went in with her.”

“And you’re ready?”

“Ready. Just give me the word.”

Gunnar killed the call, slipped his phone back into his pocket and got out. He’d listen to what Reyes had to say and then make his call. It was a strange feeling, to have someone’s future in the palm of his hand. He could easily imagine what she must’ve been thinking—she’d wrested the advantage from them, found the ammunition to make them do what she wanted—but she was wrong.

Her situation had become much more dangerous.

She might try to threaten Gunnar.

She might tell him how she’d destroy DeChambeau, and maybe that was possible now; maybe she could.

But if she was persuasive enough and she made Gunnar believe her, she would’ve forced his hand.

He’d call Dillon and leave her to him.
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Gunnar checked the Focus as he walked by: it was a piece of shit, looked like it was barely holding together. He pushed open the door of the restaurant and went inside. The place was half full, the low hum of conversation mixing with the clatter of cutlery and the hiss of the fryer in back. He smelled something sweet: cinnamon rolls fresh from the oven. Ceiling fans turned slowly overhead, moving the hot air around, a Pepsi sign glowed above the counter, and a chalkboard listed specials in looping handwriting: enchiladas, chicken-fried steak, huevos rancheros. A crucifix hung above the open kitchen pass.

Gunnar spotted Rosa Reyes, her glass of iced tea sweating onto a napkin.

“Miss Reyes.”

“Mr. DeChambeau,” she said, “thanks for coming.”

He sat down. “This is unusual—in lots of ways.”

“Better to do it through lawyers, you mean?”

“I do.”

“You might change your mind when we’re done. I didn’t think you’d appreciate the things I have to tell you going through lawyers first, and meeting like this gives you the choice about telling them or not.”

“That’s very considerate, but maybe you’d better get to the point.”

“I will,” she said. “But I just wanted to make three things clear first of all—is that all right?”

He waved a hand for her to go on.

“First of all, I’m sure you know by now that one of your scientists has been passing information to us.”

Gunnar had been expecting that and put on his best poker face. “I did not,” he said. “But please—tell me who it is so we can dismiss them for breaching their contract.”

“I know you can’t admit it. Fair enough. But we both know you sent your thugs to break into my house, and we know they followed him and took him off the street while he was meeting with us yesterday.”

“No,” Gunnar said. “We don’t both know that.”

She ignored him. “We also know that you sent your thugs to burn down my house yesterday.”

“That’s a wild accusation. I’m a senior executive in a national oil and gas company, and I’m not in the business of kidnapping people or burning down the houses of people with whom I disagree, even if I disagree vehemently with them, as I do with you. Those are both outrageous slurs, and I’d recommend you don’t repeat them, and especially not in public.”

“Whatever,” she said with an unconcerned smile. “That’s the first thing I wanted to say. The second thing is this: your last offer is rejected. I’m not saying that as a bluff, or as a negotiating tactic to try to get you to edge up a little bit. When I say rejected, I mean rejected. The number Miss Blevin offered isn’t even in the same zip code as the number I have in mind to bring this all to an end. I’d hope I was clear enough when I spoke to her, but you know how lawyers are—I was worried she might not give you the whole picture on account of worrying that you’d take it badly, or perhaps because she thinks I’m bluffing and we’re actually not that far from agreeing. But we’re not.”

“You’ve made that very clear. Thank you.”

“And the final thing I wanted to say is that whereas I might have been prepared to negotiate before, things—and I mean things beyond you kidnapping a whistleblower and trying to kill me—things have changed, and now I’m absolutely not. I’ll give you a number at the end of this conversation, and it’ll be up to you whether to accept it. I’ll tell you everything you need to know so you can make the best decision for you, your father and the company, but it’ll be a binary decision: it’s either yes or it’s no. If it’s yes, we can move on to a settlement so the people who’ve suffered because of what you’ve done will be paid back. We do it that way and, subject to some promises on future behaviour, DeChambeau gets the chance to carry on.”

The mention of his father set Gunnar’s teeth on edge. “And if it’s a no?”

“I’d hope we don’t get to that, but you do need to be very clear on what’ll happen—I’ll go public with everything I’ve learned about how you do business.”

“More lies and conjecture?”

“No. Rather than me just saying what’s been happening, I’ll be able to back it up with proof. And it’s the kind of proof you won’t be able to pay your lawyers to bury and not the kind of proof you can try to ignore. It’s the kind that means DeChambeau gets shut down and the kind that sends people to prison. People like you, potentially.”

He sat back and folded his arms. “This is all bullshit. I’ve been doing this a while, Miss Reyes, and that means I’ve got a sixth sense for when I’m being hustled. You don’t have anything because there’s nothing to have. DeChambeau conducts its business in⁠—”

“I’m not bluffing,” she cut over him.

He tried to carry on. “DeChambeau conducts its business in⁠—”

“I meant every word I said,” she cut across him again.

He clenched his fist. “Go on, then. You tell me what you’ve got that’ll stop me from getting up and walking away.”

“There’s another reason why this is something that’ll be better handled between us. The information I’ve been given was stolen from your site this morning.”

“Excuse me?” he said, finding a little bluster, trying to make her think that he didn’t know that already.

“I’m not a fool. I know we’d struggle to get anything that was stolen admitted in evidence, so, that being the case, my only other option—assuming you turn me down, which seems to be the way this is going—is to go to the papers. I’m sure you’ve already noticed that we’ve had interest from the Chronicle, but the story they ran attracted extra attention and that’s without us having told them what we’ve got now.”

“I’ll play along,” he said, trying to style it out but sick to his stomach. “What have you been given?”

There was a bag on the floor next to her, and she reached down for it, pulling out a laptop and placing it on the table.

“What’s that?”

“Andreas Kessler’s computer. Like I said, it was stolen from his office this morning. It’s password protected, of course, but he gave the password to me as a failsafe if anything happened to him, so I’ve already been able to have a look through some of the files. I’m sure you can imagine—there’s a lot on here, but he’d thought of that and separated out the good stuff into its own folder. You want to know the first thing I saw? A copy of an internal environmental compliance report that says the casing on two of your wells had been compromised and that production should be shut down immediately until the leak was sealed. That didn’t happen. Instead, the data was changed, and the readings were deleted from the system. We’ve got both versions—the falsified one and the original backup file on here.” She tapped her finger on the lid of the laptop.

Gunnar could feel his face betraying him: the way his jaw tightened, a muscle that jumped beneath the skin.

She kept going. “And there’s also a detailed series of emails between Clearwater and Houston. We’ve got managers at the site insisting that the document should be scrubbed from the audit archive, and that’s classic obstruction. You know what that means.”

He leaned back, tried to sneer, but his voice was flat. “You don’t want to test that in court.”

“No, but like I said, I don’t need to. All I have to do is give it to a reporter. Regulators will have to act after something like that, won’t they? The northern claim you want to develop at Clearwater? Forget it—they’ll never give you the licence you need for that. Your share price will tank, and your investors will bail.”

He stared at her. “You’re bluffing.”

She put the laptop back in the bag and stood. “Think that if you like—I don’t care—but I’m going to have to make you call it. You haven’t even asked how much I’ll accept to end this.”

“What would be the point?”

“You offered five million.”

“How much, then?”

“Want this to go away? It’s going to be a hundred million.”

“A hundred? Are you even hearing yourself?”

“You’ve got until tomorrow.”

“Either you’re mighty brave or you’re mighty stupid.”

“Get Miss Blevin to call me with an answer, one way or the other, and we’ll take it from there.” She picked up the bag. “Goodbye, Mr. DeChambeau. I’ll leave you to settle the bill—I’m sure you can expense it.”
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Milton fought the usual impatience that he always felt in situations like this: he was very experienced when it came to surveillance, but that didn’t mean that he could switch off the niggling undercurrent of tension that had settled in as soon as the appointed time for the rendezvous had come around. There was anxiety mixed in with it, too; Caterina had Chase just over the street and Milton close enough to be there in a minute, but she was still going inside on her own. DeChambeau had demonstrated that they were ruthless, and, although Milton had insisted that the meet be somewhere very public—and Chase had confirmed that the café was busy—it was still impossible to discount the possibility that Gunnar DeChambeau or Dillon might do something rash. The meeting with Kessler had also been set for a public place, and that hadn’t stopped Dillon from turning up with a gun and taking him.

Milton tapped his finger against his phone to wake the display; he and Chase had a call open. “Anything?”

“He’s still inside.”

Caterina had found a car that Milton could borrow, and, wary that he might be recognised if he was too close to the restaurant, he’d parked down the street. Chase was in the parking lot of the McDonald’s, ostensibly busying himself with a takeout, but with a clear view across the street to Magoo’s Place.

“You see anything that looks off?”

“No, sir,” Chase said. “It’s all just as it should be.”

Milton would’ve much preferred to take point. Chase was competent, but he wasn’t as good at this as his father, and he certainly wasn’t as good as Milton.

Chase had taken a picture of the man who had gone inside, and even though it had tested the ability of the phone’s telephoto, it was clear enough for Milton to be able to compare it with the photo of Gunnar DeChambeau on the company’s website; he was about as sure as he could be that it was him.

That was good: they’d laid the bait, and now it was down to Caterina to sell the story well enough to trigger them into doing something stupid.

“Hold up,” Chase said. “Here she comes.”

Milton didn’t have line of sight from where he was waiting. “And him?”

“Still inside.”

“Anyone else?”

“Negative.” Chase paused. “She’s in her car and pulling out.”

“All right,” Milton said. “Stand by.”

They’d agreed what would happen once the meeting was over: Caterina would turn right onto East Avenue and then take the right onto North Second Street for the straight shot north back to Clearwater. She’d go by the little airport on the left, and then it’d be a twenty-four-mile run through the desert. The road was open and quiet and vulnerable and had been picked precisely because of those qualities; they were putting Caterina in a position where, if DeChambeau or Dillon decided to act, the opportunity would be hard to resist.

Milton felt bad about knowingly putting her in harm’s way, but he couldn’t see any other way to do what needed to be done. They knew the company was behind Kessler’s kidnapping—and, Milton knew, most likely his murder—but they couldn’t prove it. Milton could have gone straight at Dillon, but Colton said he was usually with his crew, as he had been last night, and that finding him on his own could be a challenge. Milton hadn’t dismissed it but bringing him out in the open was a more elegant way of achieving their goal.

And it would do more than just that, they needed to see how far into the company the rot had spread, and if they made a play now, they’d know that Gunnar DeChambeau himself was involved.

Milton had told Caterina that she could—she should—veto the idea if she was uncomfortable with it, but she’d waved his concerns away.

Milton hadn’t been surprised about that at all.

He looked in the rearview as the Focus approached and then drove by.

He touched the gas, pulled out and followed.
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Dillon drove out of Alpine and headed north on 118. He passed the airport, and the land opened up fast, nothing but highway and sky, the road running straight between fields of dry grass and scattered mesquite. It was the kind of country where the horizon felt like it was a hundred miles off and the world hummed with heat. To the west, the mountains rose in a long blue-grey line, sharp at the edges in the afternoon light; to the east, the land fell away into scrub and arroyos, flat and pale as bone. Vultures circled in the distance, and heat shimmer danced above the asphalt.

He reached up for his phone, tapped the screen to wake it and called Harlan.

“You where you need to be?”

“Yeah,” he said. “At the turnoff for the quarry. Where are you?”

“Just past the airport.”

“Where’s she?”

“Half a mile up the road—I can see her.”

“Sure you wanna do this?” Harlan said.

“DeChambeau gave it the green light the moment she walked out the door. Whatever she said, it got him riled up.”

“How riled up?”

“Ten for you, ten for me.”

“All right, then,” he said. “She riled him up real good.”

“I’ll close up on her a little, make sure I’m there to close the door. Leave the call open.”

“Uh-huh.”

Dillon punched the gas and pushed his speed up to seventy-five. Rosa Reyes’s Focus must’ve been twenty years old at least, and it looked like it’d shake itself to pieces if she hit it too hard.

Dillon touched eighty and ate up the distance between them.

She was a quarter mile away when he saw the blinkers on the left side of the car light up.

“Shit,” he muttered.

He watched as the brake lights flashed on.

“Harlan—she’s turning off.”

“To where?”

Dillon grabbed the phone, opened his map and zoomed in.

“Mulhern Loop,” he said. “You know it?”

“A little,” Harlan said. “A few houses. Pretty isolated.”

Dillon frowned. “Why the fuck’s she going there?”

“You burned her place down, man. Maybe she’s got a connection there; they let her stay until she gets fixed up with something else. What do you want me to do?”

Dillon dragged his fingers to zoom out. “I’ll force her off the road and get her into the truck. You sure it’s quiet?”

“Ain’t been down there for a while, but it always was.”

It looked quiet. Dillon changed the plan. “Go pick up Colton. I’ll deal with him after I deal with her.”

“You don’t need me to help with her?”

“I think I can manage.”

The Focus turned off.

“On it,” Harlan said.

Dillon reached the turning twenty seconds later and turned off, too.

The road was marked on the satnav as Ranch Road, and it was much narrower than the road to Clearwater Springs. The asphalt was worn, rattling the tyres of Dillon’s pickup and making the steering wheel vibrate in his hands. The edges of the road were broken where the desert had started to reclaim the shoulders, with creosote and ocotillo dotted here and there.

Dillon took the next bend too fast, tyres spitting grit. The Focus was ahead, half-hidden by the shimmer off the road. He was closing in, ready to hit the shoulder and cut her off, when a figure stepped out from the brush.

At first, Dillon thought it was a trick of the light: a mirage.

But then he looked at the road ahead and saw—much too late—a collection of glittering metallic objects that had been spread across the blacktop.

He hit the brakes, but not fast enough.

All four tyres exploded: the front first, then the rear.

Dillon jerked the wheel, the truck fishtailing across the asphalt. He slammed the brakes, skidded sideways until the back end dipped into the ditch, and the truck crashed to a sudden stop.

He blinked, heart punching at his ribs, the world shrinking to the ringing in his ears and the taste of blood in his mouth. He touched his forehead, and his fingers came away red. The airbag hadn’t gone off; his skull had met the steering wheel instead. He sucked in a shaky breath. The truck was hot and close, the air thick with the stench of burned rubber and leaking coolant. The engine ticked. Metal creaked as the frame settled.

He tried to move, and pain flared behind his eyes, sharp enough to make him wince.

He heard a voice from outside. “Out you get.”

Dillon rubbed his head, blinking the blood out of his eyes.

He had his shotgun in the back of the truck. If he could get to it, maybe…

Crack.

The windshield exploded.

Glass was blown over him.

“Out,” the voice said. “Now.”

Crack.

The second shot took out the side window.

Dillon blinked and looked out.

The man he’d seen by the side of the road was there, shimmering in the heat haze.

Dillon recognised him: he’d been with Rosa Reyes when they hit the house the first time and when they’d taken Kessler.

The guy who’d brawled with Colton and somehow held his own.

The guy who’d threatened him at the gym last night.

He had a pistol in his hand, and it was aimed down at him.

“Mr. Dillon,” the man said, “get out of the truck, please, or the next shot goes in your head.”


79




Milton drove them further to the west. The road was still paved, but the quality of the tarmac became worse and worse, and after another mile, the encroaching desert ate it up. The surface turned to packed dirt, then to gravel, then to loose caliche that kicked up dust behind him like smoke. The hills stood back on either side, their faces streaked with shadow in the late afternoon light. A dry creek bed ran parallel to the road, its banks cut deep from years of flash floods. He passed a first house and then a second, the properties set out on large plots.

He drove on for five minutes, following the directions that Caterina had provided. He reached a house at the most isolated bend of the looping road; it sat alone on the plain, a long, low sprawl of pale siding, weathered by wind and sun. The drive split in two before it reached the carport, tyre tracks looping back out toward them. The pickup under the awning looked like it hadn’t moved in weeks, its bed full of dust and brittle weeds. Caterina had explained that the house had belonged to a local who had been one of the first to succumb to an illness that, she said, was caused by DeChambeau. The property was empty and far enough away from everywhere else that it would serve well for what Milton needed to do; there was also a grim synchronicity in using it to bring them closer to evidence that could help her unravel what DeChambeau had been doing here.

Milton pulled up, killed the engine, and let the silence close in.

He heard muffled shouts from the trunk. Dillon wasn’t happy with his newfound station in life, and Milton was happy to let him stew.

He took his phone and called Chase. “You okay?”

“All good. You?”

“I’ve got him—we’re at the house.”

“You need me?”

“Not right now. Where’s Caterina?”

“Right in front of me. Drove around the loop, just like she said she would, and now she’s back on the road heading north to Clearwater, unless you say different.”

“No, it’s good—keep an eye on her. I’ll need some time with Dillon—I’ll call when I’ve got what we need.”

“All right, partner. Good luck.”

Milton ended the call, dropped the phone in his pocket, picked up the pistol from the passenger seat and stepped outside. His boots kicked up little clouds of dust as he went around to the trunk and opened it. Dillon had managed to turn over so that he was facing up, and now he scrunched his eyes closed against the sudden glare. Milton had taped his wrists and ankles; he reached down with both hands, grabbed his jacket, hauled him out and dumped him on the ground.

Dillon ate dust, spat it out. “You’re a dead man.”

“Really? The circumstances aren’t in your favour to be making threats.”

“Not right now, but you’re gonna have to kill me, hoss, else I’m gonna find you and put a bullet in your head.”

“You think it’s a good idea for you to be giving me ideas?”

“You ain’t gonna kill me. Come on. You ain’t got the stones for that.”

“You have no idea.”

Milton grabbed Dillon by the shoulders and brought him up to his feet. He sliced the duct tape away from his ankles, then booted Dillon in the back.

He stumbled.

“Chop-chop,” Milton said. “That way.”
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Dillon turned his head and looked back. “Where we going?”

Milton adjusted his grip on the rope. “See the barn at the back? In there.”

The land around the house was open and flat. The horizon stretched forever, broken only by the dark line of distant mesas. A few lengths of sagging fence marked the edge of the property, more symbolic now than practical.

They walked by the house, boots crunching through the gravel. The ground sloped gently toward a cluster of outbuildings. One of them was an old barn: leaning, weathered, its corrugated roof streaked with rust. The doors hung askew, one side half off its hinges, and weeds grew through the cracks in the concrete pad.

Milton shoved him inside.

It was quiet. The air was still and stale. Shafts of sunlight cut through the gaps in the walls, striping the dirt floor in pale gold. Somewhere above, a pigeon stirred. Milton glanced up: there was a block and tackle still hanging from a beam, an old thing with blackened pulley wheels and a length of chain gone dull with grease and age. Milton ran a hand along the metal, dust came off in a grey smear, and the pulley gave a faint creak. It looked like it had been left exactly where the last man who used it had stood, years back when the barn would have been busy.

Milton had an idea.

“The fuck you doing, bringing me here?”

“I thought it’d be good for the two of us to have a chat.”

Milton took the coil of rope he had bought from the farm supplies shop and bound Dillon’s ankles. He hooked the rope, took a steadying grip on the loose end of the line and then pulled. The chain took the weight, the pulley began to turn, and Dillon was yanked off his feet, his shoulders hitting the floor with a heavy thump.

His face went pale as he realised what was about to happen. He tried to scramble, to find purchase with his hands on the floor, but Milton leaned back and yanked, and Dillon was flipped all the way over with his boots above him and his head below.

Milton pulled, hand over hand, until Dillon dangled free.

His breath came in gasps now, his anger turning to fear.

Milton tied the rope off. “Look, Walt. Do you mind if I call you Walt? This really doesn’t have to be unpleasant. I’ve got some questions for you, and I’d like you to answer them. You’ve got a choice about that, of course, but if you choose not to cooperate with me—or if I think you’re not telling me the truth or keeping something back—then I’ll have to take steps to persuade you to reconsider. All right?”

Dillon tried to find his chutzpah again. “You think I’m scared of you? I’m not scared of you.”

“You probably should be.” Milton let him dangle. “You used to wrestle—right? I’m not really a big fan of all that, but I can imagine you must’ve been in good shape. Older now, though. Let yourself go a little. Who can blame you?”

Milton came closer.

Dillon tried to grab him. “I’ll… fucking…”

“You’ll what?” Milton gave Dillon’s shoulders a gentle shove, swinging him out, then back again. “Like I said—I have some questions for you. Ready?”

“Get me down.”

“First question, Walt—I know you killed Kessler. Where’s his body?”

“Who?”

“That’s your answer?”

“I don’t know who that is.”

Milton clenched his fist and drove a right-handed cross into his ribs.

Dillon gasped as the air was punched out of his lungs.

“Kessler, Walt. Where’s his body?”

“Who?”

Dillon spun around on the rope. Milton fired an uppercut into his stomach.

“Try again.”

Dillon strained against the tape binding his wrists and grunted, “I can do this all day.”

“I don’t think you can, Walt. You talk a good game, but I’m only just getting started.”

Milton untied the rope and pulled, raising Dillon up until his head was at the same height as Milton’s shoulders.

“Where’s Kessler?”

“Don’t know who that is.”

Milton threw a right-handed jab, his knuckles flattening Dillon’s nose and catching his cheekbone. Dillon swung back on the rope, blood spattering onto the floor. He swung back again, and Milton met him with a left and then, as he swung back for a second time, with a right.

He stood back, taking a moment to catch his breath and shake the sting out of his knuckles. Dillon was breathing hard, with twin streamers of blood stretching down from both nostrils and leaving a pattern on the floor.

“It’s funny,” Milton said. “I have a huge problem with guilt. You probably looked at me and thought I was just another guy, but I’m not like anyone you’ve ever met. I’ve killed people. Not just a few, like you—a lot. You can probably imagine… That much blood, it stays with you. It’s in your head all the time. I used to drink so I could forget it, until I could see I was going to drink myself to death, so I had to stop. Now, Walt, I’m going to be honest with you—what I’m doing with you right now is the kind of behaviour that’s liable to get me into trouble, likely to make me think about taking a drink again, but right now, I don’t care. Seriously—I don’t care.”

Milton felt the fire in his veins. There was bluff in what he’d said, but there was truth there, too. The things he’d seen in Clearwater had pushed him closer to the edge than he’d been for months: the sickness everywhere he looked, and the death.

Caterina’s dead husband.

Hunter and the other dead kids.

Dillon was unlucky: right now, he was the personification of DeChambeau’s evil.

“Is that supposed to frighten me? It doesn’t. You think you’re so damn smart, but you’re not.”

“Come on, Walt. Give it up. I’m not dressed for this.”

“I don’t know anyone called Kessler.”

“Okay,” Milton said.

He went over to a workbench at the side of the barn. He’d noticed a battery sitting there. The casing was streaked with rust and grime, but the terminals looked clean enough. He lifted it an inch—it was still heavy—and rapped it once with his knuckle. Solid, not hollow. That was a good sign.

He put the battery down where Dillon could see it.

“Hold on,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

He went out to the car, opened the trunk and took out the jump leads he’d noticed earlier. He took the half-finished bottle of water he’d been sipping and went back to the barn, crouching beside the battery and wiping it clean with his sleeve. He clipped the leads to the terminals and touched them together: there was a sharp crack, and a blue spark jumped in the half-dark.

“You can pretend you don’t know who Kessler is,” Milton said, “and you can pretend you don’t know where we can find his body, and that’s fine—that’s your choice.”

He grabbed Dillon’s shirt in both hands and yanked, popping the buttons from neck to navel, revealing tattoos that covered almost every inch of his skin.

“What are you doing?”

“Pretend all you like, but Walt, I swear to God, if you decide that’s the way you want to play it, then I’m going to make your life very unpleasant until you’ve proved to me that you’re telling the truth.”

He cranked the lid off the bottle and tipped the water over Dillon’s torso, making sure that he was sodden.

Dillon tried to turn away, but there was nowhere for him to go. “Come on, man,” he said, jerking like a fish on a line.

Milton steadied him with his left hand, took one of the clips and attached it to Dillon’s right nipple.

“Where’s Kessler?”

Dillon spat blood. “You think you’re so smart, don’t you?”

“Compared to you?” Milton shrugged. “I don’t know, Walt, you tell me. I’m not the one hanging upside down by the ankles with a car battery attached to his nipple, am I?” He took the second clip and held it up. “Last chance, Walt.”

“Fuck you, man.”

“Okay.”
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Tyler knew things were about to get uncomfortable for him at the site, but he knew he couldn’t just bail and go home. He was already worried sick that Dillon would be able to sniff out his guilt; Tyler was bad at hiding his feelings and knew it would be written all over his face.

And so he carried on with his duties, walking the perimeter and making sure the protestors could see him. He caught himself a couple of times: the irony wasn’t lost on him that he’d moved over to their side of the fence, and that he’d done things that’d mean that Rosa Reyes and the man who was helping her would be able to put the squeeze on the company. That made him feel awkward, but only for a moment; he thought of his brother and the kid who’d died and knew he was doing the right thing. That was some reassurance, but it didn’t make him feel any less scared.

The time got to six, and he clocked off, walking out to the parking lot with a couple of other guys who worked security, sharing the same jokes as always: the protestors, their bosses, the company, the Texans and how they were going to do this season. Norm, one of the guys from the gatehouse, made a dig about wrestling and how Tyler hooking up as the new member of the Hell Riders was going to be an embarrassment once everyone realised that Walt Dillon was broken down and out of shape. Tyler felt the reflexive urge to defend him but stopped himself.

“Speaking of Walt,” Norm said, “you know he was kicking up a stink this morning about a break-in?”

“The cabins out back,” Tyler said. “Someone forced the door.”

“Why’d someone do something like that?”

“It’ll be one of the protestors,” said Danny, one of the other guards who’d tagged along for the walk to the lot. “You know what I heard? One of the scientists who worked there was sending them stuff he shouldn’t. I bet it’s someone trying to get hold of something else they can use.”

Tyler nodded, agreed that that was probably it, didn’t comment any more. It made him feel uncomfortable and gave him the shivers, like an ice cube sliding down his spine.
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He drove home. His mother was at the hospital, watching his brother, and she’d left him a plate of quesadillas in the fridge; he zapped them in the microwave and took them into the front room, switching on the TV and opening Netflix. The company had recently acquired a large catalogue of wrestling content from the eighties and nineties, and, without really thinking about it, he navigated to the PPV where the Hell Riders had won their first ever world title. It had taken place in Houston, and with both Dillon and Harlan coming from the city, there was a real buzz in the crowd.

Tyler sat back, ate his dinner, and watched the match. The champions were another celebrated team, the Sky Kings, known more for their high-flying offence than the ground-and-pound that had made the Hell Riders popular with fans. The match had come to be seen as a classic, with the clash of styles giving it a rhythm that never let up. The champions darted and spun, diving from the ropes with balletic precision, while the challengers kept dragging them back down to the mat, slowing the pace, punishing them with methodical, ugly strikes and double-team combinations.

The crowd was loud, feverish, the noise almost peaking when Dillon tagged in. He was younger then, leaner, but still thick through the chest and shoulders, his hair jet black, face painted in red and black stripes. Harlan beat Dillon for physical presence—he was huge, tall and muscular—but Dillon had the same look in his eyes then as now: intense, almost homicidal.

Tyler always noticed new things whenever he rewatched the match: the way they communicated in glances, the way Dillon set up each move so Harlan could deliver the kill shot. The finish came after twenty hard minutes: Harlan lifted one of the champs for a powerbomb while Dillon climbed the second rope and came down with a leg drop. The fans lost their minds. Dillon made the cover as Harlan stood guard over him; the referee’s hand slapped the mat three times, and then the confetti rained down.

Tyler felt a pull in his chest. It wasn’t just nostalgia; it was something closer to envy. It was obvious why Dillon still chased his past; not just money, although that was part of it, but a desperate attempt to make himself relevant again in a time when the only glory dinosaurs like him could find was at expos. All he had left were the handfuls of fans in roller rinks and strip malls, sitting for hours at fold-up tables papered with faded Polaroids and wearing replica belts, telling stories nobody asked to hear anymore.

Tyler would’ve liked to have had a taste of that glory, and Dillon had offered it, but that was finished now. Dillon was going to prison, and Tyler was going to need some luck if he was going to avoid the same fate.

There was a knock on the door.

He put the half-finished quesadilla down and paused the match.

He went to the door and opened it to find Harlan standing outside.

His stomach turned. “Hey,” he said, trying to sound like he wasn’t scared. “You okay?”

“It’s all good. I just got off the phone with Walt. He needs you at the gym.”

“Yeah? Why?”

“One of the bookers he knows is swinging by, and he says there’s some stuff he wants to discuss about getting the Hell Riders back on TV.”

“Oh. Okay. Why’d Walt send you? He could’ve called and saved you the effort.”

“My girlfriend’s in Ryan. I was driving through, and I said it wouldn’t be a problem to come pick you up.”

Tyler knew it was weird; he’d never heard of Harlan having a girl—let alone one in Ryan—and it didn’t make any sense for him to just swing by and pick him up like this, but when he tried to say no, he found he couldn’t. There was still a stubborn, stupid part of him that hadn’t let go of the idea that this might be his break, the moment someone noticed him, saw something worth putting into the big time. It didn’t matter that every instinct told him this was bullshit; hope had a way of sounding just like opportunity when you’d been waiting long enough to hear it.

“I’ll just get my keys,” he said.

“I’ll drive you. It’s a good chance for you and me to get to know each other a little better. You’re gonna be the new Bones, man—there’s stuff about that you need to know, and you can only get it from me.”

“How’ll I get back again?”

“I’m going back to Ryan later. I’ll bring you.”

There was the stupid fear of missing out, but that wasn’t the only reason Tyler nodded, grabbed his coat and stepped outside.

It was hard to say no to men who were as frightening as Dillon and Harlan.
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Chase and Caterina followed Milton’s directions out of Clearwater Springs, the road eventually thinning to a strip of cracked asphalt before dissolving into dust and gravel. The town fell away behind them; no buildings now, just open scrub and the hum of insects. The land rose and dipped in lazy waves, the horizon marked by oil tanks and the glint of a distant pipeline. Chase drove with one hand on the wheel, the other resting on the window frame, looking out for the turn Milton had described.

“Take the left,” Caterina said, pointing.

She was right: a fence line marked with faded orange flags. Chase slowed and turned onto the track that ran alongside it, winding between patches of desert willow and dry grass, the ground pale and hard as bone. Ahead, the DeChambeau logo was stencilled on a gate that hung open, the lock missing, the sign half peeled away by the sun. They rolled through, tyres crunching over gravel, the landscape utterly still except for the wind sighing through the brush.

“There it is,” he said.

The evaporation pond sat low in a scrubbed hollow, two dirt berms and a faded chain-link fence keeping it from the track. A single warning sign nailed to a post said PRODUCED WATER, the letters bleached nearly to nothing. The pump house and a pair of faded barrels squatted beyond it, nothing moving except the heat and the slow buzz of flies.

Chase drove up slowly, boots on the pedals, the truck making a soft complaint as it rumbled over the rough ground. Caterina sat beside him, hands folded in her lap.

She was anxious.

Chase killed the engine, and they both got out. The air hit them with a chemical tang. Behind them, the road flared away, and the mountains rose up as a jagged edge.

They walked the perimeter where the ground fell away.

The pool was around seventy feet wide, and they edged around it, careful not to lose their footing on the slippery sides.

“Shit,” Caterina said, pointing. “There.”

They were at the shallow end, where the pit sloped into a ring of cracked mud; a ragged scum had collected under a pale skin of oil. Chase saw a dark smear that looked like a shadow until he stepped closer. It was cloth: a sleeve. Then a shoulder, then the slope of a face half-buried in the sheen. The body lay with its head down toward the centre, most of it submerged beneath the oily skin.

Chase winced. “This is gonna be tricky.”

He edged down the slope, nearly slipping on the loose dirt, just about keeping his feet on the berm. He crouched and tried to reach the body, but it was too far away.

He looked up to where Caterina was watching. “Can you see a stick or something I could use to snag him?”

“Can’t see anything,” she said.

“Fuck it,” he muttered, and stepped out into the slime.

The filthy water went up to his knee, but he still couldn’t reach. He stepped out deeper, up to his thighs now, and reached for the oily sleeve. He snared it and pulled, the body slowly rotating in the water. He hauled it to the bank, dragging it out so that the torso was on the slope.

He turned it over. It was a man. The jaw was slack, the eyelids swollen and shut, the hair matted to the temple, the skin pallid and with a waxy, grey wash.

“That’s him,” Caterina said.

Chase reached for a lanyard around his neck. He held the plastic badge. The print had bled at the edges but not enough to hide the logo—DeChambeau—and, under it, the name: Andreas Kessler.

He patted down the man’s jacket and trousers. The fabric was slick and heavy with water, each pocket distended and cold to the touch. In the inside pocket of the jacket, his fingers closed around something solid. He drew it out carefully: a wallet, the leather darkened by the water, the edges soft and swollen.

He opened it just enough to see what was inside. The ID was ruined, the photo washed to a pale blur, but there were a few cards, a handful of notes fused together, and a folded piece of paper with a string of numbers scrawled across it. Chase looked up at Caterina.

“Bingo,” he said.

He tossed it up, and Caterina caught it.

Chase released Kessler’s body and pushed him back out into the water.

“We need to call John,” he said.
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The road into Clearwater Springs was nearly empty, a ribbon of heat haze and dust. Isaac Roth drove the last mile with the windows cracked an inch.

The town lay sprawled across the valley floor: low buildings, sun-faded paint, signs half blown away by wind and neglect. Roth was hungry and slowed when he saw the café. The sign buzzed faintly, one of the neon letters dead, but the place was open. A couple of pickups sat out front, a state trooper’s cruiser among them.

He parked the rental SUV beside the pumps of the old service station next door, cut the engine, and sat for a moment, scanning the reflection in the café windows. Three customers inside, including the trooper. The waitress was middle-aged, hair tied up in a red bandana.

All standard, nothing unusual, nothing he didn’t expect.

He got out, straightened his shirt cuffs, and went in.

The air was cool compared to the furnace outside. The trooper at the counter gave him a glance, decided he wasn’t interesting, and went back to his food.

Roth took a booth near the window and ordered a coffee when the waitress came by.

“Passing through?” she asked. Her voice carried the easy curiosity of someone who’d lived in a small town long enough to recognise a stranger.

“No,” he said. “Actually, I’m looking for someone.”

The waitress’s eyebrows went up, the pot of coffee hovering above his cup for a beat too long. “Friend?”

“Business, unfortunately,” he said. “I work for an insurance firm. We’re dealing with a claim involving a vehicle fire outside Marfa, and I’ve got a photo of the person we think might be involved. I’m just trying to confirm they were in the area last week. Would you take a look for me?”

The waitress set the pot down, crossed her arms. “Okay.”

Roth took out his phone and found the image of his target from the contract dossier. The woman thought about it, wiped a ring of condensation from the table with her rag.

“What do you think? Recognise them?”

She paused long enough for Roth to see that she did.

“You do?”

“Mmm.”

“You know where I could find them?”

She became wary. “Who did you say you were again?”

“My name’s Gallows,” he said, finding an easy smile. “Here.”

He took one of his dummy business cards out of his pocket and gave it to her.

“I’m sorry for wasting your time, Mr.”—she looked down at the card—“Mr. Gallows, but I thought I recognised them, but now I come to think about it, I don’t. I’m sorry.”

“Never mind,” he said, maintaining his smile. “Thanks for looking at it for me.”

She poured his coffee and left him to it.

Roth sipped, eyes half-lidded, watching the street through the reflection in the glass. Irritating, but not surprising. He’d seen it before, lots of times. A stranger coming into town, asking questions… suspicion was always going to be the default. But he’d made progress: she knew enough for him to want to talk to her again, in a different context.

He’d ask around a little more, and if that got him nowhere, he’d try the other approach.

Roth finished his coffee and left a few bills on the table.
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Milton made sure not to leave anything that could land him in trouble later. He’d worked clean, and the only matter left to resolve was what he should do with Dillon. He went back into the barn and watched him from the door. He’d left him hanging upside down by his ankles; he’d tried to free himself at the start, but the fight had gone out of him now.

Milton’s plan had been to take him outside, have him dig a trench, make him get in it and then shoot him. Dillon was a murderer—he’d confessed as much during their little tête-à-tête—and he could hardly complain when the same fate was visited on him.

But Milton had decided against it; not because of mercy, or clemency, or a preference for procedural justice, but because Dillon was the type of man who’d sell out those above him if it was a choice between him and them. Milton would let the police have him and then observe, and if his eventual punishment didn’t amply fit his crimes, he’d return and do what needed to be done.

Milton was about to cut him down when Dillon’s phone started to ring.

He collected the phone from the bench where he’d left it and held it out. “Expecting a call?”

Dillon coughed, hawked up a gob of blood, spat it out.

Milton saw that the caller was ‘Harlan.’ The phone stopped ringing, and after thirty seconds, it buzzed to announce a voicemail.

Milton had already unlocked the phone so he could look through it. He tapped to play the message, tapping again to put it on the speaker.

“Dude—it’s me. I got him. He got in the car, just like you said he would, and I’ve brought him to the gym. He’s working out now—said there was gonna be someone coming over he needed to speak to about the shows you got coming up, and he wants to get pumped. Get over here—I ain’t doing anything without you.”

The message ended.

Dillon laughed. “You know who that was?”

“Your friend.”

“Know what that means? Means he’s picked up that big dumb fuck I was stupid enough to think I could work with.”

Milton bit down on the inside of his cheek.

“You think you’re so fucking smart, hoss, but you ain’t. You ain’t—not at all. I know it was you who broke into the plant, and I know it was that ungrateful shit who drove you through the gate in the back of his car and then sounded the alarm once you were out.”

“How’d you know that, Walt?”

“You think we don’t got cameras? We put a whole load more in once we figured someone was leaking, except we didn’t tell everyone. Didn’t tell Tyler.”

Shit.

Milton took his own phone out of his pocket. Dillon barked out a laugh.

“Think you’re gonna get him away from me, save him from my bad influence? Too late for that. Now it’s my turn. You wanna see him cut into little pieces and posted back to his momma, you carry on doing what you’re doing. You want that?”

Milton didn’t answer.

“Nah—you don’t. So, man, this is how it’s gonna be. You’re gonna get me down from here and drive me back to my gym, and then, once we get there, I’ll see about swapping him for me.”

Milton bit down on the inside of his cheek again, this time so hard he sliced through the flesh; he felt the coppery taste of his own blood.

Dillon grinned, his teeth stained red. “Still think you’re smart?”

“I think you’re still tied up, and if you want me to hook you up to the battery again, you just need to keep flapping your gums.”

“Whatever, man.”

Milton reached for his own phone and called Chase.

“Where are you?”

“Coming into town,” Chase said. “You okay?”

“The situation’s changed. I’m going to need to meet you. I’ll send you the location.”

“Everything okay?”

“The kid’s in trouble.”
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Caterina drove, heading away from the pit and retracing their route until they were off DeChambeau land and back on the road.

They’d decided before setting off: Chase had to make the call, knowing that it’d be recorded. They couldn’t risk Caterina’s voice being recognised if it was ever played back in court.

He took out his phone and dialled.

“Nine-one-one,” the dispatcher said. “What’s your emergency?”

Chase kept his eyes on the road ahead, his voice level. “There’s a body outside Clearwater Springs. In one of the evaporation ponds on DeChambeau property—north side, maybe half a mile past the pump house.”

“A dead body?”

There was a pause. “That’s what I said.”

“Sir, can you give me your name?”

“No way. I live in town. You think I wanna do something that’ll get them pissed? Just send someone out. They’ll find it easy enough—it’s the only pond with a chain-link fence.”

“Sir, I need you to give me your name.”

Chase ended the call.

“Well done,” Caterina said. “That’ll do it.”

“It’d better,” he said. “Your turn.”

She found the number she wanted and called it.

“Hey,” Kase said. “You okay?”

“I need to see you,” she said.

“Yeah?”

“I want to report a crime.”
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Caterina parked outside the station and went inside. She went up to Doreen, the civilian who worked the desk, and told her she was here to see Kase. Doreen told her to take a seat, but before Caterina had had the chance to do that, Sheriff Lovell came out of the door at the back.

“Hey Rosa,” he said. “How you doing?”

“Doing okay.”

“The house?”

“Not great but could’ve been worse. Mostly the ground floor. Think I can fix it up.”

“That’s good to hear. Kase is in back. Want to come on through?”

Lovell led her down a short hallway. The station wasn’t much: just a few offices, a holding room, and a pair of desks crowded with paperwork. A bulletin board on the wall was busy with missing-pet notices and reminders for the county fair. The air conditioning rattled overhead, fighting the heat that bled in through the blinds.

Kase was waiting in Lovell’s office.

He got up and took off his hat. “Rosa,” he said.

“Kase,” she said.

Lovell sat down behind his desk. “My deputy says you want to report a crime.”

“I do,” she said.

“Kase,” Lovell said, “keep a note, would you?”

Caterina told them about what had happened to Kessler. She told them that Kessler had been her source for weeks, that he was getting ready to deliver something that would blow open the case against DeChambeau, but that he’d become convinced that he’d been discovered. She explained that they’d agreed to meet at Plateau for a final exchange—information for cash—but that he’d been taken by two masked men.

“You know who?”

“Walt Dillon was one—I recognised his voice.”

“Walt Dillon from DeChambeau?”

She nodded.

“Shit,” Lovell said.

“Why didn’t you report it before?” Kase asked.

“I should’ve, I know, but things got away from me. One of the kids in the case against DeChambeau died.”

“Hunter McDonald?” Lovell said.

She nodded.

“Awful,” he said. “I was over there the other day to see his momma. She said he was doing okay. Sepsis, wasn’t it?”

She nodded. “The chemo made him too weak to fight it off.”

Kase blew out his cheeks.

“Kessler,” Lovell said. “You got anything that’ll prove it was Dillon?”

“There was a guy at the truck stop, and he came out when we were trying to stop them—he saw everything.”

“Got his details?”

“Sure,” she said. “Got this, too.”

She took out her phone, scrolled through until she found the email from the old guy, then opened the attachments and handed the phone across the desk. The stills were grainy and overexposed, low-res images from a cheap camera that hadn’t been cleaned in years. The first showed the two men in dark clothes and ski masks facing the camera; the second showed one of them half-turned toward the lens, caught mid-step, his sleeve rolled up to show the edge of a tattoo on his forearm.

Lovell leaned closer to the screen, the light from it washing his face pale. “I mean—they got the ski masks on, but I guess they could be Dillon and his partner—what’s his name?”

“Harlan,” Kase said.

“Similar size.”

“Harlan’s six six, six seven. This guy looks the same.”

“Give or take,” Lovell said.

“And this guy.” Kase zoomed in on Dillon until the screen showed the curve of a tattoo on his forearm. “Dillon’s got tattoos. I saw him wrestle when I was at high school, and there was this occult shit he had on his forearm—skull of a goat with a pentagram above the eyes. Look at that—looks like part of a horn.”

Lovell shrugged. “That ain’t what you’d call definitive.”

“No,” Kase said, “it ain’t, but look at it all—we got Rosa’s ID, the big guy matching Harlan’s size, and we got this? That’s enough to go talk to him.”

“We don’t have probable cause to pick him up.”

“No,” Kase said, “but there ain’t nothing stopping us from speaking to him, see what he says, maybe get a statement, see if he’ll let us look at his truck, his phone. If he don’t cooperate? We take it up the chain.”

Lovell nodded. “All right. We’ll go up, ask some questions, see what shakes free.”
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Milton diverted into Clearwater Springs to pick up Chase. He got into the car, and Milton turned around, headed back south to the gym.

“Where is he? Trunk?”

Milton nodded.

“How was he?”

“Surprisingly talkative once he realised it wouldn’t do him any good to play games with me.”

“You leave any marks?”

“Just a few.”

“How did you…” Chase shook his head. “Never mind.”

“Are you armed?”

Chase raised his shirt to show the big pistol he had holstered on his hip. “You?”

Milton nodded.

Chase rearranged his shirt. “You think we’ll need it?”

“Don’t know. I think we should be able to pull this off without shooting each other, but I’d rather have them and not need them than not have them.”

“Yep,” Chase said.

“Kessler?”

“Easy. They didn’t try to hide it.”

“They want to make it look like he drowned.”

“That’s what it did look like,” Chase said. “He was just floating there, face down, near the edge. Looked like he might’ve had a heart attack, fallen in and drowned. No obvious marks on him, at least none that I could see.”

“There’ll be evidence when they do the autopsy,” Milton said. “Bruising from where they held him under or haemorrhages in his eyes from the asphyxia. There’ll be something—they’re not smart enough to hide it all.” He checked the map; five minutes out. “Did you call the police?”

“I did,” Chase said. “And Caterina’s gone to see the locals—she should be there now.”

Milton checked his watch. “The timings should work out, provided we don’t hang around. We exchange Dillon for the kid, and then we leave—in and out as quickly as we can.”

“Works for me,” Chase said.

“And are you ready to do what you need to do?”

He tapped his pocket. “Yup.”
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Milton pulled into the parking lot outside the gym. There were half a dozen vehicles parked outside, including the white Econoline.

Chase reached into his pocket and took out a bundle wrapped in a handkerchief. He unwrapped it, careful not to touch the contents; Milton glanced over and saw a wallet, still sodden, with mud smeared across the leather.

“I’ll take Dillon inside and keep them occupied,” Milton said. “Come and back me up when you’re done.”

Chase folded the handkerchief around the wallet and put it back in his pocket. “You bet.”
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Roth watched from his car as the waitress left the diner, crossing the lot to a dusty Ford Fusion parked fifty feet away. He’d been in town to see if he could chase down any alternative leads, but after striking out—and keen not to make himself too obvious by asking too many people—he’d returned. It would’ve been better for all concerned if someone had given him the information he needed, but it had quickly become apparent that the community was close knit and sceptical of outsiders. Roth had been given contracts that’d taken him to plenty of similar places in other parts of the world—Kilkeel in Northern Ireland, Saint-Jean-de-Luz in southwest France, a wind-blown village in Asturias, Spain—and wasn’t surprised at the guarded welcome. People were suspicious—often with good reason—and that made his job more difficult. But Roth was patient and knew the value of discretion; it was one of the reasons he was good at what he did, and why he was able to charge a premium for doing it.

The woman started the engine of the car and pulled out.

Roth followed her at a discreet distance, down the main street with its shuttered storefronts and a faded motel sign, past the sheriff’s cruiser parked outside the station. The lane turned off into scrub, then narrowed to a single track between low fences. The house she pulled into sat back from the road: a modest bungalow with peeling paint, and a mailbox with dents in the metal as if someone had fired airgun pellets at it.

Roth eased on until he could park out of sight, killed the engine and sat for a moment, letting the scene settle into the mirror.

It was quiet. He couldn’t see anyone else, and the other houses looked as if they might be empty.

He got out, opened the trunk and checked what he had brought: a compact Glock 19, a handful of flexicuffs and a slim lock-pick kit. That would do. He put the things into a small rucksack, slung it over one shoulder, and walked back toward the bungalow.

He reached the door and knocked.

He heard footsteps approaching from inside.

He checked up and down the road a final time: still nothing.

The door opened.

The waitress stood behind it, frowning in confusion. “Can I help you?”

“I think so,” he said. “I was in the diner earlier—do you remember?”

“Of course,” she said. “You’re looking for someone.”

“I am. You said you didn’t know them, but you were lying. You do.”

Her face darkened. “You need to go.”

She started to close the door, but Roth drew back his fist and punched her, hard, flush on the nose. She fell back, tripping over a bag and crashing down. Roth came inside, drawing the Glock with one hand and closing the door with the other.

She scurried back, blood running out of her nostrils and onto her shirt.

Roth aimed the pistol down at her.

“Let’s try that again, shall we? You know where they are. You need to tell me.”
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Dillon’s wrists were tied behind his back. Milton pushed him through the door and followed him into the gym. The ring sat under a row of flickering fluorescents, the ropes slack and taped in places where they’d frayed. Milton saw Harlan sitting at the same table he’d seen before. He was with the same two hard-faced men.

Milton put a hand on Dillon’s shoulder. “Here he is.”

“Walt—you okay?”

“Better when this is done.”

Milton glanced around. “Where’s Colton?”

Harlan nodded to one of the others, who went into a side room and came back with Colton. The kid looked rough: his right eye was swollen half-shut, his lip was split, and there was a dark smear of dried blood on his cheek. One sleeve of his shirt was torn, and his left wrist was wrapped in a strip of tape that had already bled through.

“You okay?” Milton asked him.

Colton nodded. “It’s nothing.”

“You come here by yourself?” Harlan said. “That don’t sound like the smartest thing to do.”

“What?” Milton said, faking a little surprise. “You saying I can’t trust you?”

“Listen to this guy,” Harlan said. “He don’t know the mess he’s gone and gotten himself into.”

The door opened, and Milton heard Chase’s boots as he came inside.

Harlan wouldn’t stop prodding. “Two of you? There’s three of us.”

Milton ignored him. He reached for Dillon’s shoulder. “We can resolve our differences later, but for now, I think it’d be best for you to send the kid over here and for me to send Dillon over to you. Nice and friendly, nothing sudden that might mean someone pulls and we all start shooting at each other—sound like something you can do?”

“Whatever, man.”

Harlan shoved Colton, and he came towards Milton.

Milton gave Dillon a push in the back, and he stumbled ahead.

The two of them passed, inches between them. Milton saw the fear on Colton’s face; the kid was terrified about what Dillon might do next now that he knew Colton had betrayed him. He had no reason to think that Milton would protect him, especially not after what he’d done.

“Good,” Milton said. “That’s that.”

Dillon snorted. “You think we’re done? Are you serious? We ain’t done. We ain’t even close to being done.”

“We’re done for tonight. We’ll be on our way now. I think we should be happy that we’ve got to this point without anyone being shot. Let’s see if we can keep it up.”

“It won’t be tonight, but it is coming. I’ll find you, hoss, and, when I do, what you did to me is gonna look like a walk in the park.” His baleful stare switched to Colton. “And you, man.” He laughed bitterly. “You gone and fucked up real bad. We’re gonna have a good long talk about the wagon you’ve chosen to hitch your horse to.”

Colton’s face was bloodless. Chase took him by the shoulder and moved him to the door. Milton followed, his hand near the pistol, hoping he wouldn’t have cause to use it.

He didn’t.

Dillon let them leave.
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Lovell sat in the passenger seat of Kase’s cruiser as they headed out to Walt Dillon’s wrestling school. He’d been hoping for a couple of clear days, with nothing to stop him taking a day or two off to go riding at Billy McNeill’s ranch, but he was starting to worry that there were things happening just beneath the surface that were going to require his attention. Clearwater had been an unlucky place over the last few years, but it had always been easy to police; the kind of town where most calls were small and familiar: a drunk sleeping it off in his truck behind the bar, teenagers tagging the overpass, livestock wandering out through a broken fence. Every now and then there’d be a domestic that needed calming down, or a fender bender out on 118. Nothing kept him up at night, and nothing smelled like whatever was starting to take shape now.

The radio hissed, then cleared.

“Clearwater Dispatch to Sheriff Lovell.”

Lovell picked up the mic. “Lovell here—go ahead, Doreen.”

“We got a dead body. Units on scene near the DeChambeau northern claim report a confirmed body in the evaporation pond. Location’s about half a mile off Ranch Road, near the pump house. Caller who reported it was anonymous—phoned it in from a blocked number and wouldn’t give his name. No one on scene when deputies arrived.”

“Copy that, Dispatch. You have an ID?”

“Affirmative. Deputies recovered a DeChambeau ID badge on the victim—name reads Andreas Kessler. Coroner’s been notified and is en route. Scene’s been secured.”

He thumbed the mic again. “Copy that. Keep me posted.”

The line went dead.

“Shit,” Kase said.

“Yep,” Lovell said.

“What do you think?”

Lovell stared out through the windshield, watching the road unspool. “I think this just got more complicated. Maybe it’s nothing more than bad timing and bad luck.” He rested the mic back in its cradle, the faint hum of the radio filling the silence between them. “Let’s go talk to Dillon, see if he can tell us where he was when Rosa said the guy was taken.”
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Gunnar DeChambeau was staying in a house in Highfrontier, a collection of properties that offered the highest standard of accommodation for travellers in this part of Texas. Milton had reviewed the website before setting off on the short drive from Clearwater. Much was made of the resort’s luxury and seclusion, with a series of large cabins hosted on a three-hundred-acre promontory with a spectacular vista across the canyons and flats that made up this part of the Chihuahuan Desert.

Milton had called ahead to make a booking for a three-night stay in one of the resort’s properties. The email with his reservation came with a code for the gate, and he’d punched it in and driven through, parking outside the reception and going inside.

“Evening, sir,” said the man behind the desk. “Mr. Smith?”

“That’s right,” Milton said with a warm smile. “Booked three nights.”

“You did indeed. We’ve got you in Adobe House, over on the other side of the site. It’s real nice—I don’t think you’ll be disappointed.”

“Thank you.”

“What are you in Texas for?”

“I was hoping to hire a bike to ride in the mountains. You have those available, I think?”

“We do. If you pop by tomorrow morning, we’ll be able to fix you up.”

“That’s great,” Milton said. “Are you busy?”

“Actually, no—it’s a quiet time of year. The only other guest is in the Ranch House. The two of you will have the place to yourselves.”

Milton thanked him, took the key and got back into his car. Highfrontier sat in a shallow valley, the buildings scattered across the dusty slope. He took out the paper wallet with his keycard and looked at the map on the back. The Rock House stood alone at the western edge, while the Ranch House—Gunnar DeChambeau’s place—sat a little further east, the largest cluster of structures around it hinting at its importance. Beyond it, Adobe House—where he was staying—was perched higher on a small rise, a single white building looking out over the plain. A row of smaller outbuildings stretched below—Bunk House, Field House, Mary’s House—each connected by a winding road that looped toward the larger studios at the far end. The terrain was open and exposed, the red hills pressing in from every side.

Milton drove to Adobe House. It was set apart from the rest of the compound, perched on a rise that overlooked the valley below. It was a low, modernist structure—part desert retreat, part bunker—its flat roof and pale plaster walls blending with the bleached rock and dust around it. A band of tall windows wrapped the front, catching the sun and reflecting back the ochre hills beyond. The wide wooden deck, edged with a rough stone base, gave way to open desert: rocks, dry brush, and the occasional twisted yucca breaking up the landscape.

Milton parked the car and went inside.

It was nice—concrete floors, whitewashed walls—but Milton didn’t make himself comfortable.

He wasn’t planning on staying long.
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Dillon’s confidence had been shaken by what had happened to him over the course of the last few hours. It was obvious now he’d completely underestimated the English guy. Dillon would have said that he wasn’t afraid of anyone, but there’d been something in his eyes—a coldness, a lack of empathy or feeling—that made Dillon sure that what he’d said about killing people was true. The memory of being hung upside down while he sent jolts of electricity through his body was very fresh; Dillon had reconciled himself to the likelihood that he was going to die.

Harlan brought him over a bottle of beer. “You okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“Who the fuck is that guy?”

“No clue.”

That was true. Dillon had no idea who the guy was, what he’d done to acquire that kind of bloody experience, or why he was involving himself with the campaign against DeChambeau, but he wasn’t about to underestimate him again.

“We need to clean everything up. He knows too much about what we’ve been doing. We got to be real careful from now on.”

“What needs to be cleaned up? We have been careful.”

“We gotta be sure, man. What about Kessler? How clean did we leave the shack?”

Harlan shrugged. “Pretty clean.”

“Pretty clean ain’t good enough. We gotta assume that Colton told him everything, and Colton was with me when we took Kessler there. We gotta get up there and make sure there’s nothing left that they could find to prove that we were there, too.” He thought. “What about the pond?”

Harlan waved that away. “Nothing there, man.”

“What about footprints? We were tramping around in the mud and shit. What if we left prints? What boots were you wearing?”

Harlan pointed down to his feet and his crocodile-skin cowboy boots. “These ones.”

“So we gotta burn them.”

“You out of your mind? I ain’t burning them, man. You know how much these cost?”

“Show me the soles.”

Harlan raised his leg and turned his foot at the ankle. Mud crusted the soles in a lattice of pale-brown, old silt baked hard into the channels of the tread; tiny pebbles were trapped in the grooves; and a pale, papery film flaked away where it had cracked in the sun.

“See?” Dillon said.

“So what? That could’ve been from anywhere.”

“What if it’s not?”

“Then I’ll clean ’em off.”

“What if you miss something? Dude, I’ve seen enough CSI to know they’ll be able to match mud at the pond to mud they might find on our boots or clothes. We gotta burn it all—everything.”

“Shit, man. Really?”

“Yes, Harlan, really—unless you want to spend the rest of your life in jail? Because that’s what you’d be risking if you don’t take this seriously.”

Harlan sucked on his teeth. “Whatever.”

“And I’m gonna get rid of the van,” Dillon said. “Too risky to keep it. I need to junk it and get the boss to buy me another one.”

They both went outside. The van hadn’t been moved since it’d been left there after they’d used it to move Kessler. Dillon took his keys and opened it up, sliding inside and trying the engine. He turned the key, the dash lights blinked obligingly, but the starter didn’t catch. A hollow, disappointed click answered the ignition and nothing more. Dillon tried again, teeth bared, but the starter relay offered only the same dead, mechanical cough. He slammed the palm of his hand against the steering column, checked the gear, rocked the wheel, jiggled the key.

Still nothing.

“Walt.”

Dillon turned. Harlan was next to the door, nodding in the direction of town. Dillon saw the lights of an approaching car, and as he slipped out of the seat for a better look, he saw a Clearwater PD cruiser.

“Now what?”

“What do we do?” Harlan said.

“We relax. They don’t know anything. It’ll be fine.”
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Milton was able to see Ranch House from the deck of Adobe House. It was a broad, modern structure with clean lines and pale stucco walls that caught the moonlight like bone. A low retaining wall curved around the front, dividing the forecourt from the steps that climbed to the main entrance. Two leafless trees stood to one side, their shadows crossing the façade like black veins, and beyond them the pale stone chimney rose against the sky.

The night was still and dry, and an empty bowl of stars stretched tight above the desert. Milton reached for his cigarettes and lighter and lit up just as the front door opened, spilling a slice of amber light across the timber deck. DeChambeau stepped out, phone in hand, his face caught for a moment in the glow before he moved into shadow. He was wearing a white shirt and dark trousers, the light behind him picking out the outline of his shoulders as he lifted the phone to his ear.

Milton watched. Gunnar paced as he talked and then turned toward the railing, gesturing once with his free hand, then stopped and bowed his head, listening. Milton studied his body language: the stiffness, the momentary sag of his shoulders when the call ended. Gunnar finished the call and went back inside, and the light on the deck blinked out, leaving the ranch in darkness again.

Milton leaned on the railing, the cigarette burning down between his fingers, and let the quiet stretch. He wasn’t in a rush. He’d learned the value of patience long ago. He could see the light spilling through a window on the top floor of the house and assumed that Gunnar would be going through his nightly routine: shower, maybe another drink, an attempt to settle his mind before sleep.

He crushed the cigarette out, then lit another, watching the ember flare against the darkness.

A coyote yipped and was answered by another, more distant.

He waited.

The minutes bled away.

The light in the window went out.

The entire property was black now, just a silhouette against the starlit plain.

Milton waited.
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The cruiser pulled up, and two men got out: Sheriff Lovell and a deputy Dillon didn’t think he’d seen before.

“Evening, Mr. Dillon.”

“‘Mr. Dillon’? It’s Walt, Sheriff.”

“It’s Mr. Dillon tonight.”

“Really? Do I got something to be worried about?”

“Just making a few inquiries.” He turned to Harlan. “You are?”

“Jack Harlan.”

“Evening, Mr. Harlan. The two of you okay to answer a few questions?”

Dillon tried to play it cool. “Sure. Whatever.”

“Where were you yesterday afternoon?”

“No idea—more specific?”

“Just after lunch.”

“At work,” he said.

“You sure about that?”

“I’m sure.”

“Got someone who’ll vouch for you?”

Colton could’ve done that, he thought, not that he could say it. “Don’t know. Probably. I’d have to see what I was doing.”

Lovell turned to Harlan. “How about you?”

“At home.”

“Someone’ll confirm that?”

“I live on my own. But I was here until late the night before and had a lot to drink.”

“Sleeping it off?”

“That’s right,” Harlan said. “Not got a problem with that, have you? Not a crime to have a few beers with the guys.”

“Course not. But, just so I’m clear, neither of you were anywhere near Plateau?”

Dillon felt a tremor of concern but quickly dismissed it. This was about Kessler. Both he and Colton had been wearing masks when they’d grabbed him, and Dillon had been super careful to make sure they didn’t do anything that’d mean they could be identified after the fact.

Colton could put him there, but only if he admitted that he was there, too.

No way he was going to do that.

“Mr. Dillon,” Lovell prompted.

Dillon shook his head. “I wasn’t anywhere near Plateau. Why?”

“Because a whistleblower from DeChambeau was tossed into the back of a van by two masked guys who looked an awful lot like you and Harlan,” Lovell said. “And we just need to get to the bottom of what happened to him.”

Dillon felt his stomach knot, a cold trickle of panic in the thin veneer of calm he was trying to hold together. He could feel the weight of Lovell’s eyes on him. He tried to keep his posture loose, casual, but it felt like standing on the edge of a drop, waiting for the ground to give way beneath him.

“That your van?”

“The Econoline? Yeah—we used to use it to move the gear when we were putting on shows. Why?”

“White van just like that was used to grab the guy.”

His pulse thudded hard in his neck. “Nothing to do with me.”

“You mind if I have a look inside?”

Dillon’s palms were slick, his shirt clinging to his back, and the muscles in his jaw ached from clenching too tight. He thought he’d done a good job cleaning out the van after dumping Kessler, but what if he’d missed something?

But if he said no, what’d happen then?

They’d suspect him. They’d take him to the precinct for an interview, and then things could run away from him.

No, he thought. Can’t do that.

He was confident. The only chance they’d find anything was if they did a proper forensic sweep, and Lovell wasn’t equipped to do that right now. Better to let him have a look now, then clean it again, do a bang-up job, then call Gunnar DeChambeau and line up counsel who’d take care of him, make all this nonsense go away.

“Knock yourself out,” he said.

He unlocked the doors and stepped aside so Lovell could look around.

The sheriff put one boot on the bumper and climbed up, then ducked his head and stepped onto the metal floor. Dillon winced; the air inside still carried the faint sweetness of cleaning fluid. If Lovell noticed, he didn’t say. He flicked on his flashlight and let the beam play across the interior: the bare walls lined with scuff marks where heavy gear had been slid in and out, a pile of old tarps and a couple of coiled extension cords shoved in the corner.

“What do you use it for?”

“Wrestling shows—we have to bring the ring with us.”

Lovell crouched and moved a tarp with his boot. There was something small on top of it: a dark, square shape that caught the light. The sheriff bent, picked it up, turned it over in his hand.

Dillon squinted.

A wallet?

Lovell flipped it open, careful, his thumb pushing back the fold.

“What’s that?” Dillon said. He was too far away to see it in the gloom.

Lovell looked back at Dillon. “Want to tell me how this got in here?”

“Can’t see what it is.”

He turned the wallet around so there was enough light from outside for Dillon to be able to see Kessler’s ID card.

“Mr. Dillon?”

Dillon tried to muster some calm, but his mouth wouldn’t move right. “No idea.”

Lovell held the wallet a second longer, the light catching the laminated edge of the ID. Then he exhaled and stepped backward out of the van.

“Never seen that before in my life,” Dillon said.

“Mr. Harlan,” he said, voice flat, “you recognise the name on this?”

Harlan’s eyes darted from the wallet to Dillon and back again. “Never seen it before.”

Lovell nodded, almost to himself. “All right,” he said. “Fellas, you’re both under arrest. Step away from the door, hands where I can see them.”

Kase moved in smoothly, one hand on his cuffs, the other hovering near his holster.

Lovell read them their rights.

Dillon didn’t argue.

Harlan started to complain, but one look at Dillon shut him up.
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Walt Dillon opened the door and stepped outside. He took his cigarettes from his pocket and tapped one out, lighting it as Harlan followed him onto the street.

“What a fucking night,” Harlan said.

“No kidding.”

Dillon held out the packet. Harlan took a smoke for himself, and Dillon lit it.

Harlan took a long drag. “You believe she got us out as fast as that?”

Dillon blew out a lungful of smoke. “Corporate money. That’s what it buys you.”

The two of them stood there for a moment, just taking it all in.

Things had moved quickly.

They’d been dumped in the holding cells after their interviews, both offering no comment to the questions put to them by the sheriff and his deputy. That had been just after ten, and every half hour a deputy had wandered by to check they were okay, but otherwise no one had paid them much attention.

When Dillon had started working for Gunnar, he’d been given the number of a lawyer at the company who was on call to deal with problems like this. Dillon had used his one phone call to wake her up. Her name was Alondra Blevin, and she took charge right away; she told Dillon to sit tight, said she’d arrange a bail hearing and that she’d have them out before morning.

Dillon had been sceptical, but she’d been true to her word. The bail hearing was arranged with the judge calling in from his home office, his hair mussed and irritation barely disguised. Blevin handled it all smoothly. She somehow managed to persuade him that, even though neither Dillon nor Harlan had said a word during questioning, they were both keen to cooperate. The prosecutor made sure to highlight their criminal records, but she derided him for lazy assumptions and then went on to show there was no direct evidence tying them to the death of Kessler, that the investigation was still preliminary, that they both had steady employment and long-standing ties to the area. The judge wasn’t happy, but Blevin pressed on until he agreed he really had no other choice but to let them out. Bail was set at seventy-five thousand each, and by the time the judge signed off on the number, Blevin had wired the premium straight to the county bondsman, who drove over to the sheriff’s office with the paperwork.

It was only twenty minutes after the end of the hearing that the release forms were stamped and they were out.

Harlan flicked the dog-end of his cigarette, the embers splashing over the asphalt. “What do we do now?”

Dillon ground his cigarette out against the wall. “Get a taxi to the gym.”

“And then?”

“I’d really like a word with Colton.”
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Milton finished his third cigarette, ground the butt against the deck rail, and flicked it away.

He checked the time: 4.30 a.m.

He’d been watching the house all night. It had become increasingly clear that DeChambeau had something on his mind; Milton observed as he went out onto the deck to smoke one cigarette after another, then went back inside, his silhouette passing across the windows as he paced back and forth. Milton had last seen him an hour ago, and the lack of movement, and the lights going out, gave him enough reason to be confident that he’d turned in for the night.

4.35 a.m.

Time to move.

Milton collected the pistol and an emergency flashlight he’d found under the sink in the kitchen of his villa. He slipped the weapon into the back of his waistband, pulled on his jacket, and went back to the car. He drove down the track, headlights off. The compound was quiet: just a scatter of low buildings outlined by the faint wash of porch lights and the silver of moonlight on corrugated roofs. He cut the engine and rolled the last few yards, then parked, got out and crossed the open ground.

He kept to the shadows at the edge of the driveway and stopped beneath the overhang of the deck.

He could see the reflection of the moon in the windowpanes above.

He waited again, listening: nothing, just the soft hum of the wind against the eaves and a faint creaking from the generator shed.

4.40 a.m. and it was as quiet as the grave.

Milton climbed the steps and looked through the gap in the curtains. DeChambeau was sprawled across the sofa, barefoot, a tumbler of whisky on the floor next to his trailing hand. The TV screen had gone to standby.

He couldn’t wait any longer. If everything went the way Milton expected, DeChambeau would soon find the temperature in Clearwater Springs a little too hot for comfort. Dillon and Harlan might already have been arrested, and when DeChambeau heard about that, there was a good chance he’d be spooked and run. Milton could follow him to Houston, but getting to him there would be more difficult than it was likely to be here, right now, tonight.

He approached the steps that led up to the deck, climbed them and then drifted up to the wall. He pressed himself against it, waited a minute more, took the pistol and reached for the handle to the door.

He turned it. It was unlocked.

Milton opened the door and slipped inside.

He paused, double-checking everything was as he’d expect and that they were alone.

It all looked good.

He came up behind the sofa, the pistol drawn.

“Evening, Gunnar.”

DeChambeau mumbled something.

Milton picked up the tumbler and tossed the whisky into DeChambeau’s face.

He jerked upright; his eyes blinked and then opened and went wide as he took in the gun pointing at his face.

“Nice and easy,” Milton said.

“Who are you?”

Milton ignored the question. “Do you have any weapons here?”

“Who the fuck are you?”

Milton stepped closer, pushed the muzzle of the gun against DeChambeau’s forehead, right between the eyes. “Gunnar, I’m going to need you to answer the question—do you have any weapons in the house?”

The colour drained from his face. “No.”

“Are you sure?”

“I don’t have any weapons.”

“Stand up, please.”

He stood.

“Hands.”

DeChambeau raised his hands, his voice catching. “Who are you?”

Milton kept the muzzle of the pistol level. “I’m John.”

“What do you want?”

Milton reached into his pocket and took out a zip tie.

“I’d like you to turn around, please.”

“Come on, man.”

Milton pushed the gun hard enough for DeChambeau to bend backwards at the waist. “Pretty please.”

Gunnar glanced down at the zip tie as if it might bite him, but he turned around.

“Clasp your hands.”

He laced his fingers, and Milton slid the plastic loop around his wrists, pulling the tie until the nylon bit into his skin.

“That’s tight.”

“That really is the least of your problems, Gunnar.”
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They’d stopped in the gym long enough for them to pick up a baggie of angel dust from the stash Dillon kept in the office safe. Harlan rolled a couple of joints, mixing the PCP with the dope, and they smoked them as they drove over.

The smoke hit Dillon’s lungs, and, for a heartbeat, it was nothing, just a drag, a bitter chemical taste that made his throat close. Then it came on fast. The edges of the world began to shimmer, the dashboard lights swelling and shrinking in time with his breathing. His skin prickled; he could feel every bead of sweat, every pulse of blood moving under it. His thoughts scattered, rearranged themselves into something jagged and bright. Colours were sharper; sounds doubled in volume.

“Fucking A,” he said, grinning over at Harlan.

Harlan grinned back, smacking his lips.

Every muscle in his body felt wired tight. His hands were clenched around the wheel, his eyes focussed and shining. He’d been anxious before, worried that the cops would be able to pin Kessler’s murder on him, but that was gone now. He felt strong, like there was nothing left that could hurt him.

Dillon stopped the pickup outside Colton’s house. It was late, and the street was quiet.

Harlan reached for the door. “So, what are we doing?”

“Bringing him with us.”

“And if he doesn’t want to come?”

Dillon opened the glovebox and took out his pistol. “His choice.”

They stepped out and walked around to the back of the house. The rear door looked as if it had been forced and then repaired, a botched job that offered little resistance as Dillon set his boot against the lower rail and levered his weight in. The wood groaned, and the latch popped free with a dull crack. He shoved the door open the rest of the way and slipped inside, Harlan just behind him.

They crossed into the hallway and took the stairs two at a time. The landing had three doors. Dillon put his ear to the first one, then pushed it open a fraction and peered in: clothes folded on a chair, the bed made, shoes lined up by the dresser.

Harlan covered the landing while Dillon moved on to the second room: the kid brother’s, also empty.

He signalled to Harlan and moved to the last door, opening it.

Colton was asleep.

Dillon went over to the bed and kicked it. “Wake up.”

Colton mumbled something and turned over.

Dillon kicked the bed again. “Wake up.”

Colton opened his eyes and looked into the muzzle of the pistol.

“Walt,” he said, “I… I…”

“What is it?” Dillon said. “You look like you’re ready to shit yourself.”

“I’m sorry, Walt. I didn’t know what else to do.”

Dillon felt a burn of anger and would’ve pulled the trigger; he had to remind himself that capping him now would be too soon, would mean he couldn’t use the kid to do everything else that needed to be done. “You on your own?”

“Yes.”

“Where’s your mom?”

“With my brother—at the hospital.”

Dillon stared down at Colton. “Get up.”

“Walt,” he protested, “you don’t⁠—”

“I don’t have to what?” he interrupted. “I don’t have to put a bullet in your head for what you’ve done?”

“I didn’t do⁠—”

The angel dust erased Dillon’s already flimsy self-control, and he hit him with the butt of the pistol, hard, stepping back as Colton slumped against the mattress.

“Get up,” Dillon repeated. “Now.”

Colton’s forehead trickled blood. He got out of bed, putting a hand on the wall to steady himself. He was wearing a pair of boxers; Dillon saw the bruises up and down his body and flashed back to memories of when he’d started wrestling, years ago. It was almost a moment of kinship, and he dismissed it.

“Get dressed,” Dillon said.

“Where are we going?”

“Clearwater.”
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Milton had already scouted the layout of DeChambeau’s cabin on the resort’s website, so he knew that there was a large bathroom with a bath and a shower. He told DeChambeau to get up and sent him towards the bathroom, following close behind with the pistol pressed between his shoulder blades.

“What’s this about?”

“Inside,” Milton said.

He did as he was told. Milton clocked the room quickly: it was just as he’d expected, with the same fixtures and fittings that he’d seen in his cabin.

“You want money?”

“I do,” Milton said, “but not for me.”

“What does that mean?”

“In the corner, please.”

“I’m serious—what do you mean ‘not for me’? Tell me. You’re doing this for someone else?”

Milton ignored him. He put the plug in the plughole and turned the cold tap on all the way, the water gushing out.

“What are you doing?”

Milton ignored him.

“What is this?” DeChambeau started to turn.

Milton shoved him, bouncing him off a towel rail. “Face the wall.”

DeChambeau was terrified. “Who are you working for? Come on, man. They want money. Fine. I can do that. How much do they want?”

“They want millions, Gunnar, and they’re going to get it.”

“Millions—okay. Fine. I can do millions. You obviously know who I am.”

“I do.”

“And you know who my father is.”

“I do.”

“That’s good. So tell me who they are and how much they want, and then we can talk about it.”

The bath was three-quarters full; Milton turned off the taps.

“Okay, Gunnar, I’ll tell you. I’m working for the people who’ve been affected by what’s been happening at the site in Clearwater Springs.”

He was dumbfounded. “You work for the lawyers?”

“No,” Milton said, “I don’t work for the lawyers, although I suppose our aims aren’t too dissimilar—we both want to see the people who’ve suffered get the compensation they deserve, and we want to see your company admit that what it’s been doing is wrong, and that it’ll stop.”

DeChambeau’s posture stiffened as he realised there might not be an easy way out of his predicament. “Don’t know if that’s gonna be something I can do.”

“I disagree,” Milton said. “In a minute, I’m going to take out my phone, and then you’re going to confess on behalf of the company.”

“No, I⁠—”

“We’ll go through everything: what you knew and when you knew it, the environmental reports that you’ve suppressed, the fact that you knew people were getting sick, and not only did you keep doing what you were doing, you’ve tried to pay them off or frighten them into keeping quiet. We’ll talk about Walt Dillon, too, and how he murdered Andreas Kessler on your instructions.”

DeChambeau started to turn. Milton couldn’t afford to mark his face, so he rabbit-punched him in the kidneys. DeChambeau grunted in pain, trying to cover up his ribs but just straining against the tie that tethered his wrists.

Milton grabbed him by the shoulders and dragged him backwards, turning him around and then forcing him over to the bath. He hauled him over the lip and shoved, grabbing the zip tie for extra purchase so he could lever him all the way up and over until he was face down. The water covered his head, and with his hands behind his back, he was unable to raise himself up. He thrashed and struggled, water sloshing over the edge of the bath and over the floor, but there was nothing he could do.

Milton left him for fifteen seconds, then grabbed his hair and pulled up, raising him above the surface.

“Take a breath.”

DeChambeau gasped.

“So, just so you know exactly what we’re going to do next: you’re going to say you want to help me; I’ll get you some dry clothes and ask you some questions and film your answers. It’s going to be the kind of film that gets sent to the press and the police, so I can’t afford to do anything that’ll leave a mark, but I do want to focus your mind on how it’d be a really good idea to cooperate.”

DeChambeau spat water and begged, “Please.”

“Now, you might decide to call my bluff. Or you might make me think that you’re wasting my time. I wouldn’t recommend that at all, Gunnar.”

“Please,” he said again. “I can get you money—lots of money—but that’s it. I can’t do what you want me to do.”

“Okay.”

Milton let go of his hair, laid his palm flat against Gunnar’s back and pushed him under the water again.
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Caterina awoke to a knocking. She lay still, her heart thudding, trying to place it. Then it came again, louder, echoing through the thin metal walls of the RV. She pushed back the covers and swung her legs out of bed, her feet finding the cold vinyl floor. The air smelled faintly of smoke and damp ash, the lingering reminder of the fire that had gutted the house.

A friend from town had driven out with the RV, insisting she and Chase use it until repairs could start. The upstairs of the house might have been salvageable, but the downstairs was blackened and warped, the air still thick with soot. The RV, cramped and smelling faintly of diesel and old upholstery, was at least dry and safe.

She heard movement in the next bunk and saw Chase’s shadow stir. He was already pulling on his jeans, bare feet heavy on the narrow steps as he made his way to the small door at the front. He glanced back toward her.

“I’ll check it out,” he murmured.

She followed, her pulse ticking faster. The knocking came again, shorter this time, more impatient. Chase paused by the door, listening, then drew back the curtain from the narrow window by the entry. He peered out, his hand hovering near the latch.

Caterina joined him and looked over his shoulder. It was Kase, standing in the weak glow of the RV’s porch light, his cruiser idling behind him, red and blue lights off but headlights cutting long across the yard. He had his hat in one hand, the other resting on his belt, and when he spotted them through the glass, he gave a nod that didn’t look particularly reassuring.

She reached for the handle, but Chase stopped her hand. “You know him?”

“It’s fine—I used to date him.”

“Oh.”

He stepped back but stayed close.

Caterina opened the door. “Kase.”

“Sorry for the early call.” He glanced in, saw Chase. “Who are you?”

“He’s a friend,” Caterina said. “What is it?”

“Dillon and Harlan were bailed an hour ago.”

“What?”

“I know—they had a fancy lawyer who sweet-talked the judge, persuaded him the case was weak and that they weren’t a flight risk. Hundred and fifty thousand bail for the two of them—they paid it, and we had to let them out.”

“And you think they might come here?”

“Nothing to say that. I just thought you ought to know.” He shifted his hat back onto his head and stepped off the RV’s steps, glancing toward his cruiser. “Anyway, I’d better go. Maybe keep your doors locked. If you see anything—anything at all—you call me, all right?”

“Thanks.”

Kase turned toward his car. The morning was still dark, a thin silver edge just starting to show over the mountains. Caterina exhaled, starting to close the door, then stopped. Headlights were cresting the hill at the far end of the lane, two sets side by side. The beams flared through the mist and cut across the yard.

Kase saw them, too. “Expecting company?”

Caterina shook her head. “No.”

The vehicles rolled closer: a pickup, then an SUV following tight behind.

Kase moved toward the yard, eyes narrowed against the glare. “Better get inside,” he said.

Caterina felt the old pulse of fear rise again as Chase pulled her back into the RV. The two vehicles slowed as they entered the yard, headlights sweeping across the blackened skeleton of the house and the scorched earth around it.

Kase stepped forward to meet them, standing in the beam of the lights. He raised one hand to shield his eyes and put the other on the butt of his holstered pistol.

“Kill the lights,” he called, his voice carrying over the engines.

“This isn’t good,” Chase muttered.

“Kase,” Caterina called.

He turned his head to her, told her to stay inside, and turned back just as a gunshot boomed from the pickup. He staggered back, one hand going to his gut, the other fumbling for his weapon. The shotgun fired again. He fell hard, hitting the ground beside his cruiser.

Chase shoved her behind him, raised his big revolver and fired. The report was deafening inside the RV, the windshield of the pickup star-cracking with a splintering pop. Glass powdered the hood.

Another weapon answered. Not a shotgun: an automatic, chattering fast and wild. The next burst hit the RV itself, rattling the metal skin like hail, punching holes through the side panelling.

Chase threw his shoulder against the door and slammed it shut. The whole frame shuddered. “Jesus,” he said. “They’re done talking.”

“What do we do?”

“I don’t suppose your friend would keep any firearms in here?”

“I doubt it.”

She heard whoops from outside and then more gunfire. Rounds punched through the thin metal, whistling past, tearing through cupboards and walls.

The firing stopped.

“Miss Reyes,” a voice called.

Chase held up a hand.

“Miss Reyes,” the voice called again, “you with your friend? The one with the cowboy boots?”

They both heard something at the back; the clatter of glass falling from an already-broken window.

“There ain’t no getting out of this one,” the voice said. “There are four of us, front and back, and we’re all packing.”

The automatic rattled again, as if to prove the point.

“The two of you are gonna come out now,” the voice said, “else we’re coming in. Maybe we’ll throw grenades through the window.”

Caterina grimaced. “Shit. Is that a bluff?”

“I don’t know—they’ve got an automatic.”

“We could wait them out.”

“They’ll torch the RV. It’ll go up faster than the house did.”

“So what, we give up?”

“Not sure we got a choice.”

“Miss Reyes?” the voice called. “What’s it gonna be?”

Chase looked at her. “If we stay, maybe we take one with us. But I don’t think we walk out. What do you want to do?”

She nodded. “Okay. You’re right—we have no choice.”

Chase holstered the revolver. “All right!” he shouted. “We’re coming out!”

“Nice and easy.”

Chase turned to her. “Stay behind me. Hands up. Slow.”

Caterina swallowed hard, then mirrored him, fingers trembling. He opened the door a fraction. The pickup’s headlights still burned through the mist, dazzling white, the shadows of men shifting in the beams. They stepped out together, blinking against the glare. The yard was slick with dew, the ground marked with tyre ruts. Kase’s body lay near the cruiser, one arm outstretched toward his gun. Caterina’s throat tightened.

“Hands all the way up,” the voice called.

It was Walt Dillon. He stepped out from behind the truck; another guy followed with an AR-15 loose in his hands. Two others fanned out behind them, guns drawn.

Caterina lifted her chin, eyes locked on Dillon’s. He looked wired.

“That’s better. Now, why don’t y’all come a little closer so we can talk proper?”

Chase moved first, slow and steady, his body angled to shield her as they walked toward the light.
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Milton took a knife and sliced the zip tie. DeChambeau rubbed his wrists as Milton grabbed a towel and tossed it over to him.

“Dry yourself off.”

DeChambeau’s resistance hadn’t lasted long. Milton had dunked him three times, each time a few seconds longer than the last, and he’d buckled as Milton was getting ready to put him under for a fourth time. He suspected he’d have to take him back to the bath for another session once he understood exactly what he’d be required to say, but that didn’t mean there was any reason to wait on getting started with the easier questions.

Milton had collected a change of clothes for him from the bedroom and then found the right spot for his phone: halfway along the counter, propped against a tin of coffee, framing DeChambeau at the kitchen table with the blank wall behind him.

“Ready?”

DeChambeau eyed him with sour hostility. Milton had given him a towel to dry his hair. It was still tousled, but he wasn’t worried; at least he hadn’t had to beat him so the evidence of his persuasion was obvious.

“Come sit down here.”

Milton’s phone rang.

He picked it up and looked at the screen. “Chase?”

“Afraid not, hoss.”

Milton stopped. Walt Dillon’s drawl was impossible to mistake.

“Hello, Walt. I’d ask how you got my friend’s phone, but I can probably guess.”

“That was a nice try, what you did. Planting the wallet—real nice. Thing is, I work for people with big-time lawyers on call, and it didn’t take them no time at all to get us out. So I figured we’d take a turn up here, see if you were with your friends. You’re not, obviously, but they’re here.”

“Put them on,” Milton said.

“Listen to you—still thinking you can tell me what to do.”

“It’s for your own benefit, Walt. If you’ve hurt them, there’s nothing to stop me coming for you right now, and that’s not something you’ll enjoy.”

“Telling me what to do and threatening me.” He laughed. “Things have changed, pal. You don’t get to do that no more.” He laughed again, but with an edge; there was mania there. “But you don’t need to worry yourself—we ain’t hurt them, least not all that bad. You wanna say hello? Here. Say hello.”

There was a pause and then, “John?” It was Caterina.

“You all right?”

“Yeah.”

“Chase?”

“They’ve roughed him up a little.”

“Let me speak to him.”

“He’s in the other car. John—they killed Kase. He came to the house to warn us they were out, and they shot him.”

“Where are you?”

Dillon took the phone back. “You don’t need to worry about that.”

Milton wondered if Walt would be so stupid as to keep them at the house, then discounted it. There was no cell reception there, so they’d moved somewhere.

The wrestling school?

“I just wanted you to know,” he said, “that you gone and fucked up, and now I’m gonna take out my frustration on them.”

“You don’t want to do that.”

“Yeah? Pretty sure that’s exactly what I want.”

“No, Walt—you want me.”

Milton closed his eyes, knowing he had a narrow line to walk if he wanted to nudge Dillon in the direction that might mean Chase and Caterina got to walk away.

“That right?”

“Come on, Walt, I know the way you think. I embarrassed you, didn’t I? You’re thinking about that, and you’re thinking how much you want to punish me for it.”

“Okay,” Dillon said. “True. I do want that. And when I’m done with your friends, I’ll come find you.”

Milton nearly had him on the hook. “You think it’ll be as easy as that?”

“I know—you’ll run, but I’ll still find you.”

“No, I won’t run. I’ll stay here and come after you. But we don’t have to do it that way. Why don’t I make it easier for you?”

“Yeah? You gonna come and offer to take their place?”

“That’s exactly what I’m offering.”

There was a pause, and, for a moment, Milton thought the call had dropped.

“Come again, hoss?”

“You want me more than you want them, and I’m saying I’ll make it easy for you. Just tell me where you want to meet, and I’ll be there.”

“Alone?”

“Alone.”

“You’re full of surprises. Okay. I’ll play. Come by the school. Meet me there in an hour, and maybe we swing it the way you said—we swap you for them. But come alone. Bring anyone, call the cops, do anything I don’t like, and—I swear to God—it’s all over for them. I’ll put them both down. Got it?”

“Got it,” Milton said.
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Tyler had been left in the back of the pickup while Walt and Harlan and the other two guys from the gym—Eddie Kroll and Bo Rader—went out to the Winnebago. He’d watched, his fear turning into terror, as Walt had shot the deputy and then Harlan had sprayed the RV with the AR-15. Rosa Reyes and a guy with a big revolver on his belt had come out, hands up. Walt pistol-whipped the guy, took his weapon, and then tied them both up.

They’d put Rosa Reyes in the back of the pickup with Tyler. Harlan zip-tied her wrists, and Dillon had leaned close and told him for the second time that if he tried anything stupid—anything—his family would pay for it.

Tyler didn’t doubt him, Dillon had always carried a simmering volatility, but tonight it was amplified, almost feverish. His pupils were pinpricks, his jaw clenched so tight the muscles in his face jumped with every breath. Sweat slicked his skin, and he kept grinding his teeth, sniffing, twitching his shoulders as if his shirt were crawling with ants. Harlan, Kroll and Rader were the same: they moved with the same erratic energy, sharp jerks and nervous laughter. Tyler had been living next to drug addicts for weeks and knew the effects of crack or something similar; there was an ugliness there, a hysteria, something right on the edge of violence.

Tyler kept quiet in the back of the pickup. Dillon and Harlan were laughing and joking up front, each one-upping the other on what they would do when they got to the gym. Dillon had buzzed with a violent energy before, when he and Tyler had broken into the house, and then it had become more pronounced when they’d gone to get Kessler. But it was murderous now. Tyler gathered from the conversation that Dillon and Harlan had been arrested on suspicion of killing Kessler, and he worried now that with their rationality warped by whatever it was that they’d taken, they’d concluded they had nothing to lose.

Dillon had demonstrated that by shooting the cop.

What would that mean for him?

Dillon saw he was listening. “See how you’ve messed up?” he said, eyeing him in the rearview mirror, and then turned to Harlan. “He gets it now. How much he’s thrown away.”

“Consequences,” Harlan said. “Consequences are a bitch.”

The convoy pulled up outside the gym. The building was dark except for a single strip light over the side door, buzzing weakly. It looked deserted.

Dillon jumped down from the passenger seat and motioned for Harlan to bring them inside.

Harlan yanked the door open and hauled Tyler by the arm, then reached in and dragged Rosa after him. She stumbled, her wrists bound tight in front of her, but said nothing.

They were led inside. The ring stood ghostlike in the shadows, ropes slack, a row of heavy bags swaying slightly in the draught from the open door.

Dillon glanced around, then pointed at Tyler. “Storage cupboard and lock the door.”

Harlan shoved him toward a narrow corridor that ran past the changing rooms. He opened the small door halfway down; it was an equipment closet piled with mats, crates of bottled water, and boxes of chalk.

“In.”

Tyler hesitated, earning a shove between the shoulder blades that sent him sprawling. He landed hard on a stack of mats. Harlan slammed the door and slid the bolt across with a solid metal clunk. The darkness was complete, the air thick with the smell of rubber and sweat.

Tyler pressed his ear to the door, straining to hear.

He could make out Rosa Reyes’s voice—a muffled protest, quickly silenced—and then Dillon’s laughter.
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Dillon shoved Chase through the double doors into the gym with Caterina right behind him. Both their hands were bound behind their backs with zip ties; Chase’s were tight enough to bite into the skin.

Dillon collected a spare hanging chain from a shelf next to the weight bags.

Harlan took Chase’s shoulder. “Where do you want them?”

“Office,” Dillon said. “We’ll leave them there until we need them.”

Harlan went ahead and opened the door to a cramped space at the far end of the gym. A battered metal desk sat against the back wall, half-buried under invoices and stacks of flyers from old fight nights. The single window had been painted over black, and the only light came from a flickering bulb above the door.

“In you go,” Harlan said.

Dillon followed them both inside.

“Hands,” he said.

He looped the chain around the pipe of a radiator on the wall, fed it through their wrist ties and then threaded a padlock through the links.

He leaned close enough for Chase to smell the chemical tang of his sweat. “Sit tight and behave. If your friend turns up, maybe you get to walk.” He backed out of the office and nodded to Harlan. “Lock it.”

The door slammed, followed by the rattle of a key being turned. The sound of their footsteps receded down the hall.

Chase waited until he was sure they were gone; then he turned and tested the chain. The radiator gave a little when he pulled, the old pipe creaking but holding.

Caterina sank back against the wall. “What now?”

Chase looked around more carefully: the floor was littered with old papers, a tipped-over chair, a dented filing tray. The chain wasn’t anchored as tight as Dillon thought; the pipe had some flex in it.

“You think John will come?”

“You know him about as well as I do,” he said. “What do you think?”

“I think he will,” she said.

“And just hand himself over? That don’t sound like him.”

“What else is he going to do? There’s four of them, and they’re all carrying.”

“And they’re all high,” Chase added.

“They’ll kill him, and then they’ll kill us.” She looked around for something that she could use. “We need to get out before he gets here.”

Chase tested the chain again, feeling the pipe give a fraction more.
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Milton drove with the headlights off for the last half mile. He slowed to a crawl, then stopped a hundred yards away from the gym. He sat for a moment, watching, breathing steadily. He could make out two figures by the side door, one smoking while the other paced. He watched a little more, judging—from the way their pants sagged with the weight—that both had pieces tucked into their waistbands.

He drove forward, into the lot, and shut off the engine. He stopped again, watching, listening to the cooling tick of the motor and the throb of bass from somewhere inside the gym.

He turned to look at the back seat. DeChambeau was sitting upright, wrists still zip-tied behind his back, his face pale in the dim light. His shirt was soaked through with sweat, and his jaw clenched and unclenched as he tried to summon courage that wasn’t there.

“You’re clear what’s going to happen?”

DeChambeau nodded. “Me for your friends.”

“Correct. I’m going to tell you what to do and when to do it. Play along and you might not get shot.”

Milton opened the door and stepped out, the desert air cool against his face.

He called over to the two guys, “I’m here for Dillon. Go get him.”

“He don’t want to do it like that,” the guy with the cigarette said.

“No?”

“Wants you to go inside.”

“I don’t think so.”

The guy flicked the cigarette away. “You want your friends to get shot?”

Milton opened the rear door, taking DeChambeau by the shoulder and bringing him out.

“Know who this is?”

“No idea.”

“It’s Gunnar DeChambeau. You know who he is, right?”

“Sure.”

“Good—go find Dillon and tell him there’s been a change of plan.”
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Tyler panicked. Dillon, in this kind of mood and on whatever shit he was on, was beyond dangerous. He’d already shot and killed the cop, and he knew he had no intention of swapping them for the English guy. He’d practically said as much in the pickup.

He was going to kill them all.

Tyler’s arms were behind his back, but he gritted his teeth as he strained to free them. His wrists were slick with sweat, the plastic biting deep into the skin, but fear lent him extra strength. He twisted his hands in opposite directions, sawing the edge of one tie loop against the ridge of bone at his thumb. The plastic burned, cut into flesh, and then slipped a little as the binding stretched. He braced his forearms, took a breath, and yanked hard. The pain was sharp and immediate, but then there was a crack, and one of the loops gave. He forced his hands apart, skin tearing where the plastic bit deepest, and the tie snapped. Blood welled up across the backs of his wrists, but he was beyond caring about that.

He flexed his fingers once, twice, feeling the circulation rush back in a hot, tingling flood. He pressed his ear to the storage cupboard door: voices, harsh and excited, possibly moving away.

Now or never.

He pushed at the door, knowing it was bolted on the outside. He stepped back and drove his shoulder into it. The old hinges groaned, the frame splintered, and on the second impact, the bolt sheared through the wood with a dull crack. The door opened, and he slipped out into the corridor, crouched low and moving fast, keeping to the wall, passing the locker room and a rack of folded mats.

He turned the corner into a narrow service hall that ended at the fire door. The kick bar gleamed in the low light. He hesitated for half a heartbeat, listening, and then shoved it down.

The alarm didn’t sound; the wiring must’ve been dead.

The door banged open into the night, cold air rushing in.

He stopped just outside the door, chest heaving, his breath a hot plume in the cold air. The desert stretched out flat and silent ahead of him, the horizon paling toward dawn. Behind him, the faint glow of the gym lights spilled across the ground, and he could still hear voices: Dillon’s laugh, harsh and unhinged, echoing in the empty dark.

He thought of Rosa Reyes and the man who’d tried to protect her and John and what Dillon would do to them all.

He could go back.

Maybe try to help.

But he knew what would happen if he did.

Tyler’s hands were slick with blood, his arm throbbing where the plastic had cut deep.

He thought of his mom and his brother.

He was terrified.

Guilt churned as he took a step away from the building, then another. The voices behind him rose again—angry, impatient—and that made the decision for him.

He ran, cutting across broken asphalt toward the scrub beyond the fence, his breath ragged, the sound of the voices behind him fading with every step.
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Chase waited until he couldn’t hear anything outside and then leaned forward, testing the chain. The radiator groaned against the wall, and the old bolts squealed.

“It’s not fixed right. They just looped it through the bracket. If we pull together, we might be able to get it off the wall.”

Caterina shuffled closer. Chase planted his feet against the skirting, took a deep breath, and heaved. The bolts screeched, and a puff of dust fell from the plaster. Caterina planted her feet next to his and pulled too, and the pipe popped free of one bracket and bent outward, creaking as the old metal flexed.

“Nearly,” Chase said. “Again.”

One more pull and the bracket sheared from the wall.

Chase twisted, slipped the chain off the end of the pipe and let it drop to the floor.

They both held their breath and listened: no movement outside.

Caterina held up her wrists.

Chase glanced around. “There.”

A jagged edge of metal stuck out from the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet where the front had rusted through. He knelt beside it, working his wrists against the edge. The plastic gave a little. He kept sawing until the tie snapped with a dry crack.

He turned to her. “Now you.”

She reached out her hands and sawed through the tie until it gave way.

Chase tried the door handle while she was freeing herself, but it was locked. He knelt and put his eye to the keyhole; he could see the brass head of the key, turned the wrong way.

He scanned the desk. The flyers were made of thin, glossy paper. He took a couple of sheets and slid them under the gap at the bottom of the door, positioning them beneath the keyhole.

Caterina could see what he was thinking and found a pencil. Chase fed it through the keyhole and pushed, nudging at the butt of the key until it moved. It resisted, then finally tipped, spun and clattered—once and then twice—as it fell to the floor.

Chase eased the flyer back toward him, inch by inch, until the key’s head slid beneath the door. He hooked his fingers around it, drew it inside, pushed it into the lock and turned it. The lock clicked.

He turned the handle and opened the door enough to glance outside.

The gym beyond was dark and empty, the strip light still flickering over the ring.

Voices carried faintly from somewhere outside.

Chase looked back at Caterina. “John’s here.”
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Milton didn’t have to wait long. Dillon himself appeared in the doorway, a pistol held in a loose one-handed grip, his eyes peering into the dark.

Milton waited until his focus fixed on him. “You wanted a trade.” He took DeChambeau by the arm and moved him forward into the light. “Here’s a trade—him for my friends.”

“Dillon,” DeChambeau said, “it’s me.”

Dillon smirked. “I can see that.”

Milton eyed Dillon carefully. “That’s the swap.”

Dillon stared back at him, smirked again, then laughed. “Nah. Don’t think so.”

DeChambeau bristled. “Hey!”

Dillon ignored him and kept his focus on Milton. “You think this changes anything? It don’t. Not a bit.”

Milton was aware that the two guys who’d been waiting outside the gym were starting to flank him: one was moving left, hugging the building; the other was edging right.

“Dillon,” DeChambeau said, “please—just do what he wants.”

“I don’t know, boss. The way I see it, it don’t make any sense for me to work for you no more after all the shit that’s either gone down or that’s about to go down. You know we shot a cop tonight? And you know they know about Kessler? Nah. I can’t stay here no more. Time to move on.”

Milton watched him. His eyes were wide and glassy in the half-light, and he shifted his weight from one foot to the other, the pistol twitching in his hand.

DeChambeau straightened, his voice popping with indignation. “What are you talking about?”

The two guys to the left and right kept moving.

The guy to the left disappeared behind the Econoline.

The guy to the right was at the edge of the parking lot and starting to come toward Milton.

They were definitely trying to flank him.

“Like I said, boss—it was good while it lasted, but we’re done.” He looked over at Milton. “What do you say, pal?”

“Tell your friends to stay where they are,” Milton said. “Any closer, I’m liable to get twitchy.”

Dillon laughed; there was a ragged edge to it, too loud and too long. His jaw kept working, as though he were grinding his teeth. Milton had seen the signs plenty of times before and recognised them: Dillon was high on something—meth or crack, if he had to guess—and it’d make him unpredictable, put his judgement off.

Milton pulled his pistol.

“Tell them to stay where they are.”

“Or what? You got no cards, hoss. Coming out here with him, thinking I give a shit. You made a mistake.”

Gunnar took a step forward. “Dillon!”

Dillon raised the pistol.

The two guys left and right pulled theirs, too.

Milton grabbed DeChambeau and brought him up close, stepping back so that he had the car behind him. He’d miscalculated, thinking Dillon might have something to lose, but he didn’t. DeChambeau was his leverage, and if Dillon didn’t care about him, he had nothing.

“Walt,” DeChambeau said, “please. What would it take to fix this?”

“You gonna try to pay your way out of it?”

“How much do you want?”

“It’s okay,” Dillon said. “I got enough. I don’t got extravagant tastes. I got enough to get out of the country, go somewhere hot where they won’t send me back. I been looking at places. Venezuela, maybe. Drive south into Mexico, keep driving till the road runs out in Panama, find a boat. A week, maybe ten days, and I could be in Venezuela with a rum in my hand and no one looking for me.”

“Or Ecuador,” Harlan offered. “Bolivia.”

Dillon nodded. “Bolivia—now you’re talking.”

The two guys were still moving, closing the trap, and Dillon was trying to distract him. Milton knew he was going to have to do something. There was never going to be an exchange; Dillon had made up his mind to kill them all and run.

DeChambeau tried to shake Milton off. “Jesus, Dillon. Have you forgotten? You work for me.”

Dillon smirked, looked over at him, and Milton saw death in his eyes.

“Not no more,” he said, and pulled the trigger.
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The handgun cracked. Dillon had fired from a reasonable distance, but his aim was true: the round thudded into DeChambeau’s gut. Milton retreated, grabbing DeChambeau by the collar and dragging him back. He was hopelessly vulnerable: Dillon was taking aim again, Harlan had a rifle, and the other two men had followed Milton back, handguns drawn.

He couldn’t go forward, and were he minded to turn and run, he’d have to abandon the cover provided by DeChambeau until he could put the vehicles between him and them.

But he couldn’t run, Chase and Caterina were somewhere inside the gym, and Milton doubted they’d have much of a future were it not for the leverage they allowed Dillon to exert over him.

“He shot me,” DeChambeau said, shocked.

Milton felt the warmth of DeChambeau’s blood on the inside of his wrist as he clasped him closer.

“He shot me!”

“Flesh wound,” Milton muttered. “You’ll live.”

Dillon followed Milton as he stepped backwards across the parking lot.

Milton made sure they could see his pistol. “Stay back.”

Dillon ignored him and took another step. “Where you going? Look around, hoss. You’re in the middle of nowhere, and there are four of us.”

Milton scanned the men, one at a time, and ranked them in the event that it got to be a shoot-out: the guys to the right and left were most dangerous on account of having line of sight to him and would have to go first; Harlan had the heavy artillery and would be next; Dillon came last. He might get one of them—two if he was lucky—but whoever was left standing would have a clear shot at him and would be able to send rounds downrange before he could do anything about it.

Not good odds.

Milton needed to delay them, give himself a chance to think.

The Econoline was closest, but that wasn’t going anywhere since he’d disabled it. Not suitable for cover, either; the shooters right and left were on his side of it and would get easy shots.

No good.

His car was too close to the guy on the right.

No good.

The other vehicles were behind him but not close enough. And he had no idea if the keys would’ve been left inside, and Dillon wouldn’t give him the opportunity to hotwire one.

He’d struck out: no good options.

“Put the gun down,” Dillon said.

Milton made sure he was behind DeChambeau and crouched down a little to reduce his profile as much as he could. He tightened his grip on the pistol and settled on a plan: he’d push DeChambeau away, toward Dillon, shoot the man on the right, then the man on the left; then, if he was still standing, he’d run for cover and reassess.

It wasn’t a good plan—he was almost certainly going to get tagged—but it was all he had.

He took a breath.

Three.

Two.

Wait.

Milton saw movement from around the side of the gym.

It was a man.

A big man, his shadow merging with the gloom.

Milton stopped.

“You’re done, hoss,” Dillon said.

Milton glanced at the shadow.

It was behind the others, and none of them had noticed.

It was Tyler Colton.

He watched as Colton edged closer to Dillon.

“You messed with the wrong guy,” Dillon said.

Colton stepped beneath a security light and triggered it.

The light flashed on.

Harlan’s eyes went wide. “Walt!”

Dillon turned.

Colton moved.

Milton shoved DeChambeau toward Harlan and knelt. He brought his right hand to the gun and clasped it two-handed, then swivelled, took quick aim at the guy to the right, pulled the trigger, swivelled the other way, took aim at the second guy, fired again, then ducked and rolled as incoming fire whistled at him.
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Tyler blinked at the sudden light from overhead and panicked. He saw Harlan’s face at the same moment Harlan saw him, knew there was no pulling back now.

No choice.

Just follow through.

He broke into a run.

Five strides, fast and low.

Dillon started to turn.

Tyler hit him square.

Dillon’s pistol went off.

Tyler felt the heat of the blast, then the slam of impact as his shoulder drove through Dillon’s chest. He locked his arms around Dillon’s waist, lifted him clean off his feet, carried him backward into the corrugated wall.

The pistol fell free, spun across the ground.

Dillon roared, tried to twist free, but Tyler drove his weight in, all momentum.

Pain hit. A hot, spreading bloom down his arm.

The bullet… it must’ve grazed him.

Dillon kneed him twice in the gut, fast and hard.

Tyler grunted, shifted his balance, and slammed him back again. Metal sidings clattered. Dillon’s head snapped against a panel, and he swung back wildly, fingers raking for Tyler’s face.

Tyler twisted clear, came up with his good arm, and put a heavy right into Dillon’s ribs.

Dillon folded, gasping.

He backed up, swaying.

Dillon swung again. A looping right. Tyler blocked it with his forearm, and pain flared from wrist to shoulder, but he stayed upright.

Dillon turned for the pistol.

Tyler grabbed him by the collar and wrenched him down and forward. Drove a knee into his face.

Dillon came back snarling, wild-eyed, spit on his lips, teeth bared. He threw an elbow that caught Tyler high on the ribs. Tyler grunted, pain exploding through his injured arm, but he held on.

Dillon twisted away, made another desperate dive for the gun. Tyler went after him. Two steps. He tackled him, taking them both to the ground. They rolled, each trying to get leverage, grunting, snarling, the gun just out of reach. Dillon clawed at him, but Tyler was stronger and heavier. He planted his knee on Dillon’s chest and drove his good elbow into his temple.

The fight drained out of him, just for a second, but that was all Tyler needed.

He hammered a punch into Dillon’s throat, another across the jaw.

Dillon sagged.

Tyler slid his good arm around Dillon’s throat, locked it in with the injured one, and pulled as hard as he could. Pain crescendoed, and Tyler’s vision dimmed to grey; he ignored it.

Harlan had used the sleeper as his finisher, years ago, and that was what Tyler was doing now. He had it locked in tight.

Dillon’s hands fluttered, tapping weakly against his arm, but Tyler didn’t let go.

He held the choke until Dillon’s body went slack.
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The guy had let him go so he could fire back, and now Gunnar saw it’d given him a chance. The pain from his gut was awful, the worst he’d ever felt, but he couldn’t let it stop him. He had an opportunity to get away, and he had to take it.

He stumbled over to the car that he’d been brought in, the door was still open, and the keys were still in the ignition. He started the engine, put it into drive and hammered the gas. The car fishtailed as the wheels slid across the gravel, the open door flapping until momentum slammed it closed.

He took the wheel and spun it. The car straightened up, barrelling for the fence that separated the lot from the road and hammering through it, sending bits of post and rail cartwheeling left and right.
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Chase was at the door of the gym when he saw Tyler Colton as he rumbled out from the side of the building and crashed into Walt Dillon.

It all went south.

Milton was caught in a crossfire, shooters ahead and to the side of him, but the distraction gave him a chance, and he took it without hesitation. He pushed DeChambeau away and opened fire, taking down one of the men closest to him.

Harlan raised the automatic rifle he was toting and hosed rounds in Milton’s direction, the muzzle starbursting bright in the dark.

Milton took cover.

Dillon had lost his pistol when Colton tackled him, but Chase saw it. Dillon saw it too, but Colton slammed into him again before he could reach it.

Chase went for the gun, crouching low, his bad leg slowing him down but not enough to stop him.

He snatched it up, turned, and fired at Harlan.

The bullet sparked off the wall beside him.

He shifted his aim, tried again.

Another miss.

Harlan dropped to one knee and sent a burst that tore the ground up inches from Chase’s feet. He ducked back into cover, his heart pounding. The air was filled with the flat crack of gunfire, each shot echoing hard against the metal siding.

The firing stopped.

Chase risked a glance and saw Harlan reloading.

A single gunshot cut through the noise.

Harlan jerked. The rifle fell from his hands, clattering across the dirt. He staggered, turned halfway as if to see who’d shot him, and went down heavily.

Caterina stood in the doorway of the building, her legs braced, Chase’s big revolver clenched tight in both hands. Smoke drifted from the barrel.

Milton popped up and sighted the last remaining shooter. The man came out from behind a parked car; Milton shot him through the window, the man falling back out of sight.

The yard went still.

Caterina lowered the revolver slowly, breathing hard.

“You found it,” Chase said.

“It’s got a kick to it. Nearly knocked me over.”

Milton stepped out from cover, looking left and right, his own weapon still raised. He looked at the bodies, then at Caterina.

“Nice shot,” he said.

She nodded, her hands trembling a little from the adrenaline that had to be buzzing in her blood. “You were taking too long.”

Something moved near the corner of the building. Milton pivoted, weapon up; Tyler Colton stepped into view, unsteady, one hand clamped tight against his arm. Blood ran down from between his fingers.

Milton went to him. “You’re hit.”

“Just the arm.”

Dillon was on the ground. Chase went over to him, knelt and reached down to his neck to take his pulse. “He’s alive.”

“I choked him out,” Colton said.

Milton steadied the kid against the wall. “You did well.”

Colton gave a weak smile. “Thanks.”

Milton turned to Chase, then pointed to Dillon. “Secure him. I’ll check the others.”

“On it.”

Milton turned to Caterina. “Stop Tyler’s bleeding, then call the sheriff’s office and tell them what’s happened.”

“I already did,” Caterina said. “There’s a phone inside. They’re on their way.”

“Good. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Caterina frowned. “Where are you going?”

Milton picked up the rifle and glanced toward the darkness beyond the yard, where faint taillights glimmered on the far road. “I’m going to go and get him.”
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Milton got into Dillon’s pickup, as Gunnar DeChambeau had taken his car. He rested the rifle in the footwell next to him, checked for the keys—they were behind the sun visor—and started the engine. The motor caught with a rough growl, exhaust coughing once before evening out.

He pulled out, headlights carving twin tunnels through the darkness. The road wound away from the gym, narrow and rutted, bordered on both sides by empty desert. Milton had been buzzing with adrenaline, but that was fading now, leaving a cold and familiar precision in its place.

He pushed the truck harder, engine roaring as the tyres bit into loose gravel. The wind tore through the open window, whipping dust into the cab. Milton kept his eyes on the horizon, on the faint red dots bouncing in the distance.

Then he frowned.

The taillights weren’t moving anymore.

They hung there in the dark like twin embers, fixed and low.

He eased off the gas, the pickup’s rumble falling to a growl. A hundred yards out, he could see it clearly: the car had nosed off the shoulder, one wheel sunk into the ditch. The headlights pointed into the scrub, weak beams washing over the sand.

Milton coasted the last few yards, engine idling low.

The car was skewed at an odd angle, the driver’s door hanging open.

Milton stopped, took the rifle and, aiming it at the car, made a careful approach.

There was no movement.

No sound but the faint ticking of the cooling engine.

He reached the door and looked inside. The driver’s seat was empty. The interior smelled of blood, and a smear of red trailed across the steering wheel.

Milton lowered the rifle, crouched, and studied the ground. The sand was disturbed, with footprints leading away from the car. Drops of blood glistened darkly in the beam of the headlights, scattered at first, then heavier.

He followed the footprints, the rifle low, moving slowly. The desert stretched out ahead, silent and endless. The only sound was the crunch of his boots and the faint whispering of wind moving through the scrub.

Fifty yards out, Milton saw him. DeChambeau was slumped against the base of a low dune, half-sitting, half-collapsed. His shirt was soaked through, one hand pressed weakly to his gut. His breath came in shallow gasps, fogging faintly in the cold.

Milton stopped a few paces away, raised the rifle, then lowered it again.

Gunnar looked up at him, eyes wide and glassy, full of pain. “He shot me,” he managed, the words breaking apart in his throat.

“He did.” Milton stepped closer. “Are you surprised?”

DeChambeau looked up at him, confused.

“A man like Dillon? Come on, Gunnar. He’s an animal. It was always going to end with him biting you.”

“What happened to him?”

“He’s alive.”

DeChambeau’s head slumped. “It’s over. I’m going to jail, aren’t I?”

“That would be my guess.”

He looked up at him. “I can’t do that. I won’t.”

“I told you earlier—consequences. This is payback for what you’ve done.”

“Shoot me.”

“Tempting. And once upon a time, I would’ve.”

Milton crouched beside him, eyes on the dark bloom spreading across DeChambeau’s shirt. The fabric glistened wetly, the blood almost black in the starlight. He tore the shirt open for a better look. The entry wound was high on the left side of the abdomen: small, round, but deep, the edges slick and dark. A single hole, with no exit; the slug was still inside. Blood welled with each breath, thick and torpid, tracing down the curve of his ribs before soaking into the waistband of his trousers. The skin around it was already turning grey, sheened with sweat.

He stood, turned back toward the pickup.

“Hey,” DeChambeau called after him. “Where are you going?”

The glovebox gave Milton nothing useful: just papers, a flashlight, a half-used packet of wipes. In the back seat he found a rag, greasy and stiff, and a faded sweatshirt that smelled of sweat and fuel. He took the sweatshirt, ripped it down the middle with both hands, and went back to him.

“What are you doing?” DeChambeau said.

Milton pressed one half of the sweatshirt hard against the wound. Blood welled through instantly. He folded the fabric over again, doubled the thickness, and leaned in with the heel of his hand, putting his weight behind it. He pulled his belt free with his other hand, looped it around Gunnar’s waist above the wound, and cinched it tight; not a tourniquet, but just something to keep the pressure constant.

DeChambeau grabbed Milton’s wrist. “I can’t go to prison.”

Milton watched the blood for a moment, then lifted his gaze to the man’s face as the desert night pressed in close around them both. “I’m going to make sure you don’t bleed out, and then I’ll leave you to the authorities. They can deal with you.”


EPILOGUE



Caterina sat on the tailgate of a county pickup, elbows on her knees, the cheap white blanket the EMT had given her bunched in her fists. The sun was up now, low and hard over the desert, throwing long shadows from her house and the line of vehicles parked along the road. Deputies moved through the yard with yellow tape and evidence flags, stepping carefully around the dark stains on the ground.

The air still reeked of smoke.

Chase walked over from the cluster of uniforms. He eased himself up beside her.

“How’d it go?” she asked.

“Same as yours, I guess.” He rubbed his jaw. “Lovell asks the questions, the state police guy asks the same questions a different way, and the woman from the Rangers writes everything down and looks at me like I’m trying to sell her a used car.”

“You told them everything?”

“Pretty much.” He gave her a sideways look. “You?”

She nodded. “No point spinning it, is there? They’ve got dead bodies, guns, shell casings… there’s enough mess to keep them busy for a year.”

The police had arrived at the wrestling school twenty minutes after they’d been called, quickly seeing that the situation was serious. They’d conducted a sweep of the area, confirming what Chase and Caterina already knew: Jack Harlan, Eddie Kroll and Bo Rader had all been shot to death. The discovery of the bodies cranked the police into a higher gear, and, within another thirty minutes, the school was busy with half a dozen county deputies, two Texas Rangers, and a crime scene team out of Alpine. Caterina and Chase were told to wait inside, and when Chase went out for a breath of fresh air, he reported that a medical examiner’s van had arrived along with black SUVs carrying investigators from the state’s major crimes unit. Uniformed troopers strung yellow tape around the parking lot and shepherded away the first reporter and her cameraman.

Caterina told Lovell about what had happened to Kase, and then a detachment of officers had taken them back to Clearwater Springs.

They’d all been at Caterina’s place ever since.

Chase was smoking a cigarette when Caterina rejoined him. Sheriff Lovell was standing with two men in suits beside the white tent they’d put up over Kase’s body. His hat was in his hands, head bowed as the medical examiner’s people worked. The wind lifted the edge of the canvas, snapping it like a sail.

“They’ll move him soon,” Chase said quietly. “Take him to the morgue.”

Caterina swallowed. She hadn’t let herself look too closely when they’d brought her back here, but she’d seen enough. Kase’s body in the dirt, the blood spray on the siding behind him.

“His mother’s going to hate me,” she said.

“For what?”

“He came out last night because of me. I got him shot.”

“No, you didn’t. Dillon got him shot. Harlan got him shot.”

“I remember, back when we started dating, she told me not to drag him into what I was doing with DeChambeau.”

Chase didn’t say anything. There wasn’t much to say.

They watched as two deputies carried a black bag from the house to the van. The house looked worse in the daylight. The lower floor was a ruin: windows blown out, plaster scorched and bubbled where the first fire had eaten into it. The upstairs had survived, just, but the roofline sagged badly.

“Just look at it,” she muttered.

“You’ll be able to fix it,” Chase said, following her gaze. “The insurers are gonna love you.”

“You think they cover ‘assholes with shotguns and automatic weapons’ under acts of God?”

“Round here? They might.”

She wiped at one eye with the edge of the blanket. “Maybe I’ll just sell up and go.”

“And leave the DeChambeau stuff unfinished? We haven’t known one another for long, but that doesn’t sound like you.”

The RV wasn’t much better: last night’s fusillade had punched dozens of fresh holes through the walls. Two more unmarked SUVs pulled up, dust pluming behind them. Men and women in windbreakers stepped out. One of them had a camera case; another carried a hard-sided briefcase. They walked straight over to Lovell and the state cops.

Caterina watched them. “Feds?”

“Looks like.” Chase shrugged. “I overheard Lovell just now—Gunnar DeChambeau made it through surgery, and now the feds got him locked down under guard, waiting for him to come around so they can start asking him questions about what the company’s been doing here.”

She nodded. “Lovell told me Dillon’s saying he wants to talk.”

“The feds will definitely want to sit down with him.”

“He’s trying to cut a deal, apparently—that’s what Lovell said, anyway.”

Chase nodded. “He’s got a lot to offer—he can confess to Kessler’s murder, and that’s just getting started. Griggs’s too, maybe. And he can give evidence against Gunnar and the company, what he was doing for them.”

“You think they’ll cut a deal with him?”

“Maybe,” he said, “but it won’t be enough to get him off. He murdered a police officer. Best he can hope for is he don’t get the death sentence. He might be able to swap it for life with no parole, but that’ll be it for him. And life in a supermax won’t be a walk in the park, even for someone with his reputation.”

“They’re bound to ask about John,” she said.

Chase took out a packet of cigarettes and offered it to Caterina. “What did you say?”

“That I met him at the protest, and he’d been helping. What about you?”

Chase shrugged. “I said he was a friend of yours.”

“Lovell asked me if he’d been at the gym.”

“And?”

Caterina took a cigarette. “It’s like John said: we can’t deny he was there—too much evidence—so I told him. English guy, middle-aged, said his name was John Smith. And no, I don’t know where he’s staying, and no, I didn’t get a plate number.”

Lovell had told Caterina that someone had left Gunnar DeChambeau at the side of the road and called the cops. They’d arrived, saw that his gunshot wound had been given rudimentary treatment, and took him to the ER in Fort Davis.

She’d known it was John, of course. She thought about him out there in the dark last night, alone with Gunnar and the desert. She hadn’t seen him since he’d gone after the fleeing car, and, by the time the sirens rolled up the highway, he was gone again.

Chase lit her cigarette, then his. “And that was that?”

“Yeah,” Caterina said. “For now. He didn’t push it. He cares more about what Dillon did and what DeChambeau told him to do.”

There was a pause. The wind tugged at the corner of the blanket, flapped it against her legs.

Chase leaned back and exhaled. “What do you think happens next?”

“They’ll make this about the company now,” she said. “We already had them on environmental crimes. Now they get to add fraud and obstruction of justice, and, if they can tie Gunnar to Dillon, they’ll get kidnapping and murder, too.”

“Might make them more likely to settle.”

“Maybe.” She suddenly felt exhausted and blew out her cheeks. “Or maybe I need to find someone else to take it on for me.”

“Come on,” he said, nudging her lightly with his shoulder. “You got it to this point. They’d still be doing what they were doing if it weren’t for you. You deserve the satisfaction when these people get the compensation they deserve. You, too, after what happened to your husband. You’re the only one who should be bringing it home. You hand it over now and you’ll hand the glory to some big-shot lawyer who’ll cream off half the settlement for themselves.”

“You know how much work there is in something like this?”

“No, ma’am.”

“A lot. You volunteering to be my assistant?”

“I figure I already am,” he said. “I’ve been making sure you don’t get shot. I’m not seeing all that hard work go to waste.”

She looked down into her lap, smiling a little. “You staying, then?”

“Why not,” he said. “For a bit. Got a client in San Fran who thinks I’ll be back next week. I’ll disappoint him. Wouldn’t be the first time.”

She glanced back at the ruined house, at the black van with Kase inside, at the growing crowd of law enforcement and federal jackets. “Shit, why not,” she said. “Somebody has to write the ending. Might as well be me.”

They sat there for a moment longer, shoulder to shoulder on the tailgate, watching as the agents went back to their cars. The coroner closed the black van’s doors on Kase, climbed in and drove slowly away.

The quiet didn’t feel any lighter, but it felt shared.
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Tyler Colton woke to the smell of antiseptic and the soft hiss of oxygen somewhere nearby. The lights above him were too bright. His arm felt as numb as stone.

He tried to move and winced.

“Easy, honey,” a nurse said from his left. “You took a bullet right through that arm. Surgeon fixed you up as best he could, but it’s going to hurt for a while.”

He blinked at her. “Where am I?”

“Fort Davis. You were brought in last night. You remember?”

He remembered. “How bad is it?”

“Could be worse. No bone shattered. The round nicked the muscle pretty good, but the doctor says you were lucky. You’ll get most of the strength back if you do what you’re told and don’t try to play hero.” She smiled. “You were pretty out of it last night. They shot you up with propofol. You were talking about your little brother being here, too. We thought it was delirium until we checked, and you’re right—he is.”

“Oncology ward,” he said.

“That’s right. We tracked him down.”

“Is he okay?”

The nurse’s expression softened. “He’s fine.”

He let out a breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding. His throat felt thick. “Can I see him?”

“You just take it easy for a bit, okay? Better get your strength back. There is someone who wants to see you, though. Hold on.”

She left. Tyler stared at the ceiling, listening to the distant beeps and murmurs from the corridor. He felt hollow, like someone had scooped the inside out of him and just left the shell.

His mother came in. She looked ten years older than he remembered: the lines on her face were deeper, and her eyes were raw. She leaned in and hugged him, mindful of the bandages.

“For pity’s sake, Tyler—you scared the life out of me.”

“Sorry, Mom.”

“What were you doing out there?” she asked, then shook her head. “No, don’t. I know. The police already asked you that. They spoke to you last night before they did the surgery.”

“I don’t remember much.”

“You said Walt Dillon came and grabbed you out of the house.”

He nodded.

“I told you he was bad news,” she said.

“I know—you did. And you were right.” He shifted slightly, the effort sending a little jolt of pain up and down his spine. “Did you speak to the police?”

“A bit.”

“Am I in trouble?”

“I didn’t get that impression. Looked like, far as they’re concerned, you helped stop some very bad people doing even worse things.”

Tyler frowned. “They said that?”

“Something like it. I didn’t catch every word. I was too busy not passing out when I saw all that blood on your arm.” She brushed a knuckle against his cheek. “They said they’ll want to speak to you again later. A proper interview. Maybe court, if it comes to that. But the sheriff said you’re not under arrest, and he said he’d do what he could to make sure that stayed the same as long as you help him out.”

“I’ll tell him everything,” he said, though the idea of court made his stomach twist. Telling a room full of strangers how he’d worked for Dillon, what he’d done for him, what he’d looked away from… that was going to be difficult.

“How’s Riley?”

“He’s tired. But he wants to see you.” She hesitated. “You sure you’re up to it? I can tell him you’re sleeping.”

“They want me to stay in bed, but I’m okay—I want to see him.”

“Wait there.”

She went outside and came back with a wheelchair. Tyler swung his legs over the side of the bed, teeth gritted against the flare of pain from his arm. The room tilted once, then steadied. He got into the chair, and she wheeled him along the corridor to the paediatric ward. It smelled faintly of bubble gum on top of the antiseptic, the way it always did. Someone had taped cartoon rockets and stars to the walls since he’d been here last.

Riley’s room was the third on the left.

His brother sat propped up in bed, thin shoulders under a faded Texas Rangers T-shirt, IV lines trailing from his hand. His scalp, bare after the chemo had taken the rest of his hair, shone under the glow of the rocket-ship nightlight even though it was light outside. A handheld game console rested on his lap, the screen dark.

“Tyler,” he said, eyes widening when he saw the wheelchair, “you look like shit.”

“Hey,” their mother said. “Language.”

Tyler managed a grin. “It’s okay. I feel like shit.”

Riley’s gaze flicked to the sling, the bandages peeking from under it. “Did you get shot?”

“Yep,” Tyler said. “But not bad.”

“Looks bad.”

“Doc says it just grazed me.”

Riley’s face was pale, but there was a spark there Tyler hadn’t seen in weeks.

“That’s gonna mess with your wrestling,” he said.

“Shit,” his mother said, then blushed, excused herself for her language, and reached into her bag. “This came in the mail for you yesterday,” she said, pulling out an envelope. “I forgot.”

Tyler took the envelope and opened it. For a heartbeat, he couldn’t breathe. He took out the letter and read it.

Riley and his mom were watching him, eyes wide, waiting.

Tyler felt his eyes filling with tears.

“What is it?” his mother said.

“I got in,” Tyler said.

“Got in where?”

Tyler held up the letter for his mom to take.

Her hand flew to her mouth.

“Mom?” Riley said. “What is it?”

She read aloud: “‘Dear Mr. Colton, we are delighted to let you know that you have been accepted as a student in the WWE’s developmental program in Florida.’”

“What?” Riley said. “Seriously?”

Tyler smiled and leaned back. “Seriously. You remember I applied?”

“Yes,” he said, “but it was ages ago.”

His mother continued to read: “‘We were impressed by your submission and in-ring footage, and we believe you have the potential to succeed within our training system. The next step will be to arrange your relocation to Orlando for the twelve-week introductory program. Please contact our office at your earliest convenience to confirm your availability and travel details.’” She lowered the letter. “Orlando?”

“That’s where the performance centre is,” he said.

“But Orlando… you’ll have to move there.”

“We’ll sit down and work it all out,” he said. “The money will be better than what I get here. I’ll be able to send more home.” He paused. “But if you need me to be here to help, then I’ll tell them no.”

“You will not,” she said. “This is it. This is your big chance—I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if you told them no.”

Riley reached out and took Tyler’s uninjured hand. “You got to do it,” he said. “And I’m getting better—the doctors said so.”

“Did they?”

“Dr. Patel came by last night,” his mother said. “The new round of chemo’s working better than they expected. The scans show the tumour’s shrinking, and his blood counts are in the safe range.”

Tyler felt a thickness in his throat.

She smiled then, the first real smile Tyler had seen from her in months. “He said if things keep going the way they are, Riley could have the all-clear by Christmas.”

His mother reached out and covered his and Riley’s hands with her own and squeezed them tight. For a moment the room didn’t smell like antiseptic, and the beeping of the machines felt less important. The room felt alive, like a place where good things could still happen. And for the first time in months, Tyler felt something fierce and bright ignite in his chest: hope.
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Barnett DeChambeau walked along the length of the reflecting pool in the vast backyard of his house, a cigar in one hand and his phone, clamped to his ear, in the other. He loved it out here, with the pool reflecting back the rippling image of his home, but this evening was different.

His mood had been sour all day, and it was getting worse.

Alondra Blevin had called him for the sixth or seventh time that afternoon, and now that she was on the ground in Clearwater Springs, she was able to give him a much better appraisal of how things looked. Her view had been bleak before, but it was much worse now.

“The guy he had working for him, Dillon⁠—”

“The wrestler?”

“Yes, sir. I tried to get to see him in the hospital, and I was told he doesn’t want me to work for him anymore. My source in the DA’s office says that he’s gone with the public defender.”

“Why would he do something like that?”

“Because he wants to cooperate—that’s what I was told. Apparently, he’s offered to give up Gunnar and say he was acting on his instructions—and by extension, the company’s. He can’t very easily take that line if I’m representing him, quite apart from the fact that it’d be a conflict of interest for me.”

“Ungrateful bastard,” Barnett said. “Didn’t you get him out before?”

“Yes. Last night, sir. I had hoped he might take that as a second chance and put things right, but it seems he’s doubled down on what got him into trouble in the first place. My source tells me they found a lot of drugs when they searched his place.”

“He’s an addict?” Barnett had to fight the urge to toss his phone. “Why would Gunnar work with a fucking addict?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

“I do,” he said. “I bet he’s been getting his drugs from him. He’s like a moth to a flame.”

Barnett had been working the phones all day. He’d been woken at five that morning with a call from his head of security, telling him about Gunnar and what was clearly an absolute disaster at Clearwater Springs. His son had been shot and was in hospital. That would’ve been bad enough, but the details that were revealed over the course of the next couple of hours made it clear just how bad things were.

The police had arrived while he was in surgery and promptly arrested him. Now there was talk of manslaughter charges, conspiracy to obstruct justice, and potential RICO violations if the DA decided to argue that Clearwater Springs was part of a broader corporate pattern of environmental fraud. Barnett had been trying to put out fires right and left, but as soon as he thought he had one under control, then another two would spring up. It was imperative to keep a lid on things, but he was beginning to suspect that it was beyond him.

“I’ll keep you posted, sir,” Blevin said.

Barnett killed the call without replying.

He turned back to the house. The place had originally been built for Nina Cullinan, the daughter of the famous oilman Joseph Cullinan. He’d bought it five years ago for ten million, and although he had other houses—Miami, the chalet in Vail, a penthouse on the Upper West Side—this was still his favourite. Cullinan had been responsible for putting the Texas oil industry on the map, and Barnett felt that was what he was doing, too; opening up new claims and extracting oil and gas that would otherwise have been left in the ground was following in his footsteps. Living in his house was perfectly natural.

He went inside. His wife was out doing something in the city, and all his children had flown the nest. That made him think of Gunnar and what he was going to do with him. The boy was an imbecile, but, much as he was tempted to wash his hands of him, he was still his blood, and he couldn’t just abandon him. It was a practical matter, too. He needed to think about the company and the damage that could be done if it could be shown that Gunnar had been operating as its agent. Blevin had hired the best criminal defence attorney in Texas, and he’d spent the day assembling a dossier with weaknesses in his early understanding of the case that the DA might bring. He said that there was no direct evidence linking Gunnar to Dillon beyond circumstantial testimony, that communication between the two could be framed as personal rather than professional, and that the company’s internal firewall would make it almost impossible to prove corporate complicity without an insider willing to testify. Dillon was an addict, and it’d be easy to paint him as unreliable. The lawyer said that that was a weakness he’d certainly be able to exploit.

Barnett went over to the drinks cabinet and took out a bottle of Macallan Rare Cask, something he usually saved for boardroom victories or Christmas toasts. The crystal stopper gave a soft pop as he pulled it free, releasing the heavy scent of oak and smoke. He reached for a tumbler, the cabinet had a mirrored back, and in that sliver of glass he saw the reflection of a man standing behind him.

“Hello, Mr. DeChambeau.”

Barnett turned.

The man was medium height and lean, dressed in jeans and a plain shirt that could’ve come off any rack in America. His face was unshaven, the skin tanned from long days outdoors, his athletic build suggesting someone who didn’t spend time standing still. But it was his eyes that caught Barnett: the colour of glacial ice, sharp and cold.

“What the fuck?”

The man stared at him; Barnett saw nothing in his eyes.

“Get the fuck out of my house.”

“Soon.”

“Who are you?”

“An acquaintance of your son.”

His temper sparked. “Get out.”

“We need to have a conversation first.”

Barnett knew his temper was a weakness, and that the man he was squaring up to had an aspect to him that said—very clearly—that it would be unwise to upset him, but the nerve of someone breaking into his house and the anger that triggered overwhelmed his good reason.

He took a step forward until he was half an arm’s length away.

The man stared at him, completely unperturbed. His eyes were limpid, blank on the surface with something dangerous moving beneath.

Barnett reached both hands up to shove him, but the man grabbed his wrists, turned them inward with a precise twist that stole his balance, and used his own momentum against him. He was spun half around and dropped hard into the leather chair behind him, the man’s grip unrelenting until he was seated, pinned and gasping, his wrists locked painfully just above the armrests.

The man released him, stepped back and reached around to pull a pistol from the waistband of his jeans. “Don’t do that again.”

Barnett froze. The ease with which he had been mastered cut through the fizz and pop of his anger, and now—watching the man’s comfort with the pistol—he swallowed on a dry throat and realised how much trouble he was in.

“It was you,” Barnett said. “With Gunnar—last night.”

“It was. You should be grateful. I called 911. He’d be dead without me.”

“I wish you hadn’t bothered.”

The man ignored that. “I’ve driven all the way across Texas today because I wanted to talk to you about what’s been happening in Clearwater Springs. Your son will pay for what he’s done, but I want to make sure that you know you have to atone for what you’ve done, too. I know that’ll be harder to prove, and I know—with all the expensive lawyers you’ll throw at this—there’s a good chance you’ll⁠—”

Barnett exploded. “Are you mad? If you think⁠—”

The man backhanded him, knuckles cracking against Barnett’s cheekbone and driving his head around.

The man continued as if nothing had happened. “I know, Mr. DeChambeau, that there’s a good chance you’ll find a way to ensure that the people whose lives you’ve ruined don’t get the compensation they deserve. That’s why I’m here. We’re going to agree, before I leave, that DeChambeau Oil and Gas is going to settle with the residents of Clearwater Springs. I’m sure, if you search your conscience, you’d agree with me that that’s the right thing to do. But if you think about that and still make it harder for them to get justice than it needs to be, then I want you to remember two things.”

He came closer, grabbing Barnett’s chin with the fingers of his left hand.

“The first thing is how easy it was for me to break into your house so we could have this meeting.”

He brought the pistol closer to Barnett’s face, raising it a little and placing the muzzle between his eyes.

“The second thing.” He pushed the muzzle a little harder. “You’ll swear to me tonight that you’ll do the right thing, but you’re bound to say that—I have a pistol in your face. So if you tell me one thing and then do something else, I promise I’ll find you, and then, when I do, I’ll show you how small and fragile your life has become. Okay?”

Barnett tried to shrink away from him, but there was nowhere to go. “Is she paying you to do this?”

“Who?”

“The Mexican woman—Reyes. Her and the others.”

“No,” the man said.

“And you know who I am?”

“I do.”

“So I don’t get it—if you know that, why would you do something like this?”

“Because I’ve dealt with men like you before, Mr. DeChambeau. Men who use their money and power to get what they want. And I expect you frighten other people, but you don’t frighten me. I’ve done bad things in my life—things that’d put the fear of God into you if I told you what they were—and I decided I was going to make up for them by helping people like the people you’ve abused. You’ve been unlucky. You happened to come across my path, and I couldn’t look the other way.”

The man stepped back, the gun still aimed at Barnett’s forehead.

“What are you going to do about the claim that the residents have made?”

Barnett stared at him. “Pay it,” he muttered.

“Didn’t catch that.”

“We’ll pay it.”

“See that you do.” The man stepped back again. “Because if you don’t, I’ll be back. And I won’t be so nice.”
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Isaac Roth drove out of Clearwater Springs and followed the directions he’d been given, the narrow two-lane road cutting through scrubland and low sunburned hills. The turnoff came sooner than he expected: a narrow lane marked by a leaning mailbox. He eased the SUV down the track, the tyres crunching over loose gravel.

The house came into view as he crested a small rise. It had been beautiful once, but now the lower floor was blackened and blistered where a fire had taken hold, the paint scorched away to reveal the bones of the structure beneath. Windows had been boarded up, the roof sagged over the porch, and a thin ribbon of smoke still drifted from a charred corner.

Roth parked a hundred yards away beneath the shade of a mesquite tree, engine off but the window cracked to let in the sound of the wind. He lifted a pair of compact binoculars from the passenger seat and adjusted the focus. A pumpjack stood off to his left, its head dipping and rising in a slow, mechanical bow. The rhythmic squeal of its bearings carried faintly on the wind. A man was working in front of the house, stripped down to a T-shirt, his movements steady and deliberate. He was hauling scorched boards and blackened plaster into a heap beside the drive, pausing now and again to wipe his forearm across his face. Roth studied him: broad shoulders, dark hair, a slight limp as he moved.

He lowered the binoculars, rested his wrist on the steering wheel, and watched a little longer. The man picked up a crowbar, pried a burned section of siding loose, and tossed it aside.

He started the engine and rolled slowly down toward the ruined house.

He parked, got out, and approached the man.

“Excuse me,” he said.

The man stopped working; he put down the crowbar and reached for a bottle of water that was resting on the ground by his feet. “Afternoon,” he said. “Can I help you?”

“Maybe. I’m looking for someone who I was told might be here.”

Roth’s skills of observation were acute, honed by years of doing this kind of work, and he noticed the little tremor of unease that passed across the man’s face.

“That so? Who are you?”

“Brad Gallows.” He put out his hand. “I’m a private investigator.”

The guy left him hanging. “Is that right? What’s a private investigator doing out here?”

“I’ve been hired by a law firm in Denver. They’re administering the estate of a man who died last month, and they’ve got me looking for a missing relative, most likely because they’ve been named in the will. I was told I might be able to find them here.”

The guy crossed his arms and said nothing, waiting for Roth to continue. The atmosphere was more difficult than Roth had anticipated, and he wondered whether he might have to switch up his plan.

“I got a picture,” he said. “Could I show it to you?”

The guy shook his head. “Don’t think I’ll be able to help.”

Roth had his pistol in a shoulder rig beneath his jacket and had hoped to leave it there until he was in front of the target, but maybe he’d have to do it another way.

A woman came out of the house, saw them and made her way over.

The guy stepped up to put himself between her and Roth.

“What’s up?” the woman said.

“Guy says he’s a private investigator.”

“That right?” she said.

Roth smiled. “I was telling your friend—I’ve been hired by a law firm in Denver to try to track down a missing relative. They might have some money coming their way. I’ve got a photo, if you’d take a look?”

“Sure,” she said. “Let’s see it.”

Roth took out the image that he’d grabbed from the video clip that was part of his dossier. The clip had been a very short interview with a man—middle-aged, lean and hard-faced, with close-cropped hair and eyes that seemed to cut straight through the camera—at a protest at the DeChambeau site at Clearwater Springs. Roth had watched it many times, getting a feel for the way the man looked and the way he held himself: the wary hesitation, the almost-masked irritation at being on camera, and the cool dispassion with which he’d brought the interview to a close.

He handed the image over and watched as the woman looked at it, then passed it to the man.

“Any luck?”

“No,” she said. “Never seen him before.”

“Sir?”

The man shook his head. “Me neither.”

“His name’s John,” Roth said. “Not sure on the surname—I’m told he uses two. Sometimes he’s John Smith; other times he’s John Milton. You’re sure you don’t know him? The video clip I took the image from was filmed at a protest at the fracking site a couple of days ago. I was told you were there, too.”

“Lots of people were there,” the woman said.

“And a couple of people I spoke to in town said that they’d seen you with him—that’s why I thought I’d come and say hi.”

“I’m sorry—they must be mistaken. I’ve never seen him before.”

Roth took the photograph back and put it back into his pocket. “Appreciate your time,” he said. He reached into his other pocket and took out one of his dummy business cards. “Could I give you this? If you remember anything about him, I’d be grateful if you’d give me a call. It’d be worth his while—I’m told the estate is significant.”

She took it and looked at it. “Brad Gallows,” she read. “I don’t know him, Mr. Gallows, but if I hear anything, I’ll let you know.”

The guy kept his eye on him, not bothering to hide his suspicion. Roth thanked them both and went back to his SUV. He opened the driver’s door and glanced once toward the highway out of town. Heat shimmered above the asphalt. Dust drifted in long, lazy curls. He slid behind the wheel, started the engine, and pulled out into the street.

The target—Smith or Milton, or whatever name he was using now—was out there somewhere, already moving.

Roth wasn’t concerned.

He never was.

He eased onto the highway and let the house fall away behind him, the white road stretching into the glare.

He didn’t rush.

He never did.

He always caught up in the end.
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John Milton opened the serving hatch and prepared the condiments so that his customers could add them to their burritos.

He’d had quite a day, and it wasn’t done yet.

He was parked outside Kuempel Stadium in Pflugerville, a town that sat on the edge of Austin’s sprawl. It was Friday night in Texas, and that meant football. The parking lot was alive with noise and motion. Tailgaters clustered around their trucks. Pickup trucks lined the outer fence, tailgates down, radios tuned to the local station calling the game. Teenagers in letterman jackets tossed footballs between the rows of cars. A brass band was warming up somewhere near the main gate, the drums rattling in time with the rising buzz of conversation. The smells of popcorn, diesel from the generators, and grilled meat hung heavy on the breeze.

Milton’s truck fit right in among the taco stands and kettle corn trailers. Families came in waves: parents sitting in folding chairs, kids in jerseys too big for them, men in baseball caps with the school’s logo stitched across the front. They looked at the menu—English burritos—and, though often bemused, they ordered and paid and drifted away with their food toward the stadium lights. Somewhere overhead, the loudspeaker crackled and announced kick-off in ten minutes. Milton would serve for another twenty minutes and then call it quits. Going to a high school football game had been on his bucket list for years, and he’d been fortunate that the school had allowed him onto the grounds to work. He had all the necessary permits and had paid them the two hundred bucks they’d asked, knowing he’d make that back in no time.

His phone buzzed in his pocket, but he let it ring out. He had fifteen people in the queue and three orders on the go; if it was important, whoever was calling would leave a message, and he’d call them back when he had time to think.

He’d finished his business with Barnett DeChambeau and then turned around and driven back west through Texas, intending to pick up his plan and continue toward the coast. His diversion in Clearwater Springs had meant he’d missed the fair in Albuquerque that he’d been planning to attend, but he could live with that. His time had been much better spent with Caterina and Chase.

Milton handed a burrito across the counter to a young woman in a cheerleader’s jacket, gave her a polite nod, and turned back to check on the hob. The noise swelled: he heard laughter, car doors slamming, and then the first distant roar from the stands as, he guessed, the teams made their way out of the tunnel.

His phone rang again.

“Hey, buddy,” said the elderly man who was at the front of the line. “Can I get one with the rosemary roast beef and another with the chicken?”

“Absolutely,” Milton said.

“And what’s the cauliflower cheese? Is it like mac and cheese?”

“No,” Milton said. “It’s an English thing. Cauliflower baked in a creamy cheese sauce. I serve it in a giant Yorkshire pudding—the English burrito—filled with sage and onion stuffing, roast potatoes, greens and gravy.”

“One of those as well, please.”

The phone stopped ringing. “Thirty bucks.”

The man paid, and Milton turned to prepare his food. He took out his phone, glanced down at it and saw that Chase had called. He left the phone out, about to call him back, but was momentarily distracted by the batter sticking on the pan and starting to burn. He scraped at the edge with the spatula as smoke curled up from the pan. The smell of scorched batter cut through the sweet tang of onions and beef; he lifted the pan off the heat, gave it a sharp shake to loosen what he could, then poured in a fresh ladle of mix. The hiss was immediate, the new batter spreading evenly. He turned the dial down a notch, wiped his hands on a towel, and got back to assembling the order. By the time he wrapped the burritos and handed them through the hatch, the burnt smell had gone, and the customer was still smiling.

“There you are,” Milton said. “Enjoy them.”

“I’m sure I will,” the man said.

The PA system crackled as the announcer’s voice boomed out over the field, and loud music announced the arrival of the teams. Milton served the last three customers, closed the hatch, made the kitchen safe and performed a rapid tidy-up, meaning to do the rest later. He took the cash from his money belt and counted it: $1300, with $900 clear profit once his ingredients and the fee had been deducted.

A good night’s work.

He locked up and jogged over to the gates, taking the ticket that came with the pitch out of his pocket. He remembered Chase, meaning to call him and, as he patted down his pockets for his phone, realised that he’d left it on the shelf above the hob.

Never mind. It’d keep until later.

He handed the ticket to the kid at the turnstile and went through. The sound hit him first, a wall of noise rolling down from the bleachers: drums and whistles and the roar of hundreds of voices rising and falling with the rhythm of the game. The grass glowed impossibly green under the brilliant lights, vivid against the dark Texas night, stripes cut sharp and perfect down its length.

Milton stopped at the top of the steps, taking it all in. It was the purest Americana, exactly as he’d hoped. He found an empty spot along the rail and leaned on it, letting the noise wash over him.

Down below, the players lined up, and the kicker launched the ball through the sodium glare of the lights and up into the dark Texan night.


AFTERWORD


Milton will return in 2026. I’m writing the book at the moment and it has the working title of DOPE and it is likely to be set in the Pacific Northwest… I’ll say no more, except that it feels like it could be another barn-burner.

You can preorder the book on Amazon now and it’ll be delivered to your Kindle as soon as it is published - ignore the date you’ll see on the page, it’ll be late spring or early summer.

Preorder DOPE here.

Best wishes

Mark

December 2026
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Building a relationship with my readers is the very best thing about writing. Join my Reader Club for information on new books and deals plus a free copy of Milton’s battle with the Mafia and an assassin called Tarantula.

You can get your content for free, by signing up at my website.

Just visit www.markjdawson.com.


ALSO BY MARK DAWSON


IN THE JOHN MILTON SERIES


The Cleaner

Sharon Warriner is a single mother in the East End of London, fearful that she’s lost her young son to a life in the gangs. After John Milton saves her life, he promises to help. But the gang, and the charismatic rapper who leads it, is not about to cooperate with him.

Buy The Cleaner

Saint Death

John Milton has been off the grid for six months. He surfaces in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, and immediately finds himself drawn into a vicious battle with the narco-gangs that control the borderlands.

Buy Saint Death

The Driver

When a girl he drives to a party goes missing, John Milton is worried. Especially when two dead bodies are discovered and the police start treating him as their prime suspect.

Buy The Driver

Ghosts

John Milton is blackmailed into finding his predecessor as Number One. But she’s a ghost, too, and just as dangerous as him. He finds himself in deep trouble, playing the Russians against the British in a desperate attempt to save the life of his oldest friend.

Buy Ghosts

The Sword of God

On the run from his own demons, John Milton treks through the Michigan wilderness into the town of Truth. He’s not looking for trouble, but trouble's looking for him. He finds himself up against a small-town cop who has no idea with whom he is dealing, and no idea how dangerous he is.

Buy The Sword of God

Salvation Row

Milton finds himself in New Orleans, returning a favour that saved his life during Katrina. When a lethal adversary from his past takes an interest in his business, there’s going to be hell to pay.

Buy Salvation Row

Headhunters

Milton barely escaped from Avi Bachman with his life. But when the Mossad’s most dangerous renegade agent breaks out of a maximum security prison, their second fight will be to the finish.

Buy Headhunters

The Ninth Step

Milton’s attempted good deed becomes a quest to unveil corruption at the highest levels of government and murder at the dark heart of the criminal underworld. Milton is pulled back into the game, and that’s going to have serious consequences for everyone who crosses his path.

Buy The Ninth Step

The Jungle

John Milton is no stranger to the world’s seedy underbelly. But when the former British Secret Service agent comes up against a ruthless human trafficking ring, he’ll have to fight harder than ever to conquer the evil in his path.

Buy The Jungle

Blackout

A message from Milton’s past leads him to Manila and a confrontation with an adversary he thought he would never meet again. Milton finds himself accused of murder and imprisoned inside a brutal Filipino jail can he escape, uncover the truth and gain vengeance for his friend?

Buy Blackout

The Alamo

A young boy witnesses a murder in a New York subway restroom. Milton finds him, and protects him from corrupt cops and the ruthless boss of a local gang.

Buy The Alamo

Redeemer

Milton is in Brazil, helping out an old friend with a close protection business. When a young girl is kidnapped, he finds himself battling a local crime lord to get her back.

Buy Redeemer

Sleepers

A sleepy English town. A murdered Russian spy. Milton and Michael Pope find themselves chasing the assassins to Moscow.

Buy Sleepers

Twelve Days

Milton checks back in with Elijah Warriner, but finds himself caught up in a fight to save him from a jealous and dangerous former friend.

Buy Twelve Days

Bright Lights

All Milton wants to do is take his classic GTO on a coast-to-coast road trip. But he can’t ignore the woman on the side of the road in need of help. The decision to get involved leads to a tussle with a murderous cartel that he thought he had put behind him.

Buy Bright Lights

The Man Who Never Was

John Milton is used to operating in the shadows, weaving his way through dangerous places behind a fake identity. Now, to avenge the death of a close friend, he must wear his mask of deception once more.

Buy The Man Who Never Was

Killa City

John Milton has a nose for trouble. He can smell it a mile away. And when he witnesses a suspicious altercation between a young man and two thugs in a car auction parking lot, he can’t resist getting involved.

Buy Killa City

Ronin

Milton travels to Bali in search of a new identity. He meets a young woman who has been forced to work for the Yakuza in Japan, and finds himself drawn into danger in an attempt to keep her safe.

Buy Ronin

Never Let Me Down Again

A human rights activist has vanished without a trace and his dying mother is desperate to know the truth. When the mysterious disappearance leads Milton all the way to the Western Isles of Scotland, he sees an opportunity to find an old friend and finally make amends for a mistake that cost him dearly. Milton is determined to track both men down, wherever his search may lead.

Buy Never Let Me Down Again

Bulletproof

Captured and imprisoned by the organisation he once worked for, Milton must do one last job in exchange for his freedom. Bullheaded billionaire fixer Tristan Huxley is brokering a weapons deal between Russia and India. He needs protection and he wants Milton by his side. Huxley has trusted Milton with his life before but these days his world is more decadent and his enemies more dangerous, in ways that nobody could ever have suspected.

Buy Bulletproof

Uppercut

John Milton is on the run again. Chasing clues to help him understand the new risks he faces, he finds himself in Dublin. Before he knows it, he is involved with a woman who has fallen foul of a dangerous local family.

Buy Uppercut

Bloodlands

John Milton is on a mission that will bring him face-to-face with enemies old and new. When his friend, Alex Hicks, finds himself pursued by mysterious adversaries, the two men are thrust back into the web of international espionage.

Buy Bloodlands

Vultures

A global cryptocurrency scam has victims everywhere. Milton never wanted to get involved, but when he sees the damage that the scheme has caused and the lives that have been ruined, he finds himself pulled into a deadly game.

Buy Vultures

The Hanging Tree

When a quiet town’s secrets lead John Milton to a noose in the Appalachian hills, he must fight to survive—and bring a ruthless criminal empire to justice.

Buy The Hanging Tree


IN THE BEATRIX ROSE SERIES


In Cold Blood

Beatrix Rose was the most dangerous assassin in an off-the-books government kill squad until her former boss betrayed her. A decade later, she emerges from the Hong Kong underworld with payback on her mind. They gunned down her husband and kidnapped her daughter, and now the debt needs to be repaid. It’s a blood feud she didn’t start but she is going to finish.

Buy In Cold Blood

Blood Moon Rising

There were six names on Beatrix’s Death List and now there are four. She’s going to account for the others, one by one, even if it kills her. She has returned from Somalia with another target in her sights. Bryan Duffy is in Iraq, surrounded by mercenaries, with no easy way to get to him and no easy way to get out. And Beatrix has other issues that need to be addressed. Will Duffy prove to be one kill too far?

Buy Blood Moon Rising

Blood and Roses

Beatrix Rose has worked her way through her Kill List. Four are dead, just two are left. But now her foes know she has them in her sights and the hunter has become the hunted.

Buy Blood and Roses

The Dragon and the Ghost

Beatrix Rose flees to Hong Kong after the murder of her husband and the kidnapping of her child. She needs money. The local triads have it. What could possibly go wrong?

Buy The Dragon and the Ghost

Tempest

Two people adrift in a foreign land, Beatrix Rose and Danny Nakamura need all the help they can get. A storm is coming. Can they help each other survive it and find their children before time runs out for both of them?

Buy Tempest

Phoenix

She does Britain’s dirty work, but this time she needs help. Beatrix Rose, meet John Milton…

Buy Phoenix


IN THE ISABELLA ROSE SERIES


The Angel

Isabella Rose is recruited by British intelligence after a terrorist attack on Westminster.

Buy The Angel

The Asset

Isabella Rose, the Angel, is used to surprises, but being abducted is an unwelcome novelty. She’s relying on Michael Pope, the head of the top-secret Group Fifteen, to get her back.

Buy The Asset

The Agent

Isabella Rose is on the run, hunted by the very people she had been hired to work for. Trained killer Isabella and former handler Michael Pope are forced into hiding in India and, when a mysterious informer passes them clues on the whereabouts of Pope’s family, the prey see an opportunity to become the predators.

Buy The Agent

The Assassin

Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, is the most dangerous city in the world. And when a mission to break the local cartel’s grip goes wrong, Isabella Rose, the Angel, finds herself on the wrong side of prison bars. Fearing the worst, Isabella plays her only remaining card…

Buy The Assassin

The Avenger

Living under new identities in rural France, Isabella Rose and Michael Pope are trying to lay low. Tired of hiding, all Isabella wants is the chance to live an ordinary life. But Isabella is an extraordinary young woman and the people pursuing her will never, ever, give up. Her unique abilities have attracted the attention of the Academy of Military Science in Beijing. And it’s not only Isabella who needs to stay in the shadows. Pope has his fair share of enemies and a family that he's desperate to protect.

Buy The Avenger

Pretty Face

Isabella is building a new life in Marrakesh, supporting herself with contract work and finally looking to put down roots. But when one of her contracts isn’t quite what it seems, things quickly descend into chaos.

Buy Pretty Face


IN THE CHARLIE COOPER SERIES


Sandstorm

Group Fifteen operative and ex-MI6 officer Charlie Cooper is working undercover as a political negotiator. Attending a conference surrounded by diplomats, businessmen and lobbyists, nobody would suspect what he really does for a living. Also in their midst is Aisha, a Saudi activist whose protests against human rights abuses have made her an enemy of her country’s regime.

Buy Sandstorm

The Chameleon

Masquerading as an analyst, Cooper manipulates his way into the company and soon finds himself en route to Istanbul. The stage is set for a high-octane showdown on Sidorov's private island. With geopolitical tensions on a knife's edge, Cooper must navigate a labyrinth of deception and danger to complete his mission.

Buy The Chameleon

Blood Brothers

Cooper travels to Israel to find his estranged half-brother, Freddy, who has mysteriously disappeared. Freddy's ties to NetGuardian, a cybersecurity firm implicated in dubious activities, propel Cooper into a dangerous web of corporate espionage, state-of-the-art surveillance technology, and the ruthless world of intelligence.

Buy Blood Brothers

Dead of Winter

Charlie Cooper is sent to Prague to investigate - and eliminate - the leader of a group of far right hooligans guilty of the murder of an Interpol agent. Cooper is on his final warning and is expected to get in and out with minimal fuss, leaving just the body of his target in his wake.

Buy Dead of Winter

Code Blue

Cooper is thrust into a high-stakes mission when a fellow operative, codenamed NORTH STAR, vanishes in Macao. The trail leads to a shadowy team of Russian mercenaries with a chilling agenda: to expose Group Fifteen, the clandestine organisation that operates beyond the reach of conventional intelligence agencies.

Buy Code Blue

North Star

After barely escaping an assassination attempt in Iceland, NORTH STAR, a former Group Fifteen operative turned Russian asset, vanishes. Driven by guilt and a thirst for revenge, Control tasks Charlie Cooper with tracking him down.

Buy North Star

Collateral

In the glittering shadows of Dubai, Charlie Cooper is thrust into a deadly mission to protect a volatile CIA asset on the brink of exposure. As secrets unravel and loyalties blur, Cooper must outmanoeuvre spies, lies, and betrayal before everything explodes.

Buy Collateral

Leverage

He was sent to investigate an arms dealer—now he’s on the run for his murder. Framed, cut off, and marked for death, Charlie Cooper must uncover the truth before he becomes the next target.

Buy Leverage

Burnout

When a whistleblower leaks top-secret intelligence, Charlie Cooper is sent to a remote Greek island to uncover the truth. But as the bodies start to fall and the lies pile up, Cooper must navigate a deadly maze of deception to find the source—and make it out alive.

Buy Burnout


IN THE ATTICUS PRIEST SERIES


The House in the Woods

Disgraced detective Atticus Priest investigates the murder of a family on Christmas Eve. He’s been employed to demolish the police case against his client, but things get complicated when the officer responsible for the case is his former girlfriend.

Buy The House in the Woods

A Place to Bury Strangers

A dog walker finds a human bone on lonely Salisbury Plain. DCI Mackenzie Jones investigates the grisly discovery but cannot explain how it ended up there. She contacts Atticus Priest and the two of them trace the bone to a graveyard in the nearby village of Imber. But the village was abandoned after it was purchased by the Ministry of Defence to train the army, so why have bodies been buried in the graveyard since the church was closed?

Buy A Place to Bury Strangers

The Red Room

When a man's fatal fall from Salisbury Cathedral spirals into a scandalous case involving the victims of a sex ring, Atticus Priest and Mackenzie Jones uncover more bodies and incriminating videos. Racing against the clock, they confront personal demons and tangled emotions as they try to catch the murderer before he can strike again.

Buy The Red Room

All the Devils Are Here

Atticus Priest is employed by an estranged husband to dig up dirt on his wife. But when she goes missing after swimming in the River Avon, Atticus uncovers a conspiracy between five lifelong friends that goes back years.

Buy All The Devils Are Here

The Inheritance

When a prominent landowner goes missing, private investigator Atticus Priest is drawn into a web of secrets that stretch from the rolling fields of Wiltshire to the darkest corners of the past.

Buy The Inheritance
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