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Prologue: The Centreline

The Midnight Threshold

The blacktop of State Highway 115 slices through the desert, cutting Ocotillo County straight down the middle. Tumbleweeds and the occasional mirage are the only things that typically ghost this stretch of West Texas on a night like this. Only tonight, the scent of unrefined diesel, charred rubber, and the complete absence of life hangs in tense suspension over the empty road.

Chief Daryl Willman takes his place on the double yellow lines at the business end of the syndicate’s high-intensity halogens. His left arm is secured in a canvas sling, the sharp pain of the dislocated shoulder buried far beneath the burning heat radiating from his exposed right hand.

His police-issue sidearm is steady in his raised low-ready grip. Completely alone, save for the ghost of an unseen radio link, the chief stands between a ruthless corporate cartography and the forty-eight families curled in tight knots behind him in the dark blocks of portable shacks.

A deep purr of torque-rich engines rumbles up from the opposite side of the divider. Silas Drake, contract enforcer for the city-based conglomerate, swings a custom automatic pistol in Daryl’s direction. Silas knows the odds. He knows the state police had refused to come, that the entire region was already lawfully owned by the syndicate in every way that mattered, that even now, his single shot would decapitate any further resistance and bury the chief’s squeaky-clean reputation in the dust of Ocotillo County. Wants the man to open fire, to assert his dominance over the territorial dispute once and for all.

Two Forces, One Line

Elsa Turner waits patiently in the deep shadow cast by a nearby power pole, her auburn curls frizzed-out from the night’s work. Thick gray engine grease stains her fingertips as she grips the handle of a fourteen-inch iron pipe wrench. Daughter of the county’s most respected welder, she’s spent the last twelve months reinforcing the storefronts and farm equipment that turned the ghost town of Mirage into an impregnable steel fortress against the syndicate’s armoured vehicles.

No more running.

Elsa Turner is about to turn the tables on the corporate war raining down on the county. She and the chief are a heartbeat from executing the pincer manoeuvre discussed in meticulous detail over a blueprinted schematic of the local roads. The distance between them is equal parts electricity and desperation, their bond a survival forged of dust and desperation.

The time for negotiations is over.

The standoff is nearing its fateful culmination as dusk falls over the horizon. The line in the sand is about to be crossed, and the future of Ocotillo County will be decided by the courage and cunning of those who dare to stand their ground.

Why you should read

In order to appeal to a broad audience, a work of fiction must contain a mixture of accessible elements that engage various demographic groups at different levels. This book is designed to hook browsers by delivering on the following market triggers:

The table below indicates these triggers by chapter:

	Market demand

	Narratives

	Reader Appeal

	High-Concept Conflict

	Small-town law vs. corporate criminal syndicate grid lock.

	Immediate hook; clear stakes that are easy to understand at a glance.


	Dual Competence Porn

	An expert tactical strategist hero meets an elite industrial engineering heroine.

	Readers love characters who are exceptionally good at what they do working together.


	The Ultimate Slow-Burn

	A ten-year historical separation resolved through high-pressure proximity.

	Builds intense emotional anticipation and romantic desire without relying on explicit drama.


	Universal Accessibility

	Clean, polished, simple English entirely free from graphic or explicit content.

	Expands the target demographic to include young adults, traditional thriller fans, and clean romance readers alike.



The “Look Inside” 

The book’s opening makes it clear that the story’s economic and physical isolation is both a literal and figurative challenge. The author makes sure the reader knows they’re not going to be wandering through political intrigue but rather trying to understand a real person’s life behind a huge financial wall. Water lines are being cut, schools are being targeted, and the plot moves at a pace that makes you feel like you need to buy the book to learn how the underdogs turn the tables on a multi-million-dollar operation.

Creative Anticipation

The book’s romance doesn’t distract the reader from the tension because Daryl and Elsa can only see each other in the back office after hours, cleaning an intimate wound in an amber glow. The romance is a welcome relief from the careful chess game of espionage, but it doesn’t reduce the stakes in the slightest – if anything, they’re even higher because the tension between the leads is so palpably human. Everything has been meticulously crafted down to the point where the story has a firm grip on your attention from the very first page until the very last line when it looks over the horizon.
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Chapter 1: Dust and Deadlines
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The Heat of Ocotillo County

The West Texas sun beat down on Mirage with white-hot fury, climbing steadily past noon. It was already 104 degrees Fahrenheit in the shade when Chief Daryl Willman glanced up at the thermometer mounted on the Ocotillo County Sheriff’s Department building. He leaned back in the leather seat of his police cruiser with a grunt, wiping away a thin layer of sweat clinging to the back of his neck with the sleeve of his shirt. Daryl was a lean, weather-beaten man with a perpetual tan, dark unkempt hair, and a pair of shrewd gray eyes that missed nothing. He was thirty-five years old and had spent most of his life in the open plains of West Texas, tending to the law and keeping order among the locals.

His gaze was drawn to the cracked pavement of the two-lane highway that split the town in half. To the north, the rolling hills of Ocotillo county belonged to the Viper Syndicate. It wasn’t always that way. A year ago, the North Side had been a mix of middle-class families and small-time businesses. But then the gangs had rolled in, and the locals either fled or were forced to swear allegiance to the Viper’s ruthless enforcers. A patchwork of boarded-up windows and graffitied brick buildings was all that remained of the once-bustling district. To the south, the holdouts and holdfasts of the independent community remained. Ordinary farmers, ranchers, and small shopkeepers who refused to bend the knee to the Viper Syndicate.

It was a tense balance that Daryl Willman had fought desperately to maintain, but it wasn’t easy. The Viper’s enforcers had threatened any who refused to pay protection fees repeatedly. And when they doubled down, half of Daryl’s department had quit rather than risk their lives protecting the town’s livelihood. Now he was stuck with three deputies and a handful of part-time volunteers to keep the peace in the county. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do. He knew there was no future in trying to match the Viper’s firepower. He had to think smarter. He had to be cooler, calmer. He had to be a peacemaker or Mirage would burn.

The chief’s gaze lingered a second too long on the North Side’s shambles, and his thoughts drifted to the most frustrating woman in town. Elsa Turner was thirty-four and ran the local heavy-machinery repair shop on the South Side. She had a sharp tongue and a sharper mind, and she wore her West Texas grit like a badge of honour. The two had been inseparable in high school, spending every Friday night in the bed of his old pickup truck, whispering promises of a future together. But that future had slipped through his fingers like sand, and now Elsa was determined to see the Viper’s people run out of town, no matter what the cost. As a chief of police, Daryl knew that peace was often the most crucial weapon in any leader’s arsenal. And as he stared out at the chaos the Viper’s men had created, he was keenly aware of the tension crackling in the air between himself and Elsa. Every conversation with the woman was a battle of wills, each one more fiercely contested than the last. And lately, there had been something else, something more. A charged undercurrent that made his heart pound in his chest every time their eyes met.

But there was no time to ponder the past or the woman who had once been his best friend. The chief’s radio crackled to life, and he turned his head sharply as his second-in-command, Deputy Martha, patched in. “Chief, we’ve got a situation down at the Oasis Gas Station on Highway 115,” Martha’s voice was hushed and tight with apprehension. “Deputy Marcus filed a report on a minor dispute, but it looks like things got out of hand. He’s alone at the scene and said weapons were brandished.”

Daryl’s hand shot to the talk button on his radio. “I’m two minutes out, Martha. Tell Deputy Marcus to hold his position until I arrive. I repeat, he is not to engage in any altercation. Are you copying me?”

“He’s not responding to you, Daryl,” came Martha’s reply. She hesitated before continuing, her voice barely above a whisper. “Just hurry, Chief. He’s not answering his radio at all.”

The chief’s jaw tightened as he killed the channel and shifted the cruiser into drive. His foot pressed hard against the throttle, and the vehicle roared away from the scene with a throaty growl. He didn’t bother with sirens or flashing lights. That would only serve to agitate the North Side’s heavily armed residents, and Daryl was in no mood to start a war. With gritted teeth, he steered the wheel as the cruiser shot down the highway, skidding to avoid a deep pothole that could’ve sent the vehicle’s underbelly scraping along the pavement. He would’ve called backup, but he only had three deputies in total, and he couldn’t afford to spare any of them with the Viper’s enforcers so emboldened in their aggression.

As the gas station came into view, a chill of apprehension rolled over his spine. The Oasis Gas Station lay at the centre of the disputed border, the only neutral ground left in the county. It was customary for both sides to gather there in relative safety to purchase fuel and supplies, but things rarely ended well for anyone who walked into the establishment. Daryl knew that Marcus was a rookie, but he also knew that the young deputy had been under a lot of pressure recently. It wouldn’t be the first time a frightened newcomer would have charged into the fray unprepared, and the last thing Daryl needed was a full-scale firefight breaking out in the middle of his county.

As he neared the gas station, his gaze was drawn to the two men standing off in the middle of the parking lot. Deputy Marcus stood at the centre, his face pale, his hands shaking as he leveled his service pistol at the man in front of him. Javi Ramos was a lieutenant for the Viper Syndicate and had a reputation for being both calculating and brutal when dealing with dissenters. He had the look of a younger Latino male with messy dark hair and a neck adorned with traditional tattoos. He wore only a open denim vest over a bare torso, showing no fear of the desert heat. He stood in mockery as he faced off against the rookie officer, his arms spread out in a slow, exaggerated gesture meant to mimic surrender.

“Go ahead, little lawman,” Javi said with a smirk, baring his gold-plated tooth for the camera men standing nearby. “Show me what kind of bravery you’ve got. Pull the trigger and see what happens to this little South Side neighbourhood before sundown.”

“Drop it, Javi!” Deputy Marcus shouted, his voice cracking under the strain of his nerves. “I saw the contraband in your front seat! Now, put your hands on the vehicle, or I swear I’ll place you under arrest!”

Daryl’s heart was pounding in his ears as he watched the two men, the tension practically crackling in the air. He knew better than to escalate the situation, especially with the dozens of heavily armed enforcers watching from across the highway. If Marcus fired, there would be no stopping Javi’s people from crossing over and claiming the town for the Viper’s territory. With a steadying breath, the chief pushed himself out of the driver’s seat and onto the pavement, clicking the safety catch on his holster as he did so. He didn’t want to make any sudden movements that could be mistaken for aggression, least not yet.

As he approached the two men, a deep growl rumbled from the south parking lot. Daryl turned his head in that direction and frowned as another vehicle pulled into the lot. A thickset black tow truck rolled slowly to a stop a few feet from the gas station’s entrance. The chief’s heartbeat picked up as he watched the driver step out of the cab, his muscles tensing in preparation to draw his sidearm. But it wasn’t the sight of the new arrival that had him bracing for battle. It was the woman he found standing beside him, her dark auburn hair twisted up in a messy knot on the back of her head, her eyes wide with concern.

Elsa Turner.

His chest tightened at the sight of her but he was quick to school his expression into something more neutral. The last thing he needed was for Javi’s people to see the look of utter devotion on his face. Elsa wore a faded grey tank top over a pair of black canvas work pants and a pair of heavy leather boots, her face dusted with streaks of blackened grease from the repair shop. Her lips parted slightly in shock as her gaze locked onto his. There was something achingly vulnerable in the way her hands clenched against the door of the tow truck for a brief second before she forced her expression into something harder, colder. As if she feared showing him any weakness.

“I saw you,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. It sounded foreign somehow, coming out in a way that wasn’t quite her. “Are you alright?”

Elsa’s dark brown eyes flicked to his, taking in the tension in his stance, the way he stood rigid as if waiting for an attack. She turned her gaze toward Javi’s truck and the two men lurking inside before reaching out to rest a hand on the rifle rack mounted behind the front seat of the tow truck. Her posture spoke of a willingness to fight, to protect him, no questions asked. And it sent a thrill of something hot and dangerous racing through Daryl’s veins. He had spent the last year fighting to keep Mirage safe, and it made him thankful for moments like these. Moments that reminded him that he wasn’t the only one willing to do whatever was needed to see West Texas restored to peace.

“I said be quiet,” Daryl said, his voice low. He gave her a warning look but the stern expression quickly melted away with the look of concern still etched across her face. There was no use in arguing over it now.

The chief turned his attention back to the two men standing off in the middle of the parking lot. He took a deep breath and pushed himself forward, his boots making quiet noises as he neared the confrontation. He kept his eyes on Deputy Marcus the entire time, his chief officer instincts guiding him. The boy was young and eager to prove himself, but his hands were shaking as if he was afraid to take the shot.

“Marcus,” Daryl said quietly as he came to a stop a few feet in front of the rookie. “Lower the weapon, son.”

“But Chief!” the young deputy exclaimed, his blue eyes wide with panic as he shook his head. “He’s got a crate of illegal automatic rifle parts in his front seat! I swear I saw it Javi told one of his men to bring them across the border tonight!”

“I know, son,” Daryl said, his tone firm as he took a step closer to Marcus. He kept his voice even as he moved into the space between the rookie’s barrel and Javi’s chest. “But you’re having second thoughts, aren’t you? Your hands are shaking. That means you’ve realized that shooting him would result in an all-out war breaking out in this town.” His voice dropped to a near whisper as he added, “So, be a good deputy and lower the weapon.”

The chief’s heart pounded in his chest as he watched the boy’s trembling fingers slowly lower the gun’s barrel. He released a steadying breath as Marcus stepped back toward the cruiser, his eyes never leaving Javi’s.

“Now, let’s see about that crate of yours, shall we?” Daryl said as he turned to face Javi. “I believe it belongs to the South Side.”

Javi’s smirk was slow to appear as he lowered his arms in mock surrender. “You always did have a way with words, Chief Willman. So, you going to let your little boy arrest me for driving through town?”

“Not this time,” Daryl said, his dark eyes narrowing as he took a step closer to Javi. “You’re just idling on the border, stoking the fires, looking for an excuse to start a firefight.” His lips curled into a grim smile as he added. “You and I both know that if one shot is fired, the county’s oil transport routes will be sealed within the hour. That means Viper Syndicate’s profits will be greatly reduced, doesn’t it? I think your superiors wouldn’t be too happy about that.”

Daryl could feel the tension in the air as he spoke. He knew that Javi’s men were being watched by several snipers perched atop the abandoned motels flanking Highway 115. It wouldn’t be long before the North Side’s enforcers crossed over if the chief opened fire. And while it would be relatively easy to kill Javi and his men, Daryl knew that doing so would only serve to further inflame the already volatile situation. Taking the Viper’s people out would mean certain death for his own men, not to mention the dozens of townsfolk who would be caught in the crossfire. Daryl wanted to end the conflict, and he knew that the only way to do that was to stand down.

“The state will shut down all transport routes within hours if there’s another incident,” the chief said, his voice calm but firm. “So, unless you want a war, I suggest you return to the North Side and leave the South Side alone.”

Javi’s gaze was drawn to the rifle barrels of the North Side’s snipers. He gave a slow nod to himself before turning back to face Daryl. “You always were good at playing the peacemaker, Willman,” the gangster said with a wry smile. “I’ll give you that much. But you’re making a mistake.”

“Maybe,” Daryl said as he turned to face his deputy. “But right now, you’re just agitating the situation. Go back across the highway and cool off, or I swear I’ll put you in a body bag myself. This isn’t the day to start a war.”

For a few minutes, the only sound was the swish of the chief’s belt as he holstered his pistol. The desert heat was oppressive, thick with tension as the two sides stood their ground. Elsa’s tow truck engine growled to life as the chief turned to face the Viper’s men. 

Javi’s eyes were locked on Daryl’s grey ones searching for some trace of fear but the Chief found none. Daryl stood firm as an old tree growing in the west texas soil fully prepared to face whatever this gangster had in store for him.

Finally Javi let out a gruff chuckle spitting on the ground next to Daryl’s boots. “You were lucky today lawman. It’s a hot day for graves.” With that he turned on his heel climbing into the black pickup’s front seat. He slammed the door down the engine roared to life throwing a thick plume of soot into the air before throwing the truck into reverse. It spun backwards sending up a spray of loose rocks before peeling down the state highway disappearing back into the forgotten streets of the north side. Across the road the lookouts melted back into the shadows of the abandoned motel.

It wasn’t until the engine’s growl died down the distance that Daryl exhaled fully letting the tension drain from his limbs.

He reached out to Marcus who was slumped across the front seat of the cruiser, his head in his hands. Daryl placed a steadying hand on the younger man’s shoulder.

“Go back to the station Marcus. Get some water in you and file a report. Take the rest of the shift off. You did well enough at the end,” he said firmly. The junior deputy let out a relieved breath, shame etched across his features.

“Thank you chief.” He climbed into his vehicle, turned the engine over and pulled away leaving Daryl alone in the dusty lot.

A Silent Spark in the Dust

Daryl turned finding Elsa still waiting by her tow truck. She hadn’t moved an inch. As the dust cleared she started walking towards him her boots sending up little puffs of red clay with every step. The anger that had fuelled her earlier had been replaced by something far more potent and dangerous. Daryl’s heart pounded in his ears at the sheer intensity of the woman walking towards him.

She stopped two feet in front of him. Up close he could see the sheen of sweat across her collarbones and the way her hazel eyes were locked onto his taking in every mark. The air between them was charged with something far greater than the 104 degree heat.

“You’re an idiot Daryl Willman,” she breathed the words coming out hoarse lacking the sharp edge of her usual bite. “You didn’t have to throw yourself Infront of a gun for some poor kid who can barely look after himself.”

“It’s my job Elsa,” he replied his voice lowering to something far more intimate. Daryl’s eyes traced the line of her jaw, the soft slope of her lips. “I keep the peace. I make sure the bad guys suffer so places like this,” he gestured at the buildings around them, “stay safe.”

“And who keeps you safe?” she pressed walking forward until the front of her shirt nearly brushed against his badge. “Who looks after the keeper of the peace when it finally comes for him?”

The question hung between them the sheer weight of it pressing down on Daryl’s chest. He looked down at her slender fingers hovering over his arm for a long moment before his muscles responded before his brain flexing his arm so that his hand was pressed against her side.

Elsa’s fingers were tangled in his sleeve her touch sending a jolt of electricity up his arm. Daryl’s heart raced his pulse thundering in his ears at her proximity. He glanced at her fingers then up at her face finding her eyes wide with something between hunger and regret. His body responded to the want rolling off her in waves his muscles tightening as he unconsciously leaned into the touch. His fingers flexed flattening against her uniform shirt and holding her gaze steady. The tension crackled between them like lightning but neither moved to break the moment.

“I can take care of myself Elsa,” he murmured his eyes locked onto her lips before flicking back up to meet her gaze.

"No, you can't," she whispered her fingers tightening against his sleeve her other hand tracing small circles over his forearm. “And as long as I’m here on the south side, you won’t have to do it alone. Just promise me you won’t hold back when the time comes.”

Her fingers slipped from his sleeve leaving Daryl to once again marvel at the empty space between them. She met his eyes one last time giving him a long lingering look full of something fierce and possessive before turning back towards her truck. Daryl watched her climb behind the wheel, turn the engine over and pull away heading back towards the more welcoming streets of the south side. He was once again alone on the border the dust settling over his boots.

The real battle was far from over but at least for now the peace he’d fought for would be kept safe. He only hoped it lasted. 
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Chapter 2: The Forge on the South Side
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The Sanctuary of Iron and Grease

The rhythmic ring of the sledgehammer striking cold iron echoed through Turner’s Heavy Machinery Repair. Inside the building, the air was thick with the scent of evaporating diesel fuel, acrid gear grease, scorched iron, and the ozone bite of an electric welding torch. For Elsa Turner, this was a place of control in a world spinning out of it.

Elsa peered down at the heavy welding table, her face hidden behind a dark, pitted mask as she guided the leaping arc of the torch along the seam of a thick iron bar. A shower of brilliant orange sparks cascaded down to die on her split leather apron, lighting the dark workshop’s recesses with ghostly flashes. She was welding up reinforcement joints on a heavy steel security grate, one of six that Turner’s Heavy Machinery Repair had contracted to build for the shopkeepers along the southern edge of Main Street.

Elsa flicked off the torch’s power switch, its blue-white flame dying to a dull red as the workshop’s low-bay lights glowed amber in the sudden darkness. She pushed the welding mask up onto her forehead, her breath coming out in a slow, steady stream as she surveyed the room. At thirty-four, Elsa Turner had the beauty of a woman who’d never had to soften her edges to be taken seriously in a world that wasn’t built for women. Her skin was bronzed from working in the hothouse climate of the county, her cheekbones dusted with soot, and a streak of black grease marred her left cheek. Her eyes were a sharp hazel, intelligent and watchful, and they snapped to a sharp focus on the task at hand when she turned from the welding table.

She pulled off her heavy work gloves, revealing short, neatly trimmed nails and hands that were otherwise calloused from years of wrestling with stubborn engines and rusted chassis. Elsa exhaled sharply as she surveyed the room. Towering overhead, hydraulic jacks held a menagerie of agricultural tractors and commercial dump trucks in suspension, their skeletal remains looming like dinosaurs in the prime of their power. Along the grease-slicked concrete walls, rows of iron toolboxes were arranged in precise order, each one a carefully maintained extension of her father’s meticulous nature.

For generations, Turner’s Heavy Machinery Repair had been the county’s beating heart. If a rancher’s harvester had failed during the crucial harvest period or if a local trucker had stripped a gear on the long desert runs, they came to the Turners. But that was before the cartel’s enforcers had come to town and the county’s borders had turned to blood.

Elsa’s ribs constricted around a dull, sour ache as she looked out toward the front doors. She knew the town’s layout by heart, as did every other inhabitant of Mirage. State Highway 115 carved through the middle of the county like a jagged scar, and the Viper Syndicate’s enforcers had turned the northern region into a no-man’s land. The local police department had been all but decimated, leaving only Chief Daryl Willman to keep the peace along the county’s fringes.

Elsa always felt a frisson of conflicting emotions at the mention of Daryl’s name. He was a man who believed in systems and laws, in a better future built on the careful dismantling of the old guard. She was a woman who believed in high walls and heavier doors and making sure the right people knew when their trespassing would end in viscera. They were like celestial bodies in a binary system, bound together in an endless waltz of attraction and repulsion.

The Blueprint of Resistance

A sharp knock came at the side entrance, making Elsa’s fingers curl around the handle of the crescent wrench at her belt. In Mirage, one was always expected to have a weapon within easy reach. “Elsa, it’s Boyd,” called a gruff voice from the other side of the door. “I brought the others.”

She relaxed her grip on the wrench but didn’t lower it as she crossed the shop. With a grunt, she pushed the iron deadbolt open and drew the heavy door back to reveal Boyd, a weathered cattle rancher with a face like a tanned and wrinkled hide, standing in the doorway. He was followed by three other locals, all of them dressed in their everyday wear. The worried expressions on their faces were the same as they’d been the last five nights, and the look of barely restrained devotion in their eyes made Elsa’s throat tighten.

“Did you get the grates finished for Henderson?” Boyd asked, removing his Stetson and mopping the sweat from his brow with a grease-slickened handkerchief.

“Just finished up the welds on the reinforced joints,” Elsa replied, gesturing toward the stack of heavy iron grates leaning against the far wall. “Miguel can help you load them up in your truck before sundown, Mr. Henderson. They’re going to be heavy. Make sure you bolt them to the brickwork and not the wooden framing. If the syndicate tries to force their way in, they’ll end up pulling the whole building down on top of them.”

Mr. Henderson nodded, his gnarled hands tightening around the cold, black metal of one of the grates. “Thank you, Elsa. Truly. They broke into the pharmacy the other night across the highway. Cleaned out every cabinet. I couldn’t risk losing my inventory. If my store was gone, the families on this side of the street wouldn’t have had any provisions.”

“They won’t get inside, Mr. Henderson,” she said, her voice low and firm, all traces of humour gone. “I promise you that.”

She led the small group deeper into the shop, where a large workbench of greasy wood stood against one of the far walls. Resting atop it was a hand-drawn map of Mirage, pinned down by an assortment of heavy iron gears. State Highway 115 bisected the middle of the county in the centre of the map, with red marks outlining the northern region controlled by the Viper Syndicate. Blue lines had been drawn along the perimeter of the city, marking the defensive positions her watch had established.

“Let’s talk about the patrol routes for tonight,” Elsa said, studying the map as she leaned over it. Her auburn hair fell forward over her shoulders, some of the loose strands brushing against her neck as she tucked them behind her ear. Her expression was serious as she looked up at the others. “The storm last night cleared some of our markers, but it also means the syndicate is going to be testing our borders tonight. Boyd, you and your men from the south quadrant will be patrolling the area between the water tower and the abandoned granary. Make sure to keep your headlights off and use the modified radios. We’ll be using channel four.”

“What about the highway line?” asked Miguel, his dark eyes narrowing as he stared at the map. “The boys saw Javi Ramos and his men hanging around the gas station this afternoon. It got pretty ugly with one of the rookie deputies. We should have a double patrol watching the asphalt margin.”

Elsa’s heart gave a sudden, sharp stutter at the mention of the gas station, but she kept her expression carefully blank. She’d seen Daryl’s patrol earlier that day, his cruiser’s headlights cutting through the gathering dusk as he drew alongside the gas station. She’d nearly run Javi’s modified pickup over with her tow truck when she saw the gun hanging from the cartel enforcer’s belt. She’d watched Daryl’s back as he stood in front of the armed men, his spine rigid, his voice steady as he’d told them to leave.

“I want you to stay fifty yards back from the highway margin,” Elsa said finally, her gaze fixed on the blue lines marking the city’s perimeter. “If we have a patrol in plain sight along the highway, it’ll look like an offensive manoeuvre to the syndicate. Chief Willman is already doing his best to keep the peace, and I won’t have our watch provoking a border conflict. We’re here to protect our properties and our families. If the syndicate decides to cross the centreline, we’ll deal with them then. Until then, we keep our patrols on the defensive.”

“Willman is going to have his hands full trying to keep us all from turning each other’s throats,” muttered Boyd. “He’s a good man. A fair man. His father was a good sheriff, too. But this isn’t the same as the old days. These gangsters have guns, and they have city funds. Restraint is going to get that boy killed.”

“I know,” Elsa said quietly, her voice suddenly thick with emotion. Boyd gave her a sharp look, surprise warring with concern, but she quickly turned away from him, her fingers tightening around the workbench. “But until the law fails us entirely, we hold the line. Get the grates loaded up, gentlemen. Sunset is coming, and I want those storefronts secured before the streetlights come on.”

The Shadow in the Doorway

The others gave a few sharp nods, their expressions clearing as they turned toward the rear bay doors. Boyd and Miguel hefting the heavy steel grates as they carried them out into the waiting truck alongside Mr. Henderson. The dull thud of the metal being dumped onto the truck bed echoed through the empty shop as the last of the group left through the bay doors.

Elsa turned back toward the welding table, her fingers tightening around the handle of a heavy wire brush as she cleaned the slag off her tools. The shop was quiet apart from the low thrum of the air compressor, and she let out a slow breath as she surveyed the empty room. Her thoughts were still warring with themselves over the gas station incident when a long, dark shadow stretched across the floor of the workshop, cutting off the amber glow of the low-bay lights.

Elsa’s breath came out sharply as she turned toward the entrance, her free hand snapping back to the crescent wrench at her belt. She was on her feet and turning in a slow circle when she saw who’d entered the shop. Chief Daryl Willman stood in the centre of the large bay doors, his campaign hat removed and his dark hair damp with sweat. His uniform shirt was dirty, the small silver star on his chest catching the last light of the setting sun, and he looked as tired as she felt.

“You should have the back doors secured, Turner,” drawled Daryl, his voice like the growl of a large and unhappy animal. He was dressed in his standard issue utility pants and a dark, grease-streaked shirt, his strong hands clasped loosely in front of him. He looked as if he’d been standing there for some time, his broad shoulders set in a rigid stance that made the muscles in Elsa’s own arms tense.

She let out a sharp breath as she let go of the wrench, her lips twitching into a wry smile as she turned back to face him. “My doors are reinforced with three hundred pounds of steel and a neighbourhood watch that actually answers their calls, Chief,” she said lightly. “I don’t think you have to worry about me being safe around here.”

Daryl took a slow step forward into the shop, his utility boots clicking against the concrete floor. He stopped a few feet away from where she stood, his gray eyes narrowing as he took in the sight of the map pinned to her workbench. “I saw Boyd and Henderson leaving with a truckload of ironwork,” he said finally. “And I just heard about your patrol details from one of my deputies. You’re pushing your watch to the limit, Turner.”

“We’re just making sure our properties are protected, Chief,” she replied, her tone light but her posture stiffening. “With the law being so stretched thin, it’s up to us to make sure the South Side doesn’t wake up to find their throats slit.”

Daryl’s eyes flashed with something sharp and dangerous as he took another step closer. “Your watch patrols are skirting the edge of Highway 115,” he said, his voice low and edged with something like warning. “I told you last week that the road was a powder keg. Javi Ramos was looking for an excuse to open fire this afternoon at the gas station. If one of your rancher friends decides to shoot across the highway with a hunting rifle, the syndicate will bring forty men down on this town before the state even gets here.”

“So your plan is to sit back and let them cut our throats?” Elsa demanded, her heart hammering as she took a step forward to stand toe to toe with him. “You stood there today like a fool, Chief, and I watched you let Javi Ramos spit in your face. You have men with guns, but you don’t have any spine. They don’t respect you, and they certainly don’t respect your badge. The only thing that’s going to stop them is force!”

Sparks and Scars

“You think I don’t know that?” growled Daryl, his hands coming to rest on the edge of the workbench just behind her. He didn’t touch her, but the sheer force of his presence made her pulse quicken. “Do you think I want to play nice with the cartel’s soldiers? I’m trying to keep this town from becoming a graveyard, Elsa! If we start a war we can’t win, the South Side is going to die. Your father didn’t build this community so you could turn it into your personal killing ground!”

Elsa went very still at the mention of her father’s name, her fingers curling around the edge of the workbench. She looked up at Daryl, her gray eyes wide with something like shock, but the feeling vanished as quickly as it came. “Don’t you dare talk about my father,” she whispered, her voice shaking. “He died believing this town was safe. He believed in people like you. And now look at it. I am the one who has to reinforce our windows so old man Henderson can sleep at night. I am the one who has to watch you walk out to that highway every day and wonder if you’re going to come back in a pine box!”

The admission escaped before she could swallow it whole, raw and bleeding into the tense silence between them.

Daryl went rigid. The aggression melted from his features, leaving behind something deeper, something far more terrifying, as he studied her. His fingers, curled into fists around the workbench, trembled minutely. His gaze traced the length of her, taking in the soot on her cheek, the defiant set of her jaw, the fierce pride in her stance, the terrible love in her heart.

The ghosts of the past surged up around them, choking the room with the memories they both tried so hard to bury. They'd been seventeen once, reckless and untouched, lying in the bed of his old blue Chevette beneath a Texas summer sky, stealing kisses as they hid down the dry creek beds. They'd promised each other a life far away from Ocotillo County, somewhere the law wouldn't find them.

His father, the sheriff, had taken a bullet to the gut, and Daryl had stayed. Obligation had chained him to the city, to the badge, to the same blood that ran in his veins. Her father's sickness had claimed Elsa in another way, binding her to the repair shop and the iron will of the South Side. They'd drifted apart, badge and boots, their dreams crushed beneath the weight of their responsibilities, yet the pilot light of their youth still burned. Pressurized into something volatile, something dangerous, something that threatened to consume them whole every time they stood together in the same room.

Slowly, deliberately, Daryl eased his grip from the workbench until his right hand hovered over her cheek. His fingers hesitated, then skimmed across the smudge of grease on her skin, his touch impossibly light. His palm was calloused from years of hard work, his touch a deep pressure against her cheek, but there was something so achingly tender in the way he held her. Something that made her spine stiffen with a sudden, violent need.

Elsa shivered where he touched her, something molten and wanton rolling through her veins, stripping away the icy fortress of the past year. Her lashes fluttered down for a heartbeat, her head tilting into his touch of its own volition.

"I don't want to bury you either," Daryl's voice was a rough whisper, a sound that should have been meant only for her ears. "That's why I fight for the peace. Because if I lose this town, I don't know what else I'll lose." His hand dropped from her cheek. "It hurts to watch you go, Elsa."

The Tactical Divide

Elsa's eyes flew open, a strange, sharp light dancing across her hazel irises. She reached up, small fingers wrapping around his wrist, anchoring his hand against her cheek as if afraid he might leave. Beauty and danger, the two halves of a single coin, were captured between her calloused palm and the neat lines of his sheriff's uniform, bound together by a hunger that had burned for a thousand days.

"Then stop fighting me, Daryl,"

she breathed against his shoulder, pressing closer, her breastbone grazing his collarbone. "Work with me. Use the watch. We can build a wall they can't walk through, squeeze their supplies until they're begging for a deal." She shook her head. "Stop fooling yourself that the law will come for us when the state lines blink out."

Daryl exhaled sharply, his thumb sweeping across the high plane of her cheekbone, removing a fraction of the grease. He hated, hated that she was right about the state. Always hated that she could see through him, but his tactical mind clenched at the thought of organized defence. An illegal militia was not a viable option, not in the cold calculus of war.

"An organized militia is illegal, Elsa," he rumbled, his voice heavy with the weight of his office. "If the region finds out I'm supplying the watch while officially watching the gangs, they'll strip me of my authority and install a tactical occupation force. The state won't hesitate to turn this county into a warzone to root out the syndicate. They'll lock down the ranches, Elsa. The repair shops. They'll treat us all like criminals." He hated, hated, hated that he needed to shield her from that. "I do this to protect you."

Elsa's fingers curled against his wrist, muscles bunching in her forearm as she kept his hand captive. She didn't look away as she spoke, her voice a conspiratorial murmur that sent a shiver of something violent and sweet through his spine.

"Then we do it in secret," she said softly, her tone switching to something clipped and urgent. "No paper trails, no official documentation. You run the watch by their rules during the day, and you turn a blind eye to mine at night. I'll get my boys to watch the roads, cut off their scouts, and their fuel. Give you the intel on the convoys, the layout of the routes. We bleed them of supplies, make Ocotillo County too hot to hold."

Daryl stared at the ceiling, his throat tight. Her plan was reckless, treasonous, and would certainly get them both killed if the syndicate ever found out. But as he looked at her fierce, beautiful face, at the way she still glowed with that same stubborn fire, he knew it was the right thing to do. He'd built his life as a peacemaker, a guardian of order, but orders didn't survive in the chaos of Mirage anymore. He was the law here, in this city of shadows and secrets, but maybe it was time to bend it to his will.

"If we do this, Elsa," he said slowly, his gray eyes locking onto hers with a gravity that made her pulse stutter. "My word is law on the ground. If I say a patrol falls back, they fall back. No unauthorized patrols. No crossing 115 without my express permission. We keep the watch safe, not the gang. Do you understand, Elsa?"

A rush of something bright and victorious bloomed in her chest, the taste of victory already on her tongue. She wanted to laugh, wanted to whoop and stomp her heels against the floor, if only because he was willing to step over that invisible line with her. To do what needed to be done, no matter the cost. But instead, she gave him one of those breathtaking smiles, the one that made his heart stop, and let the victory roll quietly inside.

"Operational control is yours, Chief," she murmured, her fingers sliding up his wrist. "I can follow orders so long as the commander knows what he's doing."

The Undercurrent of Desire

The details were settled, the logistics carefully laid out, but the distance between them remained, an unspoken tension curling in the space between. It was colder in the shop now, with the setting sun, but the air between Daryl and Elsa seemed to positively shimmer with heat.

Daryl did not move away. His gaze darkened as he looked at her lips, swollen from the argument, parted as she drew short, shallow breaths. The tension between them, the weight of the confrontation at the gas station, the fatigue clinging to her shoulders like a second skin, all of it stripped away his careful restraint. He wanted her. He'd wanted her, for a thousand days, for a thousand sleepless nights in his empty house, for every hour he'd spent patrolling the desolate streets.

Elsa could feel it in his fingers as he gathered her to him, the shift of his pulse against her temple as he bent his head. Wanted her to want him. To take this, take them both, away from it all. From the




d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
" PEACEMAKER’ s,_
=W PRICE: =

g

HE _BATTLE FOR HEAR S"

NS - Seer A badge bound by duty.
ST ATETHT(E:V‘::V A heart sparked by rebellion

1158

0COTILL.
NEIGHBORHOGD
COALITION

' A HEART-POUNDING ENEMIES-TO-LOVERS
ROMANTIC SUSPENSE THRILLER

JAMES TRYGVE

%” Sz )






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





