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Prologue
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The engine of the de Havilland Beaver hummed with a rhythmic, mechanical cough that Elias didn't like. It was a vintage bird, held together by spit, prayer, and a lot of duct tape, but it was the only thing that could handle the jagged, unnamed peaks of the Alaskan interior in a crosswind. Elias gripped the yoke, his knuckles white against the battered leather. Below him, the world was a jagged mosaic of obsidian rock and blinding white snow, a wasteland that didn't care if you lived or died.

"Keep it together, girl," Elias muttered, his voice raspy from a morning spent swallowing cold coffee and dry jerky. "Just one more ridge. Then we drop the supplies, pick up the core samples, and we’re back in Nome before the frost bites the fuel lines."

But Elias wasn't heading for a mining camp. He had received a radio transmission two hours ago—a frantic, distorted burst on a private frequency he hadn't used in years. It was a set of coordinates and a single word: Payday.

He cleared the final spine of the Denali foothills, and the ground fell away into a flat, hidden plateau. It was a natural landing strip, smoothed out by centuries of glacial melt. As he spiraled down, his eyes narrowed. There were two black SUVs—custom jobs with oversized tires and reinforced brush guards—parked near a twin-engine King Air. This wasn't a mining operation. These were heavy hitters.

Elias touched down, the skis of his plane screaming as they bit into the packed crust of the snow. He taxied to a halt fifty yards from the King Air, keeping his engine idling. He didn't like the look of it. The men standing between the SUVs weren't wearing parkas designed for the Arctic; they were wearing tactical shells, plate carriers, and balaclavas.

Elias slid his window open, the sub-zero air hitting his face like a physical blow. He reached under his seat and felt the cold steel of his .45.

"Stay in the plane, Elias," he whispered to himself.

Across the snow, a man stepped out from the shadow of the King Air. He wasn't wearing a mask. He was older, with a face like etched granite and eyes that looked like they’d seen the inside of a furnace. He held a heavy leather satchel in one hand. Opposite him stood a man Elias recognized—Benny "The Ghost" Ricci, a low-level bagman from the Anchorage docks. Benny looked terrified. His breath was coming in short, panicked plumes of steam.

"I told you, Mr. Ganza, the weight is all there!" Benny shouted, his voice carrying thin and reedy across the frozen plateau. "I didn't touch a damn cent. I just moved it like I was told!"

The man called Ganza didn't speak. He looked at the satchel, then at the two men standing behind Benny. They moved with a synchronized, lethal grace. One of them produced a suppressed submachine gun from beneath his coat.

"Wait! Wait, no!" Benny screamed, stumbling backward, his boots sliding on the ice.

The muffled thwack-thwack-thwack of the suppressed weapon was barely audible over the idle of Elias’s engine, but the results were catastrophic. Benny’s chest erupted in a spray of crimson that turned the pristine snow into a macabre painting. He collapsed, his body twitching for a second before the Alaskan cold began to claim him.

Elias felt his heart hammer against his ribs like a trapped bird. Run, his brain screamed. Go now.

But Ganza wasn't finished. He looked toward Elias’s plane. He didn't look surprised. He looked annoyed. He gestured to one of his men, pointing at the de Havilland.

"Hey!" Elias yelled, though they couldn't hear him. He rammed the throttle forward.

The engine roared, the Beaver lurching forward. He needed speed. He needed lift. But as he began his takeoff run, the man with the submachine gun pivoted. A stream of 9mm rounds peppered the fuselage. Clang-skip-zip. The sound of metal tearing was deafening in the cockpit.

Elias ducked as his windshield shattered, glass spraying like diamonds across the dash. He felt a sharp sting in his shoulder but ignored it. He pulled back on the yoke, the plane groaning as it clawed for the sky.

Below him, Ganza stood perfectly still, watching the plane rise. He didn't look worried. He reached into his coat and pulled out a radio.

Elias cleared the trees at the edge of the plateau, but the engine was screaming in a new, terrifying register. Oil began to spray across the remaining glass of the windscreen. Dark, thick, and hot.

"C'mon, baby, just ten miles," Elias pleaded, his voice breaking. "Just get me over the pass."

A warning light flickered on the dash—oil pressure was bottoming out. The engine sputtered, caught, then died with a final, sickening metallic bang. The sudden silence was worse than the noise. The only sound was the whistling of the wind through the bullet holes in the wings.

He was a glider now. A three-ton metal casket falling toward the jagged teeth of the Brooks Range.

Elias looked out the side window. Far behind him, he saw the King Air’s engines spinning up. They were coming for him. They couldn't leave a witness, especially not one who had seen Ganza’s face.

He looked at the passenger seat. Beside him sat a heavy, waterproof duffel bag he’d grabbed in the confusion—a bag that had been sitting on the edge of the plateau near the cargo. He hadn't even realized he’d taxied close enough to snag it when the shooting started. He unzipped it with one hand while trying to level the plane for a crash landing.

It wasn't mining equipment. It wasn't core samples. It was bricks of high-denomination bills, wrapped in plastic. Millions.

"Great," Elias spat, blood beginning to soak through his flight suit. "I'm going to die rich."

The plane dipped, the left wing clipping the top of a towering spruce. The aircraft spun, a violent, bone-jarring centrifugal force pinning Elias against the door. The ground rose up to meet him—a white wall of fury.

CRASH.

The world went black, the sound of rending metal the last thing Elias heard.

Thirty miles away, in the small town of Oakhaven, Ranger Sarah Miller stood on her porch, watching the horizon. The sky was a bruised purple, the harbinger of a storm that the old-timers said would bury the town for a week.

She adjusted her belt, the weight of her service pistol a familiar comfort. She had a bad feeling about this storm. It wasn't the weather—it was the silence. Oakhaven was a quiet town, but this was different. The radio had been dead for an hour. No bush pilots, no state troopers, no chatter.

Just the wind.

"Something's coming," she whispered to the empty street.

She didn't know that a plane had just gone down. She didn't know that a bag of blood-soaked money was currently buried in a snowdrift ten miles north. And she certainly didn't know that forty highly-trained mercenaries were currently unfolding a map of Oakhaven, marking it as their base of operations for the hunt.

The hunt for a pilot named Elias. The hunt for the money. And the beginning of a war that would turn the Alaskan wilderness into a slaughterhouse.

The storm broke. The first flakes of snow began to fall, soft and silent, masking the violence that was already on its way.
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Chapter 1: The Weight of Silence
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The scream of the wind through the shattered cockpit was the first thing to penetrate the fog in Elias’s mind. It was a high, thin whistle, like a flute played by a madman. He opened his eyes, but his left lid was glued shut by a thick, warm crust. He raised a hand—heavy as a lead pipe—and wiped at it. His fingers came away painted in a deep, oxygenated crimson.

"Still breathing," he rasped. The words felt like he was swallowing broken glass.

The de Havilland Beaver was no longer a plane; it was an accordion of crumpled aluminum wedged between two ancient Sitka spruces. The nose was buried in a deep snowdrift, which was likely the only reason the engine hadn't pushed back into his lap and crushed his femurs. He tried to move his legs. A sharp, lightning-bolt pain shot through his left hip, but his toes wiggled inside his boots. That was something.

He turned his head slowly, wincing as the muscles in his neck protested. The passenger side of the cockpit was gone, ripped away by a branch during the descent. In its place was a jagged hole through which the Alaskan winter was pouring in. The temperature was already dropping, the daylight fading into a sickly, metallic grey.

The bag.

He looked down. The black waterproof duffel was pinned beneath the collapsed dashboard. He reached for it, his breath hitching as his ribs shifted. Broken or cracked, doesn't matter, he told himself. Move or freeze. He gripped the strap and pulled. With a groan of tortured metal, the bag slid free. He zipped it open just an inch. The stacks of hundred-dollar bills were still there, damp with melted snow but intact.

Elias knew the math of survival in the interior. If he stayed with the plane, he was a sitting duck. Ganza’s men had his flight path. They had a King Air and likely a chopper. They would see the smoke—if there was any—or they’d use thermal imaging to find the heat signature of his cooling engine. If the crash didn’t kill him, the "cleaners" would.

He reached into the back and grabbed his survival kit: a flare gun, a small hatchet, a vacuum-sealed bag of medical supplies, and his grandfather’s old .30-06 bolt-action rifle, which had been strapped to the bulkhead. He checked the action. The bolt slid back with a comforting, oily clack. He had five rounds in the magazine and a box of twenty in his pocket.

"Not much for a war," he muttered, sliding the .45 1911 into his waistband holster.

Getting out of the cockpit was a feat of agony. He had to kick the pilot-side door, which was jammed against a ridge of ice. On the third kick, the hinges gave way, and he tumbled out into four feet of soft powder. The cold was instantaneous, soaking through his flight suit and biting at his skin.

He scrambled to his feet, leaning against the fuselage for support. He looked up. The sky was darkening rapidly, thick clouds rolling in from the coast like a tattered shroud. The storm was here. It would hide his tracks, but it would also try to kill him.

"East," he whispered, checking the compass pinned to his lapel. "Ten miles to the Oakhaven perimeter. Maybe twelve."

He began to trek, dragging the heavy duffel. Every step was a battle. The snow was deceptive; in some places, it was a hard crust, in others, a pit that swallowed him to the waist. His shoulder throbbed where a 9mm round had grazed him, and his hip felt like it was being ground in a mortar and pestle.

In Oakhaven, the heavy wooden door of the "Rusty Talon" tavern swung open, admitting a blast of frigid air and a man who looked like he had been carved out of a pine knot.

Sarah Miller looked up from her coffee. She was sitting in the corner booth, the one that gave her a clear view of both the front door and the back exit. It was a habit she’d picked up in the academy and never dropped, even in a town where the biggest crime was usually a poached elk.

"Rough out there, Silas?" she asked.

The man, Silas, shook the snow off his heavy canvas coat and moved toward the wood stove in the center of the room. "Storm’s turning mean, Sarah. Wind’s gusting to fifty up on the ridge. If anyone’s still in the air, they’re soul-hunting by now."

Sarah frowned. She thought about the radio silence she’d encountered earlier. Oakhaven was a town of glass and timber, isolated by the geography of the mountains. It relied on bush pilots like Elias for mail, medicine, and news.

"Elias was supposed to be back two hours ago," Sarah said, her voice low.

Silas rubbed his gnarled hands over the stove. "Elias knows these peaks better than most. If he’s smart, he sat down on a lake bed to wait it out. If he’s not..." He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't have to.

The tavern door opened again. This time, it wasn't a local.

Three men walked in. They were dressed in high-end tactical winter gear—the kind of stuff that cost more than a used truck. They didn't look like tourists or hunters. They moved with a focused, predatory economy of motion. The man in lead was tall, with light hair and a jagged scar that ran from his temple to his jawline.

He didn't go to the bar. He walked straight to the table where Sarah was sitting.

"Ranger Miller?" the man asked. His voice was smooth, cultured, and entirely devoid of warmth.

Sarah didn't stand up. She kept her hands on her coffee mug, but her fingers adjusted their grip. "Who’s asking?"

"My name is Kael. We’re part of a private recovery team," the man said, pulling a map from his pocket and spreading it over her table without asking. "We had a small aircraft go down in this sector about forty minutes ago. Cargo transport. Very high-value equipment."

Sarah looked at the map. The coordinates he’d circled were dangerously close to the "Ghost Plateau"—the same area Elias had been headed toward.

"I haven't had any reports of a downed craft," Sarah said, her eyes tracking the other two men. They had split up. One was at the bar, not ordering, just watching the room. The other was by the door. "And the FAA hasn't pinged my office."

Kael smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. "It was a private flight, Ranger. Proprietary technology. We’d like to bypass the bureaucracy. We have our own extraction team on standby. We just need to know if there are any local trails that cut through the north ridge. The snow is too thick for our vehicles to make the climb."

"The north ridge is a death trap in this wind," Sarah said. She stood up then, her height nearly matching Kael’s. She felt the tension in the room spike. Silas had stopped rubbing his hands; he was watching the man at the bar. "And if there’s a crash, it’s my jurisdiction to coordinate the search and rescue. I’ll need to see your credentials and the flight manifest."

Kael leaned in, his voice dropping to a whisper that felt like a razor blade. "Let's not make this difficult, Sarah. We aren't looking for a 'rescue.' We’re looking for our property. You help us find the trail, and my company will see to it that Oakhaven’s budget is settled for the next decade. You get in our way, and..."

He let the threat hang in the air, unfinished but unmistakable.

Sarah’s hand moved toward her holster—not to draw, but as a statement. "I don't sell my town, Kael. And I don't like the way you walk into my jurisdiction and start barking orders. Now, step back."

For a second, the tavern was dead silent. The only sound was the crackle of the wood in the stove. Then, Kael’s radio chirped on his shoulder.

"We found the beacon," a voice crackled through the static. "The bird is down in the ravine. Left wing is sheared. There’s a blood trail leading east."

Kael locked eyes with Sarah. "East," he murmured. "Right toward us."

He turned to his men. "Change of plans. He’s on foot. Establish a perimeter around the town. Nobody leaves, and nobody uses the long-range radio. If the pilot shows his face, take him. Alive, if possible. If he resists, prioritize the bag."

"Hey!" Sarah shouted, stepping around the table. "You can't give orders here!"

The man at the bar pivoted, his hand sweeping under his jacket. He pulled a compact submachine gun and leveled it at the ceiling. BRRRRRR-APT.

A short burst shredded the antique chandelier, showering the room in glass and brass. The patrons screamed, diving for the floor.

"I believe I just did," Kael said calmly. He looked at Sarah, who had her weapon half-drawn. Two red laser dots appeared on her chest—snipers from outside, aiming through the frosted windows.

"Don't," Kael warned. "I don't want to kill a law enforcement officer today. It’s messy. Just sit back down, finish your coffee, and wait for the storm to pass. We’ll be gone by morning, and you can go back to your quiet little life."

He turned and walked out into the snow, his two guards following him.

Sarah stood in the wreckage of the tavern, her heart pounding. She looked at Silas, who was slowly standing up, his eyes wide with terror.

"They're going to kill him, Sarah," Silas whispered. "If Elias is out there, they're going to hunt him like a dog."

Sarah looked at the back door. She knew a trail that the mercenaries wouldn't find on any map. It was a steep, dangerous climb through the "Devil’s Throat" pass. If she started now, she might be able to intercept Elias before they did.

She didn't grab her hat. She grabbed her heavy coat and an extra box of ammunition from the lockbox behind the bar.

"Lock the doors, Silas," she said, her voice cold and steady. "And tell anyone who asks that I went home to sleep."

She stepped out the back door, disappearing into the
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