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The leather seats of his father’s Mercedes held the last trace of softness Sam was going to feel for a long while.

They were still warm from the drive, still smelling faintly of cologne and polished wood, when the engine cut out with a quiet, final click. The silence that followed wasn’t really silence at all—just a different kind of noise. Cicadas screamed from the trees in a relentless, pulsing chorus, loud enough to feel like pressure behind his eyes.

Sam didn’t move right away. He sat there, sullenly, in his designer jeans, the dark denim still crisp, untouched by anything harsher than a downtown sidewalk. His silk shirt—loose, pale, expensive—clung lightly to his skin in the heat. Even his sneakers looked out of place, too clean, too white against the dust already creeping up around the car.

The chauffeur opened the trunk. “Out,” he said, like he was dismissing a driver.

Sam swallowed. “Watch your tone.”

The chauffeur looked down his nose at him. His white shirt was crisp and his grey slacks were ironed and wrinkle free.

“This is—this is a joke, right?”

No answer.

Sam blinked.

The trunk slammed. A moment later, Sam's suitcase—sleek, hard-shell, absurdly expensive—was yanked out and dropped onto the dirt driveway. It hit with a dull, graceless thud, kicking up a puff of dry dust that settled immediately onto its perfect surface.

Sam pushed the door open slowly and stepped out. The heat wrapped around him like something alive. “Seriously,” Sam tried again, forcing a laugh that didn’t quite land. “You’re making a point. I get it. We can go home—”

“You don’t get anything.” The chauffeur's tone was cold. “Listen.” He held up a cellphone.

Not as new as mine, Sam thought.

“You’re a brat, Samuel,” the voice of his father echoed from the speaker. “You think consequences are optional. You think the world bends because you’re loud enough or rich enough to avoid being responsible.”

Sam felt his jaw tighten. “I got into one fight.”

“You rely on my money to get out of trouble. You broke a boy’s nose. No, I don't care what he might have said.” His father's voice was resigned. Not angry. Not even disappointed. Just...done. “Now you get to experience a different world. Out here, no one cares who your father is. No one cares what you’re wearing. You work, or you don’t eat. You will learn to pull your weight, or you get left behind.”

Sam crossed his arms, defensive. “So what, you’re dumping me here like some kind of punishment?”

“Yes, you're being dumped here for the summer.” The honesty hit harder than if he’d shouted. “Maybe some manure,” his father went on, “will teach you that the world isn’t your playground. It’s a job.”

The phone went silent.

Sam blinked.

The chauffeur turned back to the car and got inside.

“But—”

The door slammed with a solid thunk. The engine turned over again, smooth and obedient, like nothing had changed. Like Sam wasn’t standing there in the dust with his life abruptly cut loose.

The Mercedes rolled down the long dirt drive, tires crunching over gravel, then picking up speed. A cloud of dust rose behind it, thick and choking, swallowing the car inch by inch until it was just a shape, then a blur, then nothing.

Gone.

Sam stood there, staring after it long after it disappeared.

The cicadas kept screaming.

His throat felt tight. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he muttered, more to himself than anything else. He looked around.

The farm stretched out in front of him, wide and unforgiving. This wasn’t the curated, golden-hour countryside you saw in ads or on social media. There was nothing soft about it. Rusted barbed wire lined crooked fence posts. The ground was uneven, tracked with deep ruts and hardened mud.

Somewhere nearby, something lowed—a heavy, animal sound—and the wind shifted just enough to carry the sharp, sour stink of livestock straight into his lungs.

Sam grimaced, lifting a hand to his nose. “Jesus—”

“Yeah,” a voice called from behind him, “you’ll get used to that. Or you won’t.”

Sam turned.

The man walking toward him didn’t look like anyone Sam had ever known.

Miguel moved with an easy, grounded confidence, boots crunching through dirt like it belonged to him—which, in a way, it did. He was tall, broad-shouldered, every movement deliberate without being slow. His flannel shirt was faded and worn thin at the elbows, sleeves rolled up to reveal thick, rope-like muscle in his forearms. Sun had burned his skin into a deep, weathered bronze, and there wasn’t a clean line on him anywhere—just dust, grease, and the kind of wear that came from years of work.

Sam straightened a little despite himself.

Miguel’s eyes flicked over him once—slow, assessing. They lingered for half a second on the silk shirt. Then the jeans. Then the shoes. A corner of his mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “Hell,” Miguel said quietly, almost amused. “They didn’t warn me he’d come gift-wrapped.”

Sam bristled. “I’m not—”

Miguel didn’t stop walking. Up close, he felt even bigger. “Name’s Miguel,” he said, voice low, rough-edged, like gravel shifting under weight. “You’re Joe’s nephew.”

“Sam,” he replied, a little sharper than he meant to. “And yeah, I figured that part out.”

Miguel huffed a short breath that might’ve been a laugh. “Did you.” His gaze dropped again, pointedly, to Sam’s sneakers—already losing their battle with the dirt.

Sam shifted his weight. “Look, I don’t know what my dad told you, but I’m not staying here long. This is just—temporary.”

“Everything is,” Miguel said simply.

Before Sam could respond, something heavy landed at his feet. He flinched.

A shovel.

Not the lightweight kind you bought at a hardware store for weekend projects. This one was solid, worn smooth along the handle, its metal blade caked with dried mud that had hardened into thick, uneven layers.

Sam stared at it. Then up at Miguel. “You’re kidding.”

Miguel’s expression didn’t change. “First rule, City Boy,” he said, the nickname landing with quiet certainty, like it had already stuck. “Everything here earns its keep.” He nodded once toward the shovel. “Including you.”

Sam let out a disbelieving laugh. “You expect me to just—what—start digging? I don’t even know what I’m supposed to be doing.”

Miguel stepped a little closer. Not threatening. Just...solid. “You’ll learn,” he said.

“And if I don’t?”

Miguel’s eyes held his for a beat. There was no hostility there. No mockery. Just certainty. “Then you’ll have a real bad time this summer.”

The cicadas screamed on.

The smell of the farm pressed in.

Sam looked down at the shovel again, at the dirt already coating the edges of his too-clean shoes. His pride flared up, sharp and defensive—but underneath it, quieter, harder to ignore—was something else. A thin, unfamiliar thread of fear. “...Fine,” he muttered, grabbing the handle. The wood was rough against his palms.

Miguel watched him for a second longer, then gave a small, satisfied nod. “Good,” he said, already turning away. “Let’s see what you’re worth.”
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THE FIRST HOLE WAS a lie.

It looked simple enough—just a circle scraped into dry earth where Miguel had nudged the shovel tip with his boot. “Here,” he’d said, then another step, another nudge. “And there. Line runs straight. Posts go deep or they fall.”

Sam had nodded like he understood. Five minutes later, his hands were already blistering.

The ground wasn’t dirt the way he knew it. It wasn’t soft, cooperative soil like the estate gardens—it was packed hard, baked by the sun into something closer to clay and stone. The shovel didn’t sink so much as jar every time he drove it down. Each impact sent a shock up his arms, rattling his shoulders. “Seriously?” Sam muttered, dragging the blade up again, breath already shortening. “You couldn’t have picked a...softer spot?”

No answer.

Miguel had walked off at some point—Sam hadn’t even noticed when.

The cicadas filled the silence.

Sam drove the shovel down again, gritting his teeth. It bit a little deeper this time. He leaned his weight into it, sneaker slipping slightly in the loose dust, silk shirt already clinging to his back. “Okay,” he muttered. “Okay, that’s something.” He levered up a chunk of earth and tossed it aside.

And again.

And again.

The rhythm came slowly, awkward at first—lift, drive, pry, throw—but his body started to fall into it despite himself. Not smoothly. Not well. But enough to keep going.

Sweat gathered fast. It slid down the back of his neck, soaked into the collar of his shirt, darkened the fabric in uneven patches. Within minutes, the pale silk was plastered to his chest, outlining every breath he dragged in. Dust clung to him wherever the sweat touched. His hands slipped on the shovel handle.

“God—” He stopped long enough to wipe his forehead with the back of his wrist, only smearing dirt across his skin. “This is insane.” He glanced toward the house. No Mercedes. No escape. Just the stretch of fence line, half-collapsed in places, waiting.

“...Fine,” he muttered again, quieter this time.

By the time he finished the first hole—if it could even be called finished—his arms were trembling.

“Deep enough,” Miguel’s voice came from somewhere behind him.

Sam jerked slightly, turning. “You could’ve said something.”

Miguel shrugged, stepping closer, boots crunching over the dry ground. “You looked busy.”

Sam gestured down at the hole. “This is deep enough? Because I’m telling you right now, if you want me digging to China—”

Miguel crouched, glanced into it, then nodded once. “It’ll hold.”

“That’s it?” Sam demanded. “That took me—what—twenty minutes?”

“Then the next one’ll take fifteen.”

Sam stared at him. “You’re joking.”

Miguel was already turning away. “There’s six more before lunch.”

“Six—” Sam let out a short, incredulous laugh. “Yeah, no, that’s not happening.”

Miguel paused, just slightly, glancing back over his shoulder. “You can quit,” he said easily. “No one’s stopping you. You can walk back to your daddy's mansion.”

Sam opened his mouth—and closed it.

Miguel gave the faintest nod, like he’d expected that, and kept walking.

“Yeah,” Sam muttered under his breath, grabbing the shovel again. “That’s what I thought.”
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BY THE THIRD HOLE, his arms felt like they didn’t belong to him anymore.

By the fourth, his shirt was completely soaked, the fabric translucent in places, clinging to his skin in a way that was no longer just uncomfortable—it was suffocating. Dirt streaked across his chest and stomach where he’d tried to wipe sweat away with filthy hands.

His jeans weren’t much better. Dust had worked its way into the seams, coating the dark denim in pale smears. One knee was already scuffed where he’d dropped down to get better leverage. “Who lives like this?” he muttered, breath ragged, driving the shovel down again.

The hole widened. Deepened.

He lost track of time somewhere between swings.

The sun climbed higher. The air didn’t move.

“Alright.”

Sam didn’t even turn this time. “If you’re here to tell me there’s more—”

“Posts.”

That got his attention. He looked up.

Miguel stood a few yards away, one hand resting on a stack of rough-cut wooden fence posts. They were thick, uneven, bark still clinging in places, edges splintered and raw.

Sam blinked. “You want me to...what, carry those?”

Miguel raised an eyebrow. “You















[image: ]


























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





