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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of captivity, psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, grief, death of a loved one (off-page, prior to story), conspiracy, explicit language, morally grey characters, explosive materials and pyrotechnic danger, burn scars and trauma, and dark themes of vengeance and justice. This is a DARK romance. The MMC is not a safe hero. If that's not your cup of poison, this book is not for you. Reader discretion is advised.

PLAYLIST

Arsonist's Lullaby — Hozier
Burning Desire — Lana Del Rey
Do I Wanna Know? — Arctic Monkeys
Desire — Meg Myers
Apocalypse — Cigarettes After Sex
Gangsta — Kehlani
Summertime Sadness — Lana Del Rey
Lovely — Billie Eilish & Khalid
Bury a Friend — Billie Eilish
Heathens — Twenty One Pilots

"The safest distance from a fire is the one where you can still feel the heat. I stopped being safe the night I chose to burn."

— Nora Ellison, The Geometry of Collapse

For the ones who run toward the fire. You know who you are.
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THE BLOOD ON THE CONCRETE is a year old, and it still smells like my brother.

Not actually. I know the chemistry of what I'm smelling. Iron oxide in the stained foundation, potassium perchlorate residue trapped in the porous walls, the salt decay of a building that sits forty feet from tidewater. I know every compound in this air the way a priest knows scripture. Molecule by molecule. Reaction by reaction. I know exactly why this warehouse smells the way it does.

But my lungs don't care about chemistry. My lungs breathe in and taste Jonah.

I set the first shell casing on the workbench. Six inches in diameter, cardboard and paste, packed with a lift charge of FFg black powder and a burst charge I mixed myself in a motel bathroom outside Savannah. Stars made of strontium carbonate for red. Barium chlorate for green. Aluminum flake for the white tails that will streak the sky like scars.

Beautiful things. All of them designed to self-destruct.

The warehouse is dark except for the utility lamp I hung from a ceiling joist. Pier 9 Storage, Harker's Point, Georgia. Former fish processing facility, condemned twice, resurrected by a landlord who didn't ask questions when I paid six months up front in cash. The loading bay faces the harbor. Through the rusted gap where the bay door doesn't quite meet the concrete, I can see the water. Black, flat, breathing slowly against the pilings. The smell comes in waves: brine, diesel from the shrimp boats, the vegetable rot of pluff mud at low tide. And underneath all of it, sulfur. Always sulfur. This building is soaked in it.

A year ago, forty-eight mortar tubes stood in a grid on the beach two hundred yards south of here. My brother loaded them. He'd done it a hundred times before. He'd done it since he was nineteen, crouching next to our father in cornfields and county fairgrounds, learning the geometry of controlled destruction. He was the best loader I ever trained. Patient. Precise. Steady hands, even in wind.

The official report says he was careless. The Georgia State Fire Marshal's office concluded that Jonah Ashburn, age twenty-six, licensed pyrotechnic operator for Ashburn & Sons, failed to properly seat a three-inch aerial shell in its mortar tube, causing a ground-level detonation that killed him and injured four spectators. Operator error. Case closed. Insurance settled. The town of Harker's Point held a vigil, renamed a bench on the boardwalk, and voted to cancel all future pyrotechnic displays within the city limits.

I memorized that report. Every line. Every clinical word they used to turn my brother into a liability statistic.

Jonah didn't make errors. Not with shells. Not with tubes. Not with anything that burned. He was meticulous in the way only a younger brother can be, the kind who watches the older one's every move and learns not to cut corners because he saw what happens when you do. I taught him that. I taught him to count fuse seconds in his sleep, to feel the difference between a properly seated shell and one that's riding high in the tube, to check the mortar integrity before every load. I taught him everything.

I didn't teach him to survive a modified ignition cap.

I crouch at the far wall, near the northeast corner, where the paint is newer than the rest. Pale industrial grey over the original seafoam green. The landlord repainted after the accident. Didn't ask why the wall needed repainting. Didn't look too closely at the blast pattern beneath.

I look closely. I've been looking for three months, since I drove down from Beaufort with a van full of materials and a contract filed under a company that doesn't exist anywhere except the Georgia Secretary of State's database. Sovereign Fire LLC. Licensed, insured, legitimate on paper. A shell company, in every sense of the word.

The blast pattern is still here beneath the grey. Faint, but legible to someone who reads explosions the way I do. The radial spread is wrong for a mortar malfunction. A tube detonation blows vertically, channeled by the tube walls. The debris pattern should be conical. What I'm looking at is lateral. Wide. The kind of spread you get from a secondary ignition source positioned at the base of the rack, outside the tubes. Someone placed something next to Jonah's mortar tubes that wasn't supposed to be there. Something that fired when the show started, using the electrical signal from the firing board as a trigger.

Someone built a bomb and hid it inside a fireworks show.

I press my palm flat against the wall. The paint is warm. Everything in this building is warm. It's 11 PM in late June on the Georgia coast, and the metal walls have been storing heat since sunrise. The concrete floor radiates it upward through my boots. The air sits on my skin like a wet hand. I can feel the sweat collecting at the base of my skull, tracking down between my shoulder blades, soaking into the waistband of my jeans. The utility lamp throws a yellow circle on the workbench and leaves everything else in shadow.

I stand. My knees pop. Thirty-one years old and my body sounds like a man twice that, because thirty-one years of pyrotechnic work means thirty-one years of crouching in fields, hauling crates, loading tubes in positions the human spine was not designed to hold. My forearms are a topographic map of old burns: the smooth, shiny patches where the skin grew back tight, the rough ridges where it didn't grow back at all. Sulfur stains in the creases of my knuckles that no amount of scrubbing touches. My father's hands looked exactly like this. Jonah's were getting there.

I unpack the second crate. Eight-inch shells, these. The big ones. Chrysanthemums, peonies, dahlias. The names are all borrowed from flowers, which I've always found fitting. Flowers that exist for three seconds, then die in the dark. Flowers made of metal salts and oxidizers, packed in paper, launched by gunpowder, detonated by timing fuse. The most honest art form on earth. Nothing pretends to last.

Jonah understood that. He loved the three seconds. He'd watch a shell burst and his whole face would open up, even after the hundredth show, even after the thousandth. He never got tired of the light. I build the shells. I engineer the timing. I calculate the altitude and the spread and the fallback radius. Jonah watched the sky the way some people watch sunrises. Like it was a gift, every time.

I set the shells in rows on the workbench. Forty-eight tubes on the beach, twelve tubes for the finale, eight weeks of preparation for a sixty-second climax. The town of Harker's Point thinks they hired a contractor to run their first July 4th show since the accident. They think Sovereign Fire LLC is a legitimate outfit from South Carolina. They think the man in the warehouse is a pyrotechnician who saw a contract listing and bid low.

They don't know my name. They don't know Jonah's face is the reason this show was canceled in the first place. They don't know I studied the accident report until I could recite it backward, then spent six months tracking the supply chain for a modified delayed-ignition cap that has no business inside a consumer fireworks display.

They don't know I'm here to light a fuse that can't be unlit.

Headlights sweep across the loading bay. Two beams cutting through the gap beneath the door, painting a stripe of white across the concrete floor before sliding past. Someone driving the dock road. Could be a fisherman heading to the early boats. Could be someone checking on the warehouse they heard got rented by an out-of-towner. Could be someone who already knows what I'm looking for and wants to make sure I haven't found it.

Tomorrow the town's safety liaison starts. The mayor's office is sending someone to babysit the operation. Document compliance, check permits, make sure the dangerous man with the explosives doesn't do anything the insurance company wouldn't approve of. I've read the liaison's name on the municipal correspondence. Liora Voss. The mayor's daughter.

She'll arrive with a clipboard and a cease-and-desist and the unshakable confidence of a woman who thinks authority is a shield. She'll tell me to pack up. She'll quote ordinances. She'll stand in this warehouse full of things that can kill her and believe she's the most dangerous thing in the room.

She'll be wrong.

I came here to burn the truth into the sky over Harker's Point. I didn't come for her. Nobody comes for the thing that ends them. You come for the mission, the contract, the answers. Then you turn around and the fuse you didn't see is already lit, and the woman you didn't plan for is standing in the blast radius, and the only question left is whether you pull her out or let the fire take you both.

The headlights pass. The warehouse goes dark again.

I place my hand on the last shell in the crate. Twelve inches. Fifteen pounds. The finale. I can feel the chemical weight of it through the cardboard, the dense promise of a burst that will fill the sky from horizon to horizon.

Jonah would have loved this one.

I carry it to the mortar rack and set it down. The metal is still warm from the day. The harbor laps against the pilings. The cicadas scream from the marsh grass behind the building, a wall of sound so constant it becomes silence.

I stand in my brother's grave, in a warehouse full of things built to explode, on an island I'm going to tear apart with light.

Tomorrow the liaison arrives.

Tomorrow the fuse starts burning.

Tonight I check the blast radius one more time, because the best pyrotechnicians know that the most dangerous variable is never the chemical compound.

It's the thing you didn't see coming.

ACT I

IGNITION
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THE CEASE-AND-DESIST is already soft in my hands by the time I reach Pier 9. The humidity started dissolving the county seal two miles back, somewhere between the turn at Boneyard Beach and the rusted guardrail where the dock road narrows to a single lane. The paper feels like a living thing now, limp and damp against my palm, curling at the edges where the salt air touches it. I should have put it in a folder. I should have put it in a plastic sleeve. I should have stayed in my air-conditioned office and sent a courier, but I've been sending couriers and emails and certified letters for two weeks and the man in this warehouse has ignored every single one.

So here I am. Assistant town planner of Harker's Point, daughter of the mayor, standing in ninety-seven-degree heat on a dock that smells like dead shrimp and diesel, about to personally deliver a legal document to a pyrotechnician who apparently believes the United States Postal Service is optional.

The loading bay door is halfway up. I duck under it and the temperature change hits me backward. I expected the inside of a metal warehouse in late June to be cooler than the outside. It's not. It's worse. The metal walls have been collecting heat since sunrise and now they're radiating it inward like an oven set to broil. The air is dense, textured, a physical thing I have to push through. It carries a chemical sweetness that coats the back of my throat. Sulfur. Something sharper underneath, metallic, like pennies left in the sun.

I stop three steps inside. My eyes haven't adjusted from the blinding parking lot to the dim interior, and I have the sudden, gut-level awareness that I can't see what I'm standing near. Crates. Shelving racks. Shapes that could be anything, and in this building, "anything" includes things that detonate.

"You'll want to stay on the painted line."

His voice comes from somewhere to my left, deeper inside the warehouse, past the reach of the daylight spilling through the loading bay. Low. Controlled. Not loud enough to be a warning. Loud enough to be a fact.

I look down. There's a yellow line on the concrete floor, faded but visible, running from the loading bay entrance toward the center of the building. Industrial safety marking. I'm standing on it.

"I am on it," I say to the dark.

"Good." A pause. The sound of something being set down on metal. "Keep walking. Straight. Don't step left until I tell you."

I consider my options. I can stand here and shout the contents of a cease-and-desist into the dark like a particularly aggressive town crier. I can leave, report to my father that the contractor refused access, and let the state fire marshal's office handle the problem in their own glacial timeline. Or I can walk toward the voice of a man I've never met, inside a building full of explosive materials, along a yellow line that may or may not lead me anywhere safe.

I walk.

The line ends at a workbench in the center of the warehouse, positioned beneath two industrial lights that cast a clean white circle on the concrete. Outside the circle, the building is a cavern of shadows and stacked crates. Inside it, everything is precise. The workbench is organized with the kind of deliberate order that makes me think of surgeons, or bomb techs, or people who understand that the distance between objects is not decorative but functional.

He's standing behind the bench, and the first thing I notice is his hands.

They're holding a cardboard cylinder roughly the size of a coffee can, and they're holding it the way you hold a sleeping child. Steady. Balanced. Conscious of the weight. His fingers are long, scarred across every knuckle, the skin on his forearms mapped with the smooth, shiny patches of old burns that overlap like continents on a globe. His fingernails are clean except for a yellowish discoloration in the creases that I recognize, after a second, as chemical residue. Sulfur. Permanent.

The rest of him assembles around the hands. Tall. Lean in a way that suggests function over aesthetics, the body of someone who carries heavy things in heat and doesn't eat enough to replace what he sweats out. Dark hair cut short, practical, the kind of cut you get when you need your hair out of your face near open flame. A jaw that looks like it was designed to hold a specific expression and has never been asked to produce a different one. Grey eyes.

Not blue-grey. Not green-grey. Grey. The color of ash in a fire pit the morning after. The color of something that burned all the way down.

"Liora Voss," I say. "Assistant town planner, Harker's Point municipal government. I have a cease-and-desist order signed by the mayor requiring you to halt all pyrotechnic operations at this facility and remove all stored materials within seventy-two hours."

I hold out the document. The paper droops in the humidity.

He looks at it. Looks at me. Sets the cardboard cylinder down on the workbench with a care that makes the back of my neck prickle. Reaches across and takes the paper from my hand. His fingers don't touch mine. I notice the avoidance the way you notice someone swerving to miss a pothole. Deliberate.

He reads the entire document. Not a skim. He reads it line by line, his eyes tracking left to right with the patience of a man who has all the time in the world and knows you don't. The warehouse hums around us. A fan somewhere pushes hot air from one side of the building to the other, accomplishing nothing except noise.

When he finishes, he folds the paper in thirds with a precision that matches the workbench. He sets it on top of the cardboard cylinder. A cease-and-desist order, resting on what I'm fairly certain is an aerial shell packed with explosive compound.

"My contract with the Harker's Point July Fourth Committee was executed fourteen months ago," he says. "Signed by the committee chair, countersigned by the town clerk, with a penalty clause of sixty-four thousand dollars for cancellation without cause. The contract specifies 'without cause' as any reason not related to material safety violations documented by a licensed inspector." He pauses. "Are you a licensed inspector?"

"No."

"Then this document is a request, not an order. And I'm declining the request."

The words are smooth, unrushed, delivered with the same steadiness as his hands on the shell casing. He's not performing calm. He IS calm, and I realize with a thud of recognition that this is worse. A man performing calm can be rattled. A man who is genuinely calm in a building full of explosives while a government official threatens his operation is a man who has already calculated every outcome and decided none of them scare him.

"I can have state inspectors here by Thursday," I say.

"You can." He picks up the shell casing again, turns it in his hands, examining a seam along the side with his thumb. "Inspectors require a documented safety complaint, a jurisdictional filing, and a minimum forty-eight-hour advance notice to the permit holder. That's me. By the time they arrive, I'll have every material in this building within code, every label updated, every spacing requirement met. They'll find a clean operation. And the town will owe me sixty-four thousand dollars for a breach of contract triggered by a filing your office initiated."

I hate that he's right. I hate more that he knows I know he's right. His mouth doesn't move toward a smile, but something in the grey eyes shifts, a fractional adjustment, like a lens focusing.

"Who are you?" I ask. Not his name. I have his name on the contract filing. Kael Ashburn, Sovereign Fire LLC, licensed in South Carolina. The question is something else. The question is: why does a man who could run shows anywhere in the Southeast choose to fight for a contract in a town that doesn't want him, in a warehouse where someone died?

"The pyrotechnician your town hired," he says. "Are we done?"

We're not. I look around the workbench, at the rows of shells arranged by size, at the storage racks receding into shadow, at the yellow line on the floor that brought me here and will take me back. I look at the chemical labeling on the nearest crate. Potassium perchlorate. Aluminum powder. Strontium carbonate. Everything in this room is waiting to become something else. Something louder, brighter, and irreversible.

"I'll be back," I say.

"I know."

He says it without looking up. His hands are already back on the next shell, his fingers finding a rhythm I can't hear, a sequence of motions so practiced they look automatic but carry the weight of absolute intention. He handles the explosives the way some men handle weapons. Not with fear. With respect that is indistinguishable from love.

I duck under the loading bay door and the sun hits me like a wall. The parking lot shimmers. The asphalt gives slightly under my shoes, soft from the heat, and my car is a hundred feet away and feels like a mile. By the time I reach it, my blouse is a second skin, my hair is plastered to the back of my neck, and I can feel the sweat running down the insides of my forearms, following the ridged terrain beneath my sleeves.

I sit in the driver's seat with the AC on full and my hands on the steering wheel and my pulse doing something I don't want to name. Not anger, exactly. Not frustration, though both are there. Something else. Something that feels like the moment before you step off a ledge, when your body knows what's coming and your brain is still negotiating.

In the rearview mirror, the warehouse sits on the dock like a rusted fist. Loading bay half open. The chemical smell is still in my clothes, my hair, my lungs.

I touch my left forearm through the fabric. A habit so old it's involuntary. The ridges beneath the cotton are a geography I know by heart, a topography of damage I've memorized the way he's memorized the safe paths through his warehouse.

The warehouse smells like sulfur.

Sulfur smells like last July.

I pull out of the lot and I don't look back, because looking back is a luxury for people who didn't spend the last year trying to forget, and I am not that kind of person. I am the kind who drives forward, who files reports, who keeps her sleeves long and her voice steady and her scars where nobody asks about them.

But his hands. The scars on his forearms that mirror my own beneath the cotton. The way he held the shell like it was the most precious thing he'd ever touched, and the most dangerous, and there was no difference between the two.

I turn onto the coast road and the ocean opens up on my left, flat and silver under the midday glare. The same stretch of water that was black and burning a year ago. The same beach. The same pier. A different man standing in the middle of it, holding things designed to explode, telling me to stay on the line.

I stayed on the line. I always stay on the line.

But the line led me straight to him, and that's the part I'm not ready to think about yet.
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HER PERFUME STAYS IN the warehouse for forty minutes after she leaves.

I time it because I time everything. Not consciously. Timing is a reflex burned into me the way the scars are burned into my forearms, a residual habit from twenty-three years of counting fuse seconds. One-Mississippi, two-Mississippi, three-Mississippi, and the shell leaves the tube. Four-Mississippi, five-Mississippi, and the burst charge ignites at altitude. The difference between a perfect aerial and a ground detonation is measured in fractions of seconds, and so I count. I count fuse times, I count drying times for paste shells, I count the intervals between Garrett Hale's "inspections," and I count the minutes it takes for Liora Voss's perfume to dissolve into the sulfur-and-brine baseline of Pier 9 Storage.

Forty minutes. Something with jasmine in it, layered under the sharper note of sweat and municipal determination. She sweated through a blouse that probably cost more than my motel room, stood in a building full of things that could vaporize her, and delivered a legal threat with the steady enunciation of a woman who has practiced being unafraid in dangerous rooms.

She's not unafraid. I could see the pulse in her throat from four feet away. She stood with her weight on her back foot, balanced for retreat, her right hand slightly forward and her left hand pressed against her side in a way that looked casual but wasn't. She was protecting her left arm. Specifically the forearm. The long sleeves in ninety-seven degrees made no sense unless they were covering something she didn't want seen.

I catalog this the way I catalog materials. Flash point. Stability threshold. Conditions under which the compound becomes volatile.

She's smart. That's the first problem. She noticed the shell organization pattern, the way the sizes graduate from the loading bay toward the back wall, the spacing between racks that isn't uniform but varies based on material class. She noticed the discrepancy on the labeling, where my official manifest lists sixty-eight shells and the racks hold seventy-three. The extra five are evidence materials, shells I've reconstructed from the post-blast debris field to match the load Jonah was working with that night. They're not meant to fly. They're meant to testify.

She noticed. She didn't mention it, but her eyes went to the count and stayed there two seconds longer than a bureaucratic scan requires. She counted. And she filed the number away behind an expression I've been reading on government officials my entire career: the pleasant, professional face of a woman deciding exactly how much trouble to make.

The second problem is that I need her to not make trouble for exactly twelve more days. Twelve days until the Fourth. Twelve days to finish the show, complete the evidence chain, and burn the truth across the sky over Harker's Point loud enough for eight thousand people to see.

She can't call state inspectors. She can't pull the permit. She can't access this warehouse without me, and she can't report the discrepancy without triggering an investigation that would seize my materials, including the five reconstructed shells and the modified ignition cap I found last week inside the northeast wall framing.

The ignition cap is locked in my toolbox. Commercial-grade delayed ignition, manufactured by Bellweather Pyro Supply out of Vidalia, Georgia. Not a component used in any standard consumer fireworks display. Not a component listed on Ashburn & Sons' material manifest for the July 4th show. Not a component Jonah would have ordered, handled, or recognized.

Someone put it in this building. Someone who had access before the show, someone who understood enough about pyrotechnic firing systems to modify a mortar tube's ignition chain without leaving visible evidence. Someone who knew that when the electrical signal from the firing board reached that mortar, the delayed cap would create a secondary ignition at the base of the tube, turning a controlled aerial launch into a lateral ground burst.

Someone who killed my brother and framed it as carelessness.

I set down the shell I've been holding since she left. My hands are steady. They're always steady. The one thing my body has never betrayed is the steadiness of my hands, even when the rest of me is a controlled demolition.

Headlights sweep the loading bay at 4:47 PM. Not Liora's car. This engine is heavier, a truck, and the parking pattern is familiar. Three visits in two weeks, always late afternoon, always unannounced. Garrett Hale, Harker's Point Fire Marshal, making his rounds.

I wipe my hands on a shop rag and wait.

He enters through the loading bay with the proprietary ease of a man who considers every building in his jurisdiction an extension of his office. Mid-fifties, barrel-chested, the kind of tan that comes from working outdoors in a coastal town for two decades. Salt-and-pepper hair kept regulation-short. Uniform shirt pressed despite the heat. The kind of man who looks exactly like what he is, which is the most dangerous kind of man there is, because nobody questions the obvious.

"Mr. Ashburn." He extends his hand. "Garrett Hale, fire marshal. Just a routine walk-through, make sure everything's up to code."

I shake his hand. His grip is a performance. Firm enough to communicate authority, released quickly enough to seem friendly. His eyes are already past me, scanning the warehouse the way mine scanned it when I first arrived. But he's not looking at my setup. He's looking at the building. The walls, the ceiling joints, the ventilation gaps. The places where a blast pattern would tell a story.

"Help yourself," I say. "Material manifest is on the workbench. Storage temps logged hourly."

He doesn't go to the workbench. He walks the perimeter, running his hand along the shelving racks, pausing at the equipment staging area, crouching to examine the base of a mortar tube rack with a familiarity that exceeds casual inspection. His fingers find the bolt pattern on the rack's floor anchor. He tests the tension. Not the motion of a fire marshal checking code compliance. The motion of a man checking whether something has been moved.

I watch from the workbench, pretending to sort star pellets. Strontium carbonate for red, barium chlorate for green, copper acetoarsenite for blue. The colors of Independence Day, measured in grams, toxic in concentration, beautiful at altitude. My hands work automatically. My eyes work on Hale.

He touches the northeast wall. The repainted section. His palm flat against the grey paint, exactly where mine was last night, exactly where the blast pattern hides beneath the fresh coat. He holds it there for three seconds. Not a test of temperature. Not a structural assessment. Three seconds of contact with the spot where my brother died.

He knows what's under the paint.

"Everything looks good," he says, turning back to me with a smile that fits his face like a uniform. "Ventilation's adequate. Storage spacing meets code. Just make sure your fire extinguisher certifications are current. I'll need copies before the Fourth."

"I'll have them for you."

He nods. Walks toward the loading bay. Pauses at the door, one hand on the frame, and looks back at the warehouse with an expression I almost miss because it lasts less than a second. Not the expression of a man satisfied by a routine inspection. The expression of a man measuring something. Distances. Timelines. The structural integrity of a lie.

"Good luck with the show," he says. "Town could use something to celebrate."

He leaves. His truck pulls out of the lot with the careful speed of a man who has nowhere urgent to be and wants you to know it.

I wait five minutes. Then I walk to every surface he touched. The shelving rack. The mortar tube anchor. The northeast wall. I examine each contact point. Nothing disturbed. No tampering. No devices. He wasn't planting. He was checking.

Checking what?

Checking whether someone else has found what he left behind.

I sit on the floor of the warehouse, my back against a crate of eight-inch shells, and I let the heat press down on me like a verdict. The concrete is warm through my jeans. The chemical smell is a blanket. The fan pushes air that tastes like iron and salt.

Hale touched the wall where my brother died with the absent precision of a man revisiting his own work.

He didn't look at my materials. He didn't review my manifest. He didn't check my storage temperatures or my fire extinguisher dates. He came to this warehouse to touch the walls and test the anchors and make sure the crime scene he built a year ago is still holding together.

I have the ignition cap. I have the blast pattern analysis. I have thirteen months of supply chain research and insurance documentation and a dead brother's reputation to rebuild.

What I don't have is a witness. Someone who was here. Someone who saw the setup, the modification, the tampering. The original investigation was closed in four weeks. The surviving crew
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