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Dedication

For the missing children of New Mexico—and for the families who wait in hope. God has not forgotten them. God has not forgotten you. 

(cf. Isaiah 49:15–16)

To Aunt Becky—thank you for the laughter, the encouragement, and for always being that steady rock.

To my children—Joel, Rebecca, and Anya—may you always stand at the crossroads and look; ask for the ancient paths, where the good way is, and walk in it, there you will find rest for your soul. —Jeremiah 6:16

To the men and women who serve in uniform: military and law enforcement—your sacrifice humbles me. This story is offered in gratitude.

And especially to my wife, Maryann—you complete me. My trusted partner in every way.

Epigraph

Genesis 6:1-5

When human beings began to increase in number on the earth and daughters were born to them, the sons of God saw that the daughters of humans were beautiful, and they married any of them they chose. Then the Lord said, "My Spirit will not contend with humans forever, for they are mortal; their days will be a hundred and twenty years." The Nephilim were on the earth in those days—and also afterward—when the sons of God went to the daughters of humans and had children by them. They were the heroes of old, men of renown. The Lord saw how great the wickedness of the human race had become on the earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of the human heart was only evil all the time. 
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Chapter 1: Ghost in Room 312
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Santa Fe, New Mexico – Monday, June 2, 9:00 am

It was early June, and by 9:00 am, the heat had already settled in­­—dry, heavy, and merciless. The kind of heat that clung to your skin and bleached the color out of the adobe walls. 

Detective Alejandro Hernandez tugged at his collar. Sweat had already gathered at the base of his neck, and his patience was running just as thin.

He was tired. Bone-tired. Next week was time off, to Padre Island, something he’d promised to Isabella months ago. A family trip, he’d called it. 

Now it loomed like a sentence: sand, sunscreen, teenage moods, and no murder cases.

He would’ve preferred the quiet drift of a fishing line.

By the time he rolled into the Santa Fe State Police headquarters, his desk was in its usual state of disarray: an avalanche of case files, coffee cups in various stages of abandonment, and a stack of ignored paperwork he had promised himself he’d get to a week ago. The room smelled faintly of old takeout and sweaty detectives.

The phone rang, disrupting the office's cluttered silence. Hernandez grumbled and fished it from beneath a stack of reports. "Hernandez."

"Morning, boss. You alive?" came the familiar voice of Detective Sergeant Miguel Alvarez.

"Barely," Hernandez muttered, rubbing his face. "Teenagers on summer break, and vacations around the corner. Need I say more?"

Alvarez chuckled. "Sounds rough. But hey, look on the bright side—you get to start your day with me."

Hernandez sighed. "If this call isn’t about you bringing me breakfast, hang up."

"No breakfast. But I got coffee—and a body. La Fonda, Room 312."

Hernandez straightened, his interest piqued despite himself. "Who?"

"No ID. No wallet. No nothing. Just a body."

He exhaled slowly. "And you waited this long to tell me? I’ll be there in ten. Bring coffee."

By the time he arrived, the historic La Fonda Hotel was already awash with uniformed officers and crime scene techs. CSI moved with practiced efficiency—snapping photos, chasing answers left behind in silence. Alvarez stood outside, waiting, holding a large coffee cup out like an offering.

"You're a good man," Hernandez muttered, accepting the coffee like a lifeline. He took a long sip, surveying the action. 

Alvarez grinned. “You say that now. Wait till you see the room.”

Hernandez sipped again, slower. “Alright. What am I walking into?”

Alvarez’s tone shifted, the humor dropping away. “Victim took two to the chest, one to the head. Close range. .40 caliber, most likely. We pulled a round from the wall—a clean pass-through.”

He hesitated for a moment. “The room’s been—wiped. Door handles, surfaces. Intentional. But there’s more—”

Hernandez glanced sideways. “You saving the good stuff?”

“Two suitcases,” Alvarez said. “High-end metal jobbies. Secure latches. Combination locks. Both wide open and both empty.”

Hernandez let out a low whistle. "That’s not random."

Alvarez rubbed the back of his neck. "Robbery? Drugs? Bribe gone bad?"

Hernandez looked at him. "What do you think?"

Alvarez hesitated. "Honestly? I don’t know. First time seeing something like this."

Hernandez gave him a grim smile. "It doesn’t get easier."

Alvarez shifted his weight, eyes drifting back toward the open doorway. “No sign of a struggle. No blood but his. Nothing out of place.”

He reached up, almost absently, and touched the cross beneath his shirt—just for a second. He rubbed his forehead, trying to puzzle it out “...But something happened here. The way he fell... he was facing the shooter...not a surprise. Feels like they spoke. And then— just like that it ended.”

La Fonda’s best rooms were meant to impress. Room 312 had one of the best views in the city. The floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the Plaza, the distant Sangre de Cristo Mountains rolling along the horizon. The decor was classic Santa Fe: hand-carved wooden furniture, colorful woven textiles, and kiva fireplaces that made the rooms feel cozy even in the summer. A place designed for comfort, privacy, and high-end guests who expect discretion.

Inside, the room was unnaturally quiet. It smelled faintly of blood and chemicals. The body— a man in his forties, maybe fifties— lay slumped near the foot of the bed, arms awkward, head turned just enough to make the angle feel wrong.

A woman crouched nearby. Early forties, lean build, dark ponytail, sharp eyes behind square frames. Her navy field jacket bore the stitched badge: C. Ruiz – Crime Scene Unit. She glanced up at Hernandez.

“Thought you’d show sooner,” she said. “Scene’s clean, maybe too clean.”

Hernandez nodded. “Carla.”

He stepped to her side without another word. Alvarez hovered at the doorway, unsure whether to approach.

“Time of death?” Hernandez asked, already scanning the bed, the nightstand, the floor.

Carla straightened. “2:00 to 4:00 am, based on temp and fixed lividity. He hasn’t been moved. No defensive wounds. Close-range shots in a tight grouping.”

She gestured toward a taped-off section of wall. “We pulled one round from there. Passed clean through.”

Hernandez’s eyes moved back to the body. “They took their time.”

Carla’s mouth twitched. “Plenty of it. Room’s been cleaned with intent. Whoever did this knew what mattered.”

From the doorway, Alvarez cleared his throat. “No ID on the body. No wallet, no phone. No personal effects.”

Carla didn’t look up right away. She sealed the evidence bag in her hands, then gave him a sidelong glance - one brow arched, just enough.

“Appreciate the update,” she said, dry as dust. “We’ve been here a while.”

Then she turned back to her kit, letting the silence do the rest.

He stiffened slightly, but she was already looking away.

“No hallway cams,” Alvarez added, recovering. “Hotel’s big on guest privacy. But we pulled the door log—someone entered at 1:50 am and again at 2:17.”

“That’s not a smash-and-grab,” Hernandez said. “That’s a meeting.”

He turned toward Alvarez. “Get an interview room ready. I want the front desk and housekeeping pulled in. Anyone with access to this floor.”

Hernandez took one last look around the room.

—————-
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LA FONDA CONFERENCE Room - June 2, 10:18 am

The conference room at La Fonda carried the scent of old wood, leather, and the faintest trace of piñon smoke from the kiva fireplace, long since burned out. The modern air-conditioning stirred the lingering aroma of fresh coffee, which sat untouched in white ceramic cups on the table. The thick adobe walls were cool against the rising heat outside. The place had an air of quiet formality, but the events this morning had settled over them all.

Hernandez sat at the head of the table, absently tapping his pen against the worn wood. Alvarez sat to his right, hunched over his notepad, pen gripped too tightly.

"Relax," Hernandez muttered. "It’s an interview, not a trial. Just the key points."

Angela Moreno perched at the edge of her seat, fingers twisting in her lap. She was young, tidy, and looked like she regretted clocking in.

"Tell us about the guest in room 312?" Hernandez asked gently.

She nodded. "Nathaniel Ellison. Checked in around six. Same room as always. Last time was April."

Alvarez froze, pen hovering midair like she’d just cracked the case wide open. Hernandez sighed. "Write it down, rookie."

"Did he seem different?"

Angela bit her lip. "Polite. Friendly. But... I don’t know. Like someone trying not to be noticed."

"Luggage?"

"Just a backpack. And those metal cases he always carried, two this time. He wouldn’t let the bellhop touch them."

"Checked in alone?"

She nodded. "Always."

They dismissed her. José Ibarra stepped in next, wiping his hands on a black apron. His silver-streaked hair and stiff posture gave him the look of a man who took pride in small details.

"You served him last night?" Hernandez asked.

Ibarra nodded. “Si...Enchiladas, green chile. Una margarita. He ate slow.”

“Anyone with him?” Hernandez asked.

“No, solo. Kept lookin’ at the door like he was waiting for someone.”

Alvarez leaned in. “Something off?”

“Quiet. Too quiet. I know him from before, he’s always polite, low voice. But last night...” He shook his head. “No habló, no sonrió. I offered him dessert—flan, tres leches—he just smiled past me.”

He wiped his hands on a towel, then proudly added, “Left a hundred under the plate.”

Alvarez raised an eyebrow. “Big tip for enchiladas.”

Ibarra shrugged. “¿Y qué? Tengo cinco chamacos en casa. (So what? I’ve got five kids at home.) “Hundred bucks is hundred bucks.” 

He gave a half-smile. “Dios aprieta, pero no ahorca.” (God squeezes, but He doesn’t strangle.)

Their final witness, Victor Reyes, slid into the chair like it was his own boardroom. Crisp cuffs, polished watch, the confidence of someone used to being listened to.

"You know Ellison?" Hernandez asked.

"Regular customer. Knew what he liked. Paid in cash. Never wanted a receipt."

"Did he stop in last night?"

Reyes shook his head. "That’s what’s strange. He never checked out without buying something."

"What kind of pieces?"

"Small. Valuable. Pueblo, Zuni, Navajo work. He’d bring a hard case, like military style. Asked me to pack the items myself."

"Ever say who they were for?"

"Just said he worked with... sensitive clients. Government. D.C. maybe."

"Any cards, names?"

Reyes smiled, slow and sharp. "He didn’t leave trails."

Silence settled like a curtain.

Hernandez tapped his fingers against the table once. "No bags. No receipts. And these two empty cases."

Alvarez closed his notebook. "And a man who knew how to disappear—until someone made sure he did."

Hernandez stood. "He came here carrying something important. Or trying to leave it behind."

He turned toward the hallway. "Either way, somebody didn’t want him walking out."

The detectives made one final stop at Room 312 before heading to headquarters. The crime scene technicians were wrapping up—evidence bags sealed, gloves peeled off, zipper cases closing with soft finality. The body was gone.

Hernandez stepped into the room, silent and steady. Alvarez followed a beat later, fingers brushing his chest in a half-formed cross before he snapped on a pair of latex gloves.

Across the room, Carla looked up from her evidence kit. Her gaze landed on the gloves, then rose slowly to his face. She gave him a once-over and half a smirk.

“Scene’s cold, Padre.” she said with the easy bite of someone who’d seen all too many crime scenes and more than a few wide-eyed rookies.

Alvarez gave a tight smile. “Respect for the dead.”

Carla just shook her head and went back to sealing a final evidence bag, muttering something about rookies and rituals.

Hernandez moved through the space like he’d seen it a hundred times before—bed turned down but untouched, the pillow still crisp. At the foot, two hard-shell suitcases sat open—empty and hollow.

Hernandez crouched beside them, running his fingers slowly over the locking mechanisms. The latches were heavy, precision-machined—military grade. Not standard issue. Not cheap.

“Whatever was in these,” he murmured, more to himself than to Alvarez, “probably got him killed.”

He studied them a moment longer, then stood and moved on.

Alvarez lingered near the closet. “Backpack’s still here. Change of clothes, toiletries. Looks like someone went through it.”

“Phone?”

“Gone. He had it at dinner, but it’s not here now.”

From behind him, Carla stepped over and handed him a small evidence bag. “Almost forgot. This was in his sock. Left side. Folded tight.”

Alvarez raised his eyebrows, took it gently. “Thank you.”

He unzipped the seal and slid out the paper. It was creased, soft from friction and sweat—a child’s drawing.

The kind you’d expect on a refrigerator, not in a murder scene.

At first glance, it was simple: a boxy room, six stick figures. One lay flat. Another stood off to the side with red crayon slashed down both arms. Around them were taller figures in white coats - no faces, just featureless ovals and long arms that bent the wrong way.

And behind it all, nearly filling the back wall, a looming figure in black. Arms stretched wide, head a scribbled knot. Its body darkened with layer after layer of pressure. Two eyes had been left uncolored. They were just blank holes in the void.

In the corner, where a child might have drawn a sun, there was only a tight spiral. Black. Repeated until the crayon tore the paper.

Alvarez stared at it.

There was something... off. Something strange—disturbing.

Hernandez stepped beside him and looked over his shoulder.

He gave it a short, quiet huff. “Log it,” he said. “Probably just his kids or something.”

Then he turned away, already moving toward the hallway.

Alvarez didn’t follow immediately. He kept staring at the paper and mumbled to himself, “This doesn’t look like love from home.” He resealed the bag, careful with the edges.

Carla caught his expression as she passed. “Creeps me out too.”

Alvarez nodded once but didn’t speak.

They left Room 312 in silence, the door clicking shut behind them.

In the stairwell, their footsteps echoed until Hernandez muttered, “Garage.”

Alvarez looked over. “Why?”

Hernandez pulled a sticky note from his pocket and held it up. “Ellison’s plate. Angela, from the front desk gave it to me.”

“You think his car’s still here?” Alvarez asked as they descended the last flight of stairs.

Hernandez didn’t answer. He just kept walking.

The garage opened up around them—cool concrete, buzzing fluorescents, and the scent of old motor oil settled into the floor. Rows of empty spaces stretched into shadows. Only one vehicle stood out: a black Suburban, tucked into the far corner like it didn’t want to be found. Tinted windows. Dust along the bumper. Rental tag glinting faintly on the dash.

Hernandez slowed, eyes narrowing.

Alvarez moved quickly toward it. “I’ll pop the driver’s side—”

Chirp.

He froze mid-step as the Suburban’s lights blinked once.

Hernandez slipped the key fob back into his pocket without comment, tugging on a fresh pair of gloves.

“Gloves,” he said, flat.

Alvarez blinked, then looked down at his empty hands. “Didn’t we just—?” He grumbled and pulled on a new pair. Slower this time. Less flair.

They approached the vehicle together, footsteps echoing softly across the concrete. Alvarez angled toward the passenger side, eyes scanning the darkened glass. His hand lifted instinctively toward the handle...

“Don’t.” Hernandez’s voice was quiet, almost casual. As he rounded the front of the Suburban, he reached out and gently pushed Alvarez’s hand down with the back of his own.

Alvarez blinked. “Right.”

They both stepped back a pace. Hernandez crouched beside the driver’s side—not touching, just observing. His eyes moved along the door seam, the frame, the untouched dust on the handle.

“No signs of tampering,” Hernandez said, stepping back from the Suburban.

Footsteps echoed on the ramp.

Carla emerged, eyes scanning the scene like she was checking a familiar equation. Two techs followed close behind, pushing gear cases that rattled softly over the concrete.

She didn’t stop walking. “Tell me you didn’t crack it open.”

“I didn’t,” Hernandez said, deadpan. “Used the fob you gave me. Just wanted to see if it was still here.”

Carla gave him a satisfied glance, the kind exchanged between two people who knew where the lines were and when not to cross them.

Her gaze shifted to Alvarez, who stood a little too straight near the passenger side.

“And you,” she said, with just the faintest smile, “haven’t smudged anything—yet.”

Alvarez opened his mouth, then thought better of it. He nodded once.

Carla smirked and nodded to one of her techs. “Run the exterior. Let’s get into the console.”

Hernandez didn’t move. He stood back in the shadows, watching them work. Quiet. Letting the scene breathe.

Alvarez, meanwhile, hovered behind the tech at the console, clearly itching to be useful.

“Factory nav system,” he said. “Should still have route data. Want me to pull—?”

“No,” Carla said, amused. “I want you to not elbow my tech in the face.”

Alvarez gave her a sheepish smile and stepped aside—but not far.

The screen flickered, then lit up—soft blue lines curling across the map, one thread stretching north like a trail of breadcrumbs.

Alvarez leaned in, shoulders tense, eyes following the path. It ended near the Colorado border. A blinking pin pulsed faintly on the edge of the map.

He stared at it for a long second. Then: “Dulce.” His voice wasn’t loud. Almost thoughtful.

Carla leaned in, tapped the screen to log the coordinates, then stepped back without comment. Behind them, a tech handed Hernandez the rental agreement. He flipped it open with one hand, skimming.

“Santa Fe Airport,” he said. “Picked it up yesterday. Mileage reads three-forty.”
He closed the folder with a quiet snap. “Round trip, more or less.”
Alvarez was still looking at the map. He didn’t move.

“I know Dulce,” he said finally. “I’ve spent some time on the res there.” He exhaled through his nose. “Small town. Isolated. No reason someone like this guy would end up there—not without a purpose.”

Hernandez stepped closer, glancing at the screen. “What kind of purpose?”

Alvarez shook his head. “That’s the thing—I can’t see one...Not for him.”

No one spoke for a moment. They just stood there, staring at the glowing pin hovering over a quiet corner of the state—nothing marked, no details offered. Just a name. A place. And a silence that didn’t sit right with any of them.
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Chapter 2: Dead Drop in the Desert
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Santa Fe, New Mexico - June 2, 11:14 am

They stepped out of the hotel into the late-morning heat. The sun hammered down on the pavement, turning shadows into smudges. The drive back to headquarters stayed quiet—until Hernandez’s phone rang.

He glanced at the caller ID, sighed, and answered. “Hey, Isa... what's up?”

“Alejandro.” Isabella’s voice had that edge. It was tight and already tired. “Where are you? Please tell me you’re not on a case.”

He hesitated. “I was just... grabbing lunch with Alvarez.”

There was a beat of silence, then a sharp snort. “Alejandro, don’t insult me. You don’t ‘grab lunch’—you inhale something from a gas station and call it a meal. Where are you?”

He winced. “I’m... out.”

“Mmhmm. Out where?”

Alvarez chuckled from the passenger seat, shaking his head. Hernandez threw him a glare, then forced a casual tone. “Just running a couple errands.”

“Liar.” Her voice softened—but only slightly. “You’re on a case.”

He pressed his fingers to his brow, the sigh escaping before he could stop it. “Alright, alright... It’s nothing big. Just routine.”

“Alejandro.” Her tone dropped. “Every time you say that, you end up coming home with blood on your boots. Do you even remember what I asked you to do this morning?”

He froze. A knot of guilt tightened in his chest. “Uh...”

She let the silence hang before finishing it for him. “Parent-teacher meeting. Sofía’s math scores. You said you’d be there.”

His stomach sank. “Isa, I’m so—”

“Don’t.” Her voice cracked, just a little. “Don’t apologize. Just... realize what it means when you’re not there. She noticed...”

Hernandez closed his eyes for a beat. “I’ll talk to her. I’ll make it right.”

“You always say that. And then the job pulls you back under.” A long pause. Then, softer, “Vacation’s in six days. I need you to actually be there this time. No crime scenes. No missed dinners. No ghosts at the table.”

“I know.” He swallowed. “I’ll wrap this up. I promise.”

“You’d better,” she whispered. “Because if you don’t...”

“I love you, Isa.” He mouthed a kiss and hung up.  

Alvarez let out a low whistle beside him. “Fishing still sounds better, boss.”

Hernandez didn’t answer. Didn’t argue.

He kept his eyes on the road, but her words lingered like smoke. She noticed.

He pictured Sofía, arms crossed, barely looking up from her phone. Mia, all sarcasm and rolled eyes these days. The girls used to race to the door when he got home, begging for piggyback rides or bedtime stories. Now they barely grunted a hello.

He hadn’t meant to fall behind. Somewhere along the way, he’d gone from being their hero... to just the guy who showed up late and forgot the small things. 

And he didn’t know how or when that happened.

—————-
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SANTA FE POLICE HEADQUARTERS – Monday, June 2, 11:40 am

Detective Lieutenant Alejandro Hernandez strode into the briefing room, a stack of papers in one hand, tension riding his shoulders. The place looked wrecked. Paperwork everywhere, coffee rings bleeding through forms, half-eaten pastries abandoned like crime scene evidence.

“This place looks like a dump,” he muttered, nudging a stray file off a chair with his foot.

The room snapped to life. Officers shuffled papers, swiped at desktops with napkins or sleeves, shoved folders into overflowing drawers.

Hernandez watched them scramble, then smirked. “You all realize my office is worse than this, right?”

Everyone froze mid-cleanup. Delgado rolled his eyes. “Yeah, but we can close the door on that disaster.”

“That’s Lieutenant Disaster to you,” Hernandez said, dry as ash. He walked to the greaseboard and slapped a sticky note dead center. In bold, capital letters:
NATHANIEL ELLISON.
“This is where it starts. Room 312, La Fonda Hotel. Three bullets— two in the chest, one in the head. No motive, no witnesses.” He nodded at Alvarez. “What do we have?”

Alvarez flipped open his notebook. “Checked in yesterday around six. Regular guest. Always booked Room 312. Arrived with two high-end metal cases—empty now. Had dinner downstairs—no cases with him then. Rented a black Suburban at Santa Fe Airport. GPS shows a detour to Dulce before check-in.”

That landed with a thud. A few puzzled glances traded across the room.

Delgado raised an eyebrow. “Dulce? There’s nothing out there but gas pumps and a casino.”

“Exactly,” Hernandez said. “So why go there? And what was in those cases?”

Sgt. Vega leaned on the edge of the table. “You ever hear the stories? Underground labs, black sites, cattle mutilations. Some folks swear there’s a secret base under Red Mesa.”

Alvarez snorted. “Don’t forget the alien lizard people.”

Vega didn’t smile. “I’m serious. People disappear out there. Not once or twice—dozens. For years.”

Delgado shook his head. “Ghost stories...”

Hernandez didn’t respond. He stared at the case file, brow tight.

Silence settled over them.

They’d all heard the stories. And none of them were laughing anymore.

“Ellison didn’t just stumble into Dulce,” Hernandez said finally. “He went for a reason. A meeting. A drop. A pickup. Something. Whatever was in those cases, somebody thought it was worth killing for.”

Vega cracked his knuckles as he tapped the keyboard. “No drug residue. No fibers. No prints. Cases were wiped clean.”

“Then what was he moving?” Delgado asked. “Weapons? Drugs? People don’t get executed over empty luggage.”

Hernandez kept his eyes on the board. “That’s the question. Who was Ellison? Why here? Why now? Who was waiting for him out in Dulce—and what was worth three rounds at close range?”

Vega frowned at his monitor. “Running full sweep—DMV, national, associates...” He trailed off, then looked up. “Nothing. No priors, no warrants. Not even a speeding ticket.”

“Nothing?” Hernandez stepped closer.

“Too clean,” Vega said. “Either the name’s fake, or someone wiped his record.”

“Nobody’s that clean,” Hernandez muttered. “If he was real, someone made him disappear.”

Alvarez scribbled a note. “So where do we start?”

Hernandez tapped the whiteboard. “The Suburban. Came out of Santa Fe Airport. We’ll start there.”

—————-
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SANTA FE – MONDAY, June 2, 12:49 pm

Hernandez and Alvarez drove across town, weaving through the midday traffic toward Santa Fe Airport. The sun blazed overhead, warping the air above the asphalt and car hoods. It was lunchtime, and the smell of roasting green chile from roadside vendors mixed with gasoline and sunbaked concrete.

Hernandez’s stomach growled. "We’re stopping for lunch. I don’t care how urgent this case is, I’m not working on an empty stomach."

Alvarez smirked. "La Choza?"

Hernandez gave him a side glance. "Damn straight, La Choza."

Fifteen minutes later, they were seated at a corner table in the packed restaurant, a well-known spot for locals and tourists alike. The air was rich with carne adovada, fresh tortillas, and red and green chiles. The place was alive with conversation, the occasional clatter of silverware against ceramic plates punctuating the noise.

A waitress dropped off two plates, each piled high with smothered burritos and steaming pinto beans. Hernandez wasted no time, unwrapping his fork and digging in. Across from him, Alvarez bowed his head, murmuring a short prayer before crossing himself.

Hernandez paused mid-bite. "You still do that?"

Alvarez looked up. "Why wouldn’t I?"

"I don’t know, just—you left the Church, figured you might’ve left that behind, too."

Alvarez set his fork down, considering his words. "I left the priesthood, not my faith. There’s a difference."

Hernandez nodded slowly. "I never did ask... why’d you leave? You were on your way to being a priest. Then, just—poof."

Alvarez rolled his shoulders. "It wasn’t just one thing. A lot of things built up. But you remember the affair in Española? The stranger at Los Alamos?"

Hernandez grunted. "I’d rather forget that myself. That whole thing was a mess. Dr. Torres, Los Alamos Lab, that entity... and that weirdo Jesús..."

"Yeah," Alvarez said, picking at his food. "That was the first time I questioned if I was really meant for it. After what we saw... what we learned... faith didn’t come as easy."

Hernandez chewed slowly, watching his friend. "And now?"

Alvarez gave a small smile. "Now I just take it one day at a time."

Hernandez nodded, letting the silence settle between them as they ate. There was a lot to say, but for now, neither of them seemed in a hurry to say it.

—————-
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SANTA FE AIRPORT – Monday, June 2, 1:30 pm

Hernandez and Alvarez flashed badges at the security desk. The officer behind the counter barely looked up.

“What can I do for you, Detectives?”

“We’re looking for flight records,” Hernandez said, sliding his credentials forward. “Name’s Nathaniel Ellison. Arrived yesterday.”

The officer tapped at his keyboard. “Nothing under that name on any commercial flight.”

“You sure?” Alvarez asked. “He had to come through here.”

“Checked all the manifests,” the officer said with a shrug. “If he was here, it wasn’t commercial.”

Hernandez exhaled through his nose. “Private jet?”

“That’s a separate system,” the officer said. “Takes time to search. You might have better luck with security footage.”

Hernandez exchanged a glance with Alvarez. “Let’s start there.”

—————-
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PRIVATE TERMINAL – Security Office

A tech leaned back in a creaky chair, fingers flying over the keyboard. “Yesterday? Private side? That’s a lot of footage.”

“Narrow it,” Hernandez said. “Between eight and four. Lone male. Carrying luggage.”

The screen cycled through grainy frames: tourists, delivery vans, crew members. Then—“There.” Alvarez pointed.

The feed froze. A twin-engine Bombardier rolled to a stop. White, unmarked. Just vague enough to feel official.

The door hissed open. Nathaniel Ellison stepped out, He had two metal cases in hand, backpack over one shoulder. He moved with intent. No escort. No hesitation.

Except...he paused. Spoke briefly to a man in a flight uniform.

“Pilot,” Hernandez murmured. “Doesn’t look tense.”

“Doesn’t look like a guy in trouble, either,” Alvarez added.

Ellison turned and walked straight for the terminal. Never looked back.

“And he expected to leave with whatever he brought,” Alvarez said, checking the timestamp. “We need to know where that plane came from.”

The officer scrolled. “Private charter. D.C. origin. Jet’s still here—scheduled to return today.”

Hernandez nodded. “We want the crew.”

—————-
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PRIVATE TERMINAL LOUNGE – 12:45 pm

The jet sat idle on the tarmac, prepped for departure. Inside the lounge, two pilots sipped coffee—both in uniform, relaxed but alert.

Hernandez led the approach. “Lieutenant Hernandez, State Police. This is Detective Sergeant Alvarez. We’ve got a few questions.”

The older pilot stood. Broad frame, silver hair. “Colonel Jack McCarthy, retired. My co-pilot, Luke Tanner.”

Alvarez scribbled names while Hernandez cut to it. “You flew in from Washington yesterday?”

“Morning out of Dulles,” McCarthy said. “Landed here mid-morning.”

“Passenger?” Hernandez asked.

“Nathaniel Ellison,” Tanner confirmed. “Solo.”

Alvarez leaned in. “What was his business in New Mexico?”

McCarthy shrugged. “We weren’t told. Just the transport. No pickup crew. No itinerary.”

“No idea who he worked for?” Alvarez asked.

“OSI. That’s what was on the manifest.”

Hernandez frowned. “What’s that - private firm?”

“Office of Strategic Initiatives,” McCarthy shrugged. “Government. Black-box or something, I think. We don’t get details - just names and clearance codes.”

Hernandez glanced at Alvarez, then back to the pilot. “You’ve flown him before?”

“Yeah. Few times. Last was in April.”

Hernandez nodded toward the window. “And today?”

“We were scheduled to leave by noon,” McCarthy said. “We figured something went wrong when he didn’t show.”

Hernandez exchanged a glance with Alvarez. Their victim had a flight lined up. A way out.

But someone made sure he never got on board.

—————-
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SANTA FE – MONDAY, June 2, 4:30 pm

The sun hovered above the Sangre de Cristo Mountains as Hernandez and Alvarez pulled onto the highway, leaving the airport behind. The SUV moved steadily along the road, the city unfolding ahead in the warm light of late afternoon.

Alvarez was fidgeting, flipping through his notes, eyes darting between scribbled observations. "OSI? That’s big, right? Government agency, means black budgets, secret projects—what if Ellison was some kind of spook? Or maybe he was carrying something classified in those cases? What if—"

Hernandez sighed, keeping his eyes on the road. "Take a breath, rookie. You’re jumping to conclusions."

Alvarez didn’t slow down. "But think about it—D.C. connections, private flights, no digital footprint. That’s not normal. And those metal suitcases? What if they weren’t carrying cash but something else? Something dangerous?"

Hernandez shot him a sideways glance. "Or, maybe he was a bureaucrat moving sensitive documents. Or some rich executive carrying prototype tech. Or just a guy with expensive tastes."

Alvarez scoffed. "You don’t really believe that."

"I believe we don’t have enough yet to know what to believe," Hernandez countered. "Ellison’s dead, and right now, all we’ve got is a ghost with a name. Theories don’t solve cases, evidence does."

Alvarez drummed his fingers against his notepad. "Yeah... I get it. But this doesn’t feel like a standard homicide."

"No," Hernandez admitted. "It doesn’t."

—————-
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SANTA FE POLICE HEADQUARTERS – Monday, June 2, 4:50 pm

The bullpen had quieted by the time Hernandez and Alvarez returned. Phones rested silent on their hooks. The whiteboard at the front of the room, now covered in scribbled notes and timeline sketches, stood as a testament to the long day.

Hernandez dropped his keys onto his desk with a dull clatter. “Alright. Let’s wrap the day.”

The remaining team drifted in—Vega, Delgado, one of the night shift officers from Records. Alvarez stayed standing, notebook open, posture tight.

“Ellison came in yesterday by private charter out of D.C.,” he said, eyes scanning his notes. “Landed mid-morning, drove straight to Dulce. Stayed a couple hours. No paper trail, no receipts. He checks into La Fonda later that evening, grabs dinner, then ends up dead with two empty metal cases and a bullet in his head.”

Sergeant Vega leaned back, exhaling. “What about the plane?”

“Still parked at the private terminal,” Alvarez said. “Pilot and co-pilot were waiting this morning - return flight to D.C. He never showed.”

“Who booked it?” Delgado asked.

“Manifest says Ellison. Solo passenger.”

“And this agency?” Vega asked. “OSI?”

Alvarez glanced at Hernandez.

Hernandez folded his arms. “Office of Strategic Initiatives. That’s all we’ve got so far. Government-sounding, probably real - but obscure enough to hide behind.”

Delgado shook his head. “You don’t fly private unless someone’s footing the bill.”

“Or covering the trail,” Hernandez said. “Whatever Ellison was doing, he didn’t want TSA knowing about it. The cases weren’t stolen. They were opened. Someone knew how.”

“What was in them?” Vega asked.

Hernandez’s gaze drifted to the board. “Could’ve been something he brought. Or something he was supposed to take back. Either way, somebody made sure it didn’t leave.”

Silence settled.

Vega flipped through a folder, frowning. “GPS has him in Dulce for two hours. No stops. No purchases. Just... disappears from the map, then comes back.”

“He went dark on purpose,” Hernandez said. “Question is - why?”

“Or who he met,” Delgado added. “If he met anyone.”

Hernandez didn’t answer right away. He stared at NATHANIEL ELLISON, circled in red. A name with no record. A man who left nothing behind but questions.

“He came to New Mexico for something,” he said finally. “Maybe to hand it off. Maybe to pick it up. But whatever it was, he didn’t walk away with it. Somebody made damn sure of that.”

No one argued.

The theory wasn’t solid. But it felt true.

Something about this wasn’t just a murder. It was containment.

Hernandez exhaled slowly. “First thing tomorrow—run OSI. Go deep. Pull the rest of the rental records. Check Dulce for any off-the-books contacts or land leases. And see what forensics gives us.”

Chairs scraped. Folders snapped shut. No chatter. No one lingered.

Just motion and silence.

Hernandez stayed behind, staring at the board.

A dead man. Two empty cases. And a silence big enough to bury whatever truth he died for.

Whatever Ellison touched out there - it wasn’t gone.

Not yet.

And it was their job to find it.
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Chapter 3: Old Friends New Secrets
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J Edgar Hoover Building, Washington, DC - June 3, 8:24 am

Special Agent Liz Shaw leaned back in her chair, eyes drifting from the glowing monitor to the cluttered desk. Her second Diet Coke sat untouched, the fizz long gone, caffeine doing little to hold back the drift of daydreams.

She never thought she’d miss the field this much.

Promotion had seemed like a step forward—more authority, more say in how cases were handled. But in reality, it meant being tethered to a desk, drowning in paperwork, reviewing reports instead of writing them. Instead of tracking suspects, she was tracking compliance forms. Instead of interrogations, she was stuck in meetings.

The low murmur of conversation and the rhythmic clatter of keyboards filled the bullpen, cubicles stretching in every direction. Across from her, a junior agent was deep in a call, flipping through notes, while another was hunched over a case file, chewing on the end of a pen.

She tapped her fingers on the armrest, her eyes unfocused. Just give me something real.

The thought barely had time to settle before a voice snapped her back.

“Shaw.”

She turned to see her boss Lt. Col. Ethan Prescott standing at the entrance of the bullpen, his expression as rigid as ever. He didn’t raise his voice, but it cut through the noise like a scalpel. “My office. Now.”

A few heads lifted at that, but Liz didn’t hesitate. She pushed back from her desk and followed, weaving through the maze of cubicles toward the enclosed offices where the real decisions were made. Prescott led her inside and shut the door behind them.

His office was sterile—no decorations, no clutter, just a perfectly arranged desk and an air of quiet control.

“We got a call from Santa Fe PD last night,” Prescott said, getting right to the point.

Liz raised an eyebrow. “And?”

“They’re checking on a man named Nathaniel Ellison.” He slid a thin folder across the desk. “He’s dead.”

Liz picked up the file but didn’t open it. “Okay. Who is he?”

Prescott hesitated just long enough to make her suspicious.

“He’s the head of the OSI.”

Liz frowned. “OSI?”

“Office of Strategic Initiatives.”

She searched her memory, coming up blank. “Never heard of it.”

Prescott didn’t react, didn’t offer anything more.

“And Santa Fe PD is calling us about him because...?” she prompted.

“That’s what you’re going to find out.”

Liz flipped open the file. The first few pages were almost solid black with redactions. The parts that weren’t told her nothing.

She set it back down. “Why me?”

“You’ve worked cases in New Mexico before. You know the terrain.” Prescott’s voice was even, but there was something measured in the way he said it. Like he wasn’t telling her everything.

Liz met his gaze. “What aren’t you saying?”

Prescott’s expression was fixed. “Just get out there, Shaw.”

And just like that, the meeting was over.

Back at her desk, Liz set the thin file down, sighed and shook her head. Prescott had given her nothing but redactions and orders, which wasn’t new, but the mention of the Office of Strategic Initiatives stuck with her. She had never heard of it—not in training, not in Bureau memos, not even in off-the-record conversations.

She opened her laptop and pulled up the Bureau’s travel portal. No special flights for this trip—she wasn’t high enough in the chain for private charters. Commercial it was.

She messaged her admin and leaned out of the cubicle. “Book me a flight to Santa Fe. Earliest available.”

“Connecting through Dallas or Denver?”

“Whichever gets me there fastest.”

The admin nodded and got to work. Liz, meanwhile, pulled the classified folder closer, flipping it open again. The first few pages were a joke—whole paragraphs blacked out, entire sections missing. But a few details peeked through.


OFFICE OF STRATEGIC INITIATIVES

ESTABLISHED: 1997
CHARTER: HIGH-LEVEL INTERAGENCY COORDINATION IN NATIONAL SECURITY, CLIMATE RESILIENCE, AND GLOBAL STABILITY OPERATIONS

She frowned. Climate resilience? That was an odd pairing with national security. Maybe too odd.

Flipping to the next page, she found a short, unredacted section on OSI’s structure.

The Office of Strategic Initiatives (OSI)

Publicly, OSI positioned itself as a forward-thinking agency designed to tackle emerging global threats. It operated under the Department of Energy but with deep interagency ties—State Department, Defense, even Commerce. Their stated mission focused on sustainability, technological innovation, and resilience in the face of economic and environmental crises.

It read like a press release from Davos.

Phrases like sustainable global governance, post-carbon economies, and strategic resource management appeared in nearly every paragraph. There was even a mention of the Global Leadership Summit, a private invite-only conference linked to the World Economic Forum (WEF). OSI had been a major participant for years.

A few lines buried deeper in the text caught her eye—references to biotechnological advancements in sustainable human adaptation and resource-efficient biological development models.

That was new. She flipped back, scanning for any mention of biotech, but the phrase was just hanging there, wedged between energy security and economic resilience, as if it had been carelessly inserted. It wasn’t elaborated on anywhere else in the document.

Liz tapped her fingers against the desk. She had worked enough cases involving classified government initiatives to recognize when something was being deliberately buried in bureaucratic jargon.

She flipped to the next section—Ellison’s personnel file.


Nathaniel Ellison

Director, OSI (2015 - Present)
Security Clearance: Top Secret - SCIF Only
Operational Oversight: Classified

His background was scrubbed clean. A Harvard and London School of Economics alum, fluent in Mandarin and Russian, with prior work at the Atlantic Forum on Economic Stability—another organization steeped in sustainability rhetoric but suspiciously vague on execution.

If Ellison had been the head of OSI, he wasn’t just some bureaucrat. He had power. And now, Santa Fe PD had called because he was dead.

Liz closed the file. Something about this felt wrong.

—————-
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SANTA FE AIRPORT – Tuesday, June 3, 4:00pm

The heat slapped her the moment she stepped outside—dry, insistent, and already in charge. It had been years since she worked a case in New Mexico, but nothing about it had changed—blindingly bright skies, long stretches of empty road, and the ever-present scent of dust and asphalt baking in the heat. She smiled to herself, glad to be back.

She secured a rental—unremarkable, just the way she liked it—and drove straight to Santa Fe PD headquarters.

—————-
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SANTA FE PD – JUNE 3, 4:28pm

Inside, the air buzzed with low-level frustration. The bullpen was alive with movement—detectives working the phones, analysts hunched over monitors, conversations murmuring between stacks of paperwork. Whatever leads they had weren’t giving them much.

She followed the noise toward an open conference room, standing just outside the doorway as Detective Hernandez addressed his team.

Hernandez stood at the head of the table, sleeves rolled, fingers splayed across a thin folder like he was trying to pin it down before it vanished entirely.

“We got confirmation,” he said, scanning the room. “Ellison worked for the OSI...Office of Strategic Initiatives.”

A beat. Then a few raised eyebrows. Someone let out a low whistle.

“Office of Strategic Initiatives?” a younger detective asked, frowning. “That’s... a real thing?”

“No one will say what it is,” Hernandez said. “Calls to D.C. hit a wall. They won’t confirm his title, his clearance, or what he was doing here.”

“Spook games,” muttered a plainclothes officer near the back. “Guy shows up outta nowhere, ends up dead in a hotel with nothing...”

“No prints, no contacts, no itinerary,” another added. “Even the feds are shrugging.”

Hernandez flipped the folder shut. “We’ve got silence and shadows. So let’s stick to what we do have.”

He clicked a remote. A grainy still of Ellison stepping off a small private jet flickered to life on the screen behind him.

“No bodyguards. No driver. Charter flight under his own name. Landed Sunday morning. Found dead Monday morning. And here’s the kicker—there’s no record of any meetings, any appointments, any reason for him to be here.”

A detective leaned in, tapping his pen. “So why come to New Mexico at all?”

Hernandez nodded. “That’s the question. The only outlier on his movements is Dulce.”

The room fell still. An officer slurped on a can of warm Coke.

“Dulce?” someone said slowly. “What’s in Dulce?”

“Officially?” Hernandez arched a brow. “Nothing. Just the reservation, mountains, and about a hundred conspiracy blogs.”

“Unofficially?”

He paused, choosing his words. “He was either meeting someone off the books... or chasing something he wasn’t supposed to find.”

“Blackmail?” one detective offered. “Payoff, maybe.”

“Or a leak,” said another. “Someone inside trying to burn him.”

Hernandez exhaled. “Could be any of it. OSI’s a black box. If it's like the
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