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The Carrier air conditioning unit bolted into the aluminum window frame had the rattle of a dying engine. It fought a losing war against the New Mexico summer, coughing tepid, recycled breath across the faux-wood laminate of Eldridge Sample’s desk. The air smelled of stale Folgers, ozone from the overworked laser printer, and the metallic tang of gun oil.

Outside the tinted safety glass, Albuquerque baked under a white-hot anvil of a sky. The digital thermometer above the bank across Central Avenue flashed one hundred and five degrees. It was ten-fifteen in the morning.

Sample sat still in his ergonomic mesh chair, watching the heat waves distort the strip mall across the four-lane blacktop. The pavement turned liquid in the distance, reflecting the garish yellow signs of payday loan joints and title pawn shops in shivering, fractured mirages. A lifted Dodge Ram rolled past, its mud tires slapping the melting asphalt. Sample tracked it with his eyes, categorizing the tint on the windows, the suspension lift, the lack of a front plate, before dismissing it.

He wore a faded gray button-down, the sleeves rolled past his elbows, revealing forearms corded with muscle and mapped with pale, thin scars. His Sig Sauer P320 rested in a Kydex holster on his hip. It dug into his side, a constant, comforting pressure.

Across the room, Deputy Philip Vance worked his iPad. His thumbs hammered the glass screen. The sharp, rapid taps filled the spaces between the AC unit’s metallic wheezes. Philip wore a tactical polo, the creases from the plastic packaging still visible across his chest. He had the nervous, kinetic energy of a man who spent more time reading DOJ policy memos than walking asphalt.

“You’re wearing a hole in that screen,” Sample said. He did not turn his head from the window.

Philip stopped tapping. He let out a long breath, puffing his cheeks. He swiped a hand through his short-cropped hair. “D.C. wants a supplemental on the use-of-force report.”

“I gave them the primary.”

“The primary is four sentences long, Eldridge.” Philip looked at his tablet, his brow furrowing deep enough to hold water. “They kicked it back from the Civil Rights division. OPR is CC’d. They want a detailed breakdown of the escalating factors leading to the lethal engagement.”

Sample turned from the window. His eyes were the color of washed-out denim, set deep in a face cured by three decades of desert sun and bad choices. He picked up a paperclip from his desk and began scraping a speck of carbon off his thumbnail.

“Escalating factors,” Sample said. The words tasted like ash.

“The Van Buren kid,” Philip said. “They want to know if de-escalation protocols were initiated before you drew your weapon. They want to know the ambient lighting conditions. They want to know if the suspect communicated intent.”

“He was seventeen,” Sample said.

“And he shot a clerk in the neck over a drawer full of sequential twenties.”

“He did.” Sample flicked the paperclip onto the blotter. He stood. He was six foot two, possessing a lean, rangy build that hid the brutal economy of his movements. He walked to the water cooler, grabbed a paper cone, and hit the blue lever. The water was room temperature. He drank it anyway, crushing the cone and tossing it into the plastic bin.

“You tell D.C. this,” Sample said, leaning against the drywall. “Tell ‘em I knocked on the door of the motel room. Tell ‘em the Van Buren kid opened it. Tell ‘em he pulled a Glock nineteen with a scratched serial number from the waistband of his gym shorts. I pulled my Sig faster. I put two rounds in his center mass. End of report.”

Philip stared at him. He tapped the edge of the iPad against his knee. “I can’t send that to a deputy assistant attorney general. They’ll string us both up. They want a narrative. They want to understand the sequence of events.”

“The sequence was he tried to end my life, and I ended his instead.” Sample pushed off the wall. “You don’t need to paint a picture of it for men sitting in a marble building two thousand miles away. They want fiction. Write them a fiction. Tell them I asked him nicely to drop the gun while he was pointing it at my face.”

“Eldridge, it’s a process.”

“It’s paper. It’s paper designed to make people who have never smelled a gunshot wound feel good about their paychecks.”

Philip opened his mouth to argue, but the heavy glass door of the field office slammed against its pneumatic stopper.

The blast of exterior heat hit the room first, thick and suffocating, followed instantly by the smell. It was a vicious, chemical odor. Melted nylon, scorched timber, vaporized copper, and the distinct, coppery stench of drying blood.

The man in the doorway stood clutching the aluminum frame. He wore tactical cargo pants and a long-sleeve hiking shirt, but the shirt was fused to his left shoulder in a mass of melted synthetic fibers and blistered skin. His face was a mask of soot, streaked with fresh tracks of sweat and tears. His eyes were wide, showing too much white, darting around the sterile office like a trapped animal calculating a desperate exit.

Philip dropped the iPad. It hit the carpeted floor with a muffled thud. He stood, his hand dropping instinctively to the retention hood of his holster. “Hey. Freeze right there. Show me your hands.”

Sample crossed the room in three strides. He did not touch his weapon. He looked at the man’s eyes, saw the profound shock, saw the utter absence of aggression. This man wasn’t a threat. This man was prey.

“Back off, Philip,” Sample said. He reached the man, grabbing him by the uninjured right arm. The muscle beneath the fabric jumped and twitched like a severed wire.

“Lock the door,” Sample told Philip.

Philip hesitated, then moved, twisting the deadbolt and dropping the security blinds over the glass. The office plunged into a dim, amber gloom.

Sample guided the man to the interrogation chair bolted to the floor near the holding cell. The man collapsed into the molded plastic, his head rolling back against the cinderblock wall. He dragged air into his lungs in ragged, tearing gasps.

“Name,” Sample said.

The man stared at the acoustic tiles on the ceiling. His lips were cracked, bleeding from the corners. “Evans.” The word was a dry scrape. “Aaron Evans.”

Sample went to the cooler, grabbed another cone, filled it, and brought it back. He held it to Evans’s mouth. “Drink.”

Evans lunged for the water, his hands shaking so violently he crushed the paper cone, spilling half the water down his soot-stained chin. He choked, coughed a fine mist of black phlegm, and sagged back.

“You need an ambulance,” Philip said, hovering behind Sample. “I’m calling EMTs. That burn on his shoulder is third-degree.”

“No radios,” Evans croaked. He grabbed Sample’s wrist. His grip had a terrifying, hysterical strength. “No sirens. They monitor the bands. They have scanners. You call a bus, they’ll hit the bus.”

Sample peeled Evans’s fingers off his wrist, establishing dominance without inflicting pain. “Who has scanners, Aaron?”

“The trucks.” Evans squeezed his eyes shut. A fresh tear cut a clean line through the black soot on his cheek. “The black trucks.”

Sample pulled up a rolling stool and sat. He put his face level with Evans. He kept his voice flat, devoid of empathy, devoid of judgment. Just the structure of an interrogation. “Start at the beginning. Where were you?”

“The Miller compound.” Evans swallowed hard. “Up off Route Nine. The badlands. Edge of the Navajo Nation.”

Philip frowned. “Miller? The legal grow operation? The one the DEA has been surveilling for three months?”

“It ain’t a grow op anymore,” Evans said. He opened his eyes. They locked onto Sample. “It’s an ash heap. It’s gone.”

“Tell me,” Sample said.

Evans gripped the plastic armrests of the chair. “I’m a contractor. Solar arrays. Off-grid battery banks. Jed Miller hired me to upgrade the inverters for his climate control systems. He pays cash. Lots of cash in a floor safe. I was out back, running conduit trench behind the main processing barn.”

Evans stopped. He looked at his shaking hands.

“Keep going,” Sample said.

“I heard the engines. Not local traffic. High output. Big blocks. Three lifted trucks rolled up the main dirt grade. No dust clouds. They crept in slow. Tactical.” Evans took a shuddering breath. “I stayed in the trench. I peered over the dirt mound. Three trucks. Eight men.”

“Cartel?” Philip asked.

“No.” Evans shook his head violently. “Cartel guys are loud. They yell. They want you to know who they are. These guys… they didn’t say a word. It was a machine. Moving parts. Suppressed weapons. Short-barreled rifles. Plate carriers. They swept the perimeter in two-man elements.”

Sample leaned forward. The AC unit rattled, spitting its useless air. “Who was leading them?”

“A guy in a matte-black Ford Raptor. No plates. Dark tint. He parked in the center of the compound. Didn’t even cut the engine. He just sat there, watching the other seven work.”

“Work,” Sample repeated.

“They breached the main house,” Evans said. His voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. “Jed came out the front door holding a registered shotgun. He didn’t even rack it. A skinny guy with a Benelli blew his chest out. Just like that. Center mass. Jed fell back onto the porch.”

Philip turned away, pressing his palm against the wall.

“Jed’s wife,” Evans continued, the words spilling out in a rush of pure trauma. “Sarah. She started screaming from the kitchen window. The men… they didn’t run. They just walked into the house. I heard her screaming. I heard the kids.”

Evans stopped. The silence in the office stretched, tight and dangerous.

“What did you do, Aaron?” Sample asked.

“I put my face in the dirt,” Evans whispered. The shame radiating from him had a physical weight. “I smelled the wet earth. I covered my ears. I laid in the trench while they tore the house apart. I heard the cutting torch on the floor safe. I heard the gunshots inside. Muffled. Suppressed. Pop. Pop. Pop.”

“How did you get the burn?” Sample pointed at the fused nylon on his shoulder.

“They brought out jerricans. High-octane fuel. They doused the barn, the house, the processing sheds. The skinny guy with the shotgun threw a road flare. The whole compound went up. A fireball. The heat wave hit the trench. It melted my shirt right to my skin.”

“And the crew?”

“They got back in the trucks. Loaded the cash bags into the Raptor. They drove right past the trench. I saw the driver.”

Sample’s eyes narrowed. “Give me the driver.”

“Big guy,” Evans said. “Built like a brick wall. Face like dried clay. No expression. The whole place is burning, bodies on the porch, and he’s lighting a cigar. He just looked at the fire, smiled, and keyed his radio. He drove north. Deeper into the reservation.”

Evans leaned forward, the hysterical energy draining out of him, leaving a hollow, broken shell. “I crawled out a mile down the wash. I got to my work truck hidden in the arroyo. I drove straight here. I didn’t stop. I didn’t call.”

Sample stood. He looked at Philip. Philip’s face was the color of old chalk.

“Call the EMTs,” Sample said. “Tell them we have a walk-in burn victim. No sirens. Keep it quiet.”

“Eldridge.” Philip’s voice shook. “Eight men. Paramilitary gear. Suppressed weapons. Hitting a cash-heavy legal weed operation on the edge of tribal land. This is an FBI nightmare. We have to kick this up to the Joint Terrorism Task Force. We have to call the Chief.”

“The Chief will call a meeting,” Sample said. He walked to his desk. He reached under the laminate top and pulled a locked steel lockbox from the mounting bracket. He punched a four-digit code into the keypad. The lid sprang open.

Inside rested three spare magazines for the Sig, a tourniquet, and a box of high-velocity hollow-point ammunition.

“The Chief will schedule a conference call with the Bureau,” Sample continued, ejecting the magazine from his pistol, checking the top round, and slapping it back into the magwell. “The Bureau will spend three days analyzing satellite telemetry and arguing with Tribal Police over jurisdiction.”

“It’s the procedure,” Philip pleaded. “We follow the procedure.”

“They burned a family alive, Philip. They took the cash and they drove north into empty country.” Sample grabbed the spare magazines and shoved them into his belt pouches. He grabbed the trauma kit. “They’re not waiting for a conference call.”

Sample walked to the door. He paused, his hand on the deadbolt. He looked back at the rookie, then at the broken man slumped in the interrogation chair. The heat outside waited for him, heavy and silent.

“You write that use-of-force report,” Sample said. “Take your time. Make the prose sing.”

He threw the deadbolt, pushed through the heavy glass, and walked out into the blinding white furnace of the New Mexico sun.
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State Route 371 cut through the San Juan Basin like a dull gray ribbon laid across a rusted anvil. The mid-day sun hammered the asphalt, baking the oil out of the aggregate, creating a shivering, liquid mirage a half-mile ahead. Nothing moved in the brutal geometry of the badlands except a column of three lifted trucks eating up the miles.

The lead vehicle, a Ford Raptor wrapped in matte-black vinyl, absorbed the sunlight and reflected nothing. It rode on thirty-five-inch mud-terrain tires that chewed the highway with a monotonous, vibrating hum.

Inside the Raptor’s cab, the climate control roared. The air rushing from the vents had an artificial, frigid edge, but it failed to mask the smell. The cab reeked of adrenaline, sour sweat, and the heavy, undeniable stench of woodsmoke and vaporized copper.

Canyon Jack Tate drove. He did not grip the leather-wrapped steering wheel; he commanded it, resting thick, calloused hands at the ten and two positions. Jack wore a tan tactical shirt, the sleeves pushed up to reveal forearms thick as fence posts. A pair of polarized Oakley sunglasses hid his eyes. His face resembled a slab of dried river clay, devoid of moisture, devoid of expression.

He drove a steady eighty-five miles per hour. The needle on the tachometer held absolute still.

Andrew sat in the passenger seat. He wore a damp polo shirt that clung to his ribs. Despite the blasting AC, a bead of sweat tracked down his temple, cutting a pale line through a smudge of black soot on his cheek. Andrew’s right knee bounced. A relentless, rhythmic twitch. His fingers picked at a frayed seam on his denim jeans.

“Stop doing that,” Jack said. The voice emerged low, a rumble of gravel lacking any inflection.

Andrew froze. His knee stopped bouncing. He looked at his hands, then out the side window at the endless expanse of scrub brush and cracked earth. “Doing what?”

“Vibrating. You’re shaking the center console.”

Andrew swallowed. He reached out and adjusted the plastic louvers of the air vent, aiming the freezing air directly at his face. “Just processing. It went fast. Back there. Faster than we briefed.”

“It went exactly how it was supposed to go,” Jack said. He checked the rearview mirror. Two hundred yards back, a primer-gray Toyota Tacoma held position. Behind that, a dark blue Chevy Silverado. Spaced perfect. Tactical intervals.

In the backseat of the Raptor, Peter shifted. The movement produced the synthetic scratch of Cordura nylon. Peter wore a minimalist plate carrier over a stained black t-shirt. He held a customized Benelli M4 tactical shotgun across his thighs. The weapon’s barrel remained warm to the touch.

Peter leaned forward, thrusting his head between the front seats. His pupils dilated to the size of dimes. He chewed on the inside of his cheek, a frantic, grinding motion.

“Smells like burnt pork,” Peter said. A jagged laugh escaped his throat. “You smell it, Andrew? The pork?”

Andrew flinched away from the center console. “Back off, Pete. Point that muzzle at the floorboard.”

“Safety’s on, corporate.” Peter tapped the trigger guard with a dirty fingernail. “It’s a machine. It does what I tell it. Just like Jed Miller. I told him to drop the scattergun. He didn’t listen. So I made him a convertible.”

“Shut up,” Jack said.

Peter shrank back into the leather seats. The manic energy remained, trapped beneath his skin, but he clamped his jaw shut. You did not push Canyon Jack Tate.

Andrew cleared his throat. He stared through the windshield at the wavering horizon. “Jack. The smoke. You could see that column from thirty miles out. The fire department is rolling. State police. DEA probably had a drone up.”

“Let them roll,” Jack said.

“We got the cash.” Andrew gestured toward the three olive-drab canvas duffel bags crammed into the footwells of the backseat. The bags smelled of scorched canvas. “It’s heavy. We got what we came for. We hit the interstate, point it south. Nogales. We cross the border tonight. We’re drinking tequila by breakfast.”

Jack did not look at Andrew. He watched the road. “Nogales is a choke point. Every badge from Albuquerque to Tucson is looking for a convoy heading to the border.”

“We swap the plates.”

“Plates don’t hide three tactical rigs smelling like a barbecue.” Jack tapped his thumb against the steering wheel. “We don’t run south. Everyone runs south. Law enforcement plans for south. We push deeper into the void.”

Andrew shifted his weight. The leather seat squeaked. “The reservation? It’s empty, Jack. There’s nowhere to hide.”

“Empty is the hiding place,” Jack said. “Navajo Nation covers twenty-seven thousand square miles. Tribal police have maybe two hundred officers. They patrol the paved roads. They respond to domestic calls and drunks. They don’t have the assets to track a ghost convoy through the badlands. Feds need warrants and inter-agency sign-offs to wipe their own asses out here.”

“My truck,” Andrew said, his voice tightening. “The Tacoma. The front-left tire has a slow leak. I caught a nail outside Albuquerque. It needs a patch. It needs pavement.”

“Your truck will survive,” Jack said. “Or it won’t. The mission dictates the gear. The gear doesn’t dictate the mission.”

A green highway sign blurred past: Bisti/De-Na-Zin Wilderness - 40 Miles.

Jack eased his foot off the accelerator. He signaled right. There was no road, just a break in the barbed-wire fencing and a pair of ruts carved into the hardpan dirt. The Raptor left the asphalt. The transition from smooth highway to washboard dirt rattled the truck’s frame. Dust billowed out from the rear tires in a massive, choking cloud.

Jack brought the truck to a halt near a dry wash surrounded by towering sandstone hoodoos. The rock formations resembled melted wax statues, casting long, purple shadows across the cracked earth.

Jack keyed the VHF radio clipped to his sun visor. “Rally up. Ten minutes. Check the loads.”

The radio crackled. “Copy lead,” Thaddeus’s voice replied, calm and static-laced.

The Tacoma and the Silverado pulled off the highway, disappearing into the dust cloud left by the Raptor. They parked in a loose triangle, the engines idling, the exhausts ticking in the brutal heat.

Jack popped his door. The heat hit the cab like a physical blow. It sucked the moisture from the air, instantly drying the sweat on Andrew’s face.

Jack stepped out. His boots crunched on the baked soil. He walked to the rear door, opened it, and hauled one of the heavy olive-drab duffels onto the dry dirt. He unzipped the heavy brass zipper.

Stacks of bundled currency filled the bag. Used twenties, fifties, hundreds. Rubber bands holding thick bricks of dirty money. The edges of some bills carried brown scorch marks.

The other men emerged from their trucks. They moved with the stiff, rolling gait of men coming down from an adrenaline dump.

Thaddeus walked over from the Tacoma. He wore a faded flannel shirt over a t-shirt, a quiet man with a graying beard and eyes that missed nothing. Bartholomew, the youngest of the crew, trailed behind him. The kid looked pale, his eyes fixed on the canvas bag at Jack’s feet.

From the Silverado, Simon, James, and John piled out. Simon stretched his back, the joint popping loud in the dry air. He spat a stream of chewing tobacco into the dust. The liquid rolled into a tight ball coated in dirt.

“Hotter than hell’s kitchen out here, Jack,” John said, wiping his brow with a greasy rag. “AC in the Chevy is blowing warm. We need a stop. A real stop. Ice. Beer.”

Jack looked at John. The silence stretched. John’s smile faltered, the gap in his front teeth showing. He stuffed the rag into his back pocket.

“We stop when I dictate,” Jack said. He kicked the duffel bag. “Miller had a quarter-million in the floor safe. We split it three ways. One share for me. One share for the operations fund. One share divided among the seven of you.”

“Math works,” Simon grunted. “Easy money.”

“The easiest,” Jack said. He reached into his tactical shirt and pulled out a topographic map, unfolding it across the Raptor’s hot hood. “Miller was the warmup. A soft target full of cash. But the fire makes noise. Noise draws uniforms.”

Jack placed a thick finger on the map, pointing to a blank space devoid of roads.

“There are three more off-grid cash businesses between here and the border,” Jack said. “A credit union operating out of a double-wide in Clarity. A rogue scrap-metal yard moving copper. A private waystation on the old freight line. They sit outside federal jurisdiction. They sit outside tribal interest. They rely on isolation for security.”

Andrew stepped up to the hood. He looked at the map, then at the endless expanse of baking rock surrounding them. “Jack
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