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  CHAPTER ONE

  
  





“You still know how to drive?”

Mack Torres looked at Eddie across the motel room table and smiled without showing teeth. “Three tours hauling supply through Anbar Province, you asking me if I can drive?”

“I’m asking if you remember how to drive scared. Driving when it matters.”

Mack’s smile stayed where it was. “I remember.”

They sat in Room 14 at the Desert Rose Motor Inn on the east edge of Midland, which was the kind of place where the desk clerk took cash and wrote a name in a ledger without checking whether the name matched the face and where the pool had been empty since 2019 and nobody had bothered to fill it. The room smelled of cigarettes and industrial carpet cleaner and the particular staleness of air conditioning that has been running for years without fresh air. Eddie had paid for three nights under a name that belonged to no one. He’d arrived at nine in the morning. Mack had arrived at ten.

The table between them held a road map of West Texas, a yellow legal pad with Eddie’s handwriting on it, and a coffee in a styrofoam cup that Eddie had bought from the gas station next door and that had gone cold while they talked.

Eddie said: “The job’s a bank. Odessa. Third Friday in June.”

“How much?”

“Two to four hundred thousand. Depends on the week. I’m calling it three.”

Mack looked at the legal pad. He looked at Eddie. “What’s my cut?”

“Twenty percent. Sixty thousand, give or take.”

“Who else is in?”

“Tech guy. Electronics, cameras, alarms. You don’t know him. And one more I’ll tell you about when he gets here.”

“Cop?”

Eddie did not answer immediately. Mack read the silence.

“Cop,” Mack said. Not a question this time.

“Detective. Ector County Sheriff. He’s got access we need.”

“You trust him?”

“No.”

“But you’re bringing him in.”

“I’m bringing him in because he’s already halfway in. He knows I’m planning something and he knows I’ll need someone with a badge when it happens. Better to have him inside where I can see him than outside where I can’t.”

Mack thought about this. He picked up the cold coffee and drank it anyway because waste was waste. “What do you need from me?”

“Wheels. You drive the chase vehicle. You’re half a mile back when we hit the bank, you move when I call, you’ve got the engine and the nerve to get us clear when things go loud.”

“They going loud?”

“They always go loud,” Eddie said. “The question is when.”

Mack stood. He walked to the window and pulled the curtain back an inch and looked at the parking lot and at his truck — a 2015 Silverado, dark blue, the kind of blue that photographs gray in security camera footage, which was why Mack had chosen it. He’d bought the truck from a dealer in El Paso with cash from a job in 2022 and had put another eighteen thousand into the engine and suspension and the supercharger that made it run like something with twice the displacement.

“I’m in,” Mack said.

Eddie opened a manila envelope and pulled out six hundred dollars in twenties and fifties. He counted out three hundred and slid it across the table. “Walk-around money. Another three when we meet next week. The rest when the job’s done.”

Mack took the cash. He folded it once and put it in his front pocket without counting it. “When do I meet the others?”

“You don’t. You meet me. That’s the structure.”

Mack looked at Eddie. He looked at him the way you look at a man when you’re deciding whether to say the thing you’re thinking or keep it to yourself. He decided to say it. “Huntsville, you told me when you got out you were done. You said one more stretch would kill you.”

“I lied,” Eddie said.

“To me or to yourself?”

“Both.”

Mack went to the door. He opened it. The June heat came in like something solid. “See you next week,” he said, and left.

* * *

Luis Salazar arrived at eleven-thirty in a white Honda Accord that had 140,000 miles on it and a bumper sticker from a San Antonio tech conference that was three years out of date. He parked next to a dumpster at the back of the lot and came to Room 14 carrying a laptop bag and a backpack and the focused expression of a man who has driven two hours on bad coffee and is operating at about seventy percent.

Eddie let him in. Luis set the laptop bag on the bed and the backpack on the floor and looked around the room with the assessing quality of someone cataloging exits and sight lines out of professional habit.

“You want coffee?” Eddie said.

“I want to know what I’m doing here.”

Eddie handed him the legal pad. Luis read it. He read the three pages Eddie had written — notes, timelines, the bank’s address, the security contractor’s name, the branch manager’s name, the assistant manager’s name.

Luis said: “You’re hitting First National.”

“Yes.”

“The West University branch.”

“Yes.”

“You know they upgraded security in twenty-sixteen. Full IP camera system, remote monitoring, silent alarm tied to three different dispatch centers.”

“I know,” Eddie said. “That’s why you’re here.”

Luis sat on the bed. He opened the laptop bag and pulled out a Dell that looked like it had been issued to him by someone who believed in fiscal responsibility over performance. He opened it. The desktop background was a photograph of the Golden Gate Bridge that had come pre-loaded with the operating system and that Luis had never changed because changing it seemed like the kind of personal touch that made a machine identifiable.

He pulled up a file. “I looked at their system last week. Ran a pentest on their public-facing network. Got in through a phishing email to the branch manager’s assistant — sent her a DocuSign request for a lease renewal, she clicked it, I had her credentials.”

“What did you find?”

“The camera feeds go to a local DVR and to a cloud backup service called SecureView. The DVR’s in a closet behind the teller line. The cloud backup runs on a thirty-second delay. If you’re in and out in under thirty seconds, the cloud never gets a clean image.”

“We’re not going to be in and out in thirty seconds.”

“I know. Which is why you need to cut the internet before you go in. Cut the internet, the cloud backup stops receiving, the local DVR keeps recording, but the local DVR is something you can walk out with if you’ve got the time.”

Eddie thought about this. “What about the silent alarm?”

“That’s the problem. The silent alarm doesn’t run through the internet. It’s a hardline to the security company and to county dispatch. You trip it, they know in under ten seconds.”

“So we don’t trip it.”

“Or you trip it and you’re gone before the response time catches up.” Luis looked at the legal pad. “You said third Friday in June. That’s thirteen days.”

“Yes.”

“You got a crew?”

“I’ve got muscle and wheels. I’ve got you. And I’ve got someone on the inside.”

“Inside the bank?”

“Inside the sheriff’s department.”

Luis closed the laptop. He looked at Eddie with the particular stillness of a man processing a variable he does not like. “You brought a cop into this.”

“I brought a cop into this,” Eddie said.

“Why.”

“Because he can tell us response times, rotation schedules, which deputies call in sick, which ones don’t. Because he can delay a dispatch if we need thirty extra seconds. Because he’s already dirty and dirty people are easier to work with than clean ones.”

“Dirty people are easier to work with until they decide you’re the problem,” Luis said.

“I know.”

“And you’re doing it anyway.”

“I’m doing it anyway.”

Luis picked up the backpack. He opened it and pulled out a small black box about the size of a deck of cards with two antennas and a micro-USB port. “This is a cellular jammer. Three-block radius. Kills cell signals, kills data. You turn this on when you go in the bank, nobody’s calling anybody, nothing’s going to the cloud.”

Eddie took the jammer. He turned it over in his hand. “This legal?”

“No.”

“You use it before?”

“Tested it in a parking lot in El Paso. Worked fine. Fried my own phone for six minutes until I turned it off.”

Eddie set the jammer on the table. “What’s your cut?”

“Twenty percent.”

“You talked to Mack.”

“I talked to Mack last week. He said you were putting something together. He said you’d call.”

Eddie opened the manila envelope and counted out three hundred in cash. Luis took it and put it in his front pocket. “Next week I want to walk the bank. See the layout. Time the teller transactions, count the security cameras, check the sight lines.”

“You do it Friday afternoon. You go in as a customer. You deposit a check, you fill out a withdrawal slip, you take your time. You film everything on your phone.”

“What if they ask why I’m filming?”

“They won’t. Nobody looks at a man with a phone anymore. Phones are invisible.”

Luis stood. He picked up the laptop bag and the backpack and went to the door and stopped. “Eddie.”

“Yeah.”

“This cop. You trust him with your life?”

“No.”

“You trust him with mine?”

Eddie looked at Luis and thought about the question and about the true answer and about whether the true answer was the answer Luis needed to hear. He decided it was.

“No,” Eddie said.

Luis nodded like this was what he’d expected. He left.

* * *

Ray Holloway arrived at two in the afternoon in an unmarked Crown Victoria that had 190,000 miles on it and the particular worn-in quality of a vehicle that has been driven hard for years by people who do not own it. He parked in the lot and sat in the car for two minutes with the engine running and the air conditioning on, and Eddie watched him through the curtain and thought about what Holloway was doing, which was scanning the lot for anything that looked wrong, which was what cops did when they arrived somewhere they should not be.

Holloway got out. He wore jeans and a polo shirt and a Glock on his hip in an inside-the-waistband holster that his shirt did not quite cover. He came to Room 14 and knocked twice.

Eddie opened the door.

Holloway came in and looked around the room the way cops look around rooms — cataloging, assessing, deciding whether this is a place that will become a problem later. He appeared satisfied that it would not. He sat in the chair by the window.

“You want something to drink?” Eddie said.

“I want to know why I’m here.”

“I’ve got a job. I need someone who knows how Ector County Sheriff runs their rotations.”

“What kind of job.”

“The kind where response time matters.”

Holloway smiled. It was the kind of smile a man smiles when he’s been waiting for a conversation to arrive at a specific place and it has just arrived there. “You’re hitting something.”

“I’m hitting something,” Eddie said.

“What.”

“A bank. Odessa. First National, West University branch.”

Holloway stopped smiling. “That’s in the city. Odessa PD jurisdiction.”

“The bank’s in the city. The routes out are county roads. The safe house is county. If something goes wrong and we need to move fast
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