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OUT OF SCOPE




Book 1 in the Marcus Vance Thriller Series

By R.J. Blake







Act I: The Digital Cage







  The Suppresive Rain









The freezing rain hitting the old, faded truck cab sounded like a steady burst of automatic suppression fire.

Marcus Vance lay flat on his back on a wet sheet of cardboard, slid deep beneath the Chevy Silverado’s frame rail. He adjusted the magnetic shop light stuck to the chassis, reached his arm up into the tight, greasy space above the cross-member, and jammed his wrench onto a stripped starter bolt. The metal was slick with road grime, ice, and old fluid. He threw his weight into the turn.

The wrench slipped.

His hand slammed hard against the jagged edge of the frame. The skin across his knuckles split open instantly, releasing a dark ribbon of hot blood that smeared against the cold steel.

Marcus didn’t curse. He didn’t yell. He just closed his eyes, let out a slow, controlled breath through his nose, and counted to three. In his old life, a sudden spike of adrenaline meant someone was trying to kill you. In his new life, it just meant he needed a different socket extension.

He wiped his bloody knuckles on his faded Carhartt jeans and rolled out from under the truck, his boots crunching in the gravel. The cold wind immediately bit through his flannel shirt. He had to finish this starter motor before the school bus dropped the twins off at three o’clock. The local diner owner had promised him two hundred dollars cash if he got the truck running today, and right now, Marcus needed every single dollar.

“Marcus!”

He looked up to see his wife, Heather, walking down the gravel driveway. She didn’t have a coat on. Her long red hair was getting dark and post-pasted to her neck by the icy rain, her pale skin flush with panic. She was holding a single, crumpled piece of paper inside a clear plastic ziplock bag to protect it from the weather.

“Heather, go back inside,” Marcus said, grabbing a shop rag to wipe his hands. “You’re freezing.”

She didn’t answer. She just handed him the plastic bag, her hands shaking violently.

Through the clear plastic, Marcus saw the bold, black lettering at the top of the page: NOTICE OF CIVIL LEVY AND ACCOUNT FREEZE.

“I went to the grocery store,” Heather whispered, her voice cracking as a tear mixed with the rain on her cheek. “To get milk and medicine for Toby. The card was declined, Marcus. The cashier tried it three times. When I logged into the mobile banking app, our balance said zero. Everything is gone. The mortgage money, the grocery fund… all of it.”

Marcus felt the cold stone settle deep into his gut. He took the paper out of the bag. His eyes skipped past the legal jargon straight to the numbers at the bottom of the page.

Originating Agency: County Sheriff’s Department.

Case Number: CR-2026-8841.

Charge: Grand Theft / Check Fraud.

Restitution Amount Owed: $18,450.00.

“Marcus, please tell me what this is,” Heather begged, grabbing his grease-stained jacket. “The bank teller said there’s a criminal warrant. They said you’re a fugitive.”

Before Marcus could find a lie to comfort her, a low, rhythmic rumble echoed from the bottom of the hill.

Marcus turned his head, his mercenary instincts instantly scanning the tree line. A white-and-green county sheriff’s cruiser was turning slowly onto their gravel road, its tires crunching on the wet stone, its roof lights dark but its purpose completely clear.

Nathan had finally pulled the trigger. The digital cage had just snapped shut.

“Heather, look at me,” Marcus said, his voice dropping into a calm, commanding tone he hadn’t used in years. He took her by the shoulders. “Go inside the house. Lock the door. Do not let the kids look out the window.”

“Marcus—”

“Go inside, Heather. Now. Let me handle this.”

She hesitated, her red hair dripping in her face, terror in her eyes, before she turned and bolted up the porch steps, slamming the heavy wooden door behind her.

Marcus swallowed hard, slipped the plastic-wrapped warrant into his back pocket, and stood his ground in the driveway. He wiped the fresh blood from his knuckles onto his pants as the cruiser came to a stop just ten feet away.

The door opened, and a woman in a heavy winter police jacket stepped out, adjusting her duty belt. Her badge read Collins. She didn’t have her hand on her weapon, but her eyes were sharp, scanning Marcus, the truck, and the house with methodical, quiet precision.

“Marcus Vance?” Deputy Collins asked, her voice calm but firm over the sound of the rain. “I’m Deputy Collins. We need to have a talk about a corporate account out of Virginia.”







  The Extradition Radius












Marcus didn’t move. He kept his hands open, fingers relaxed at his sides, well away from his waistband. In his line of work, body language was a language of survival. If you looked panicked, people got defensive. If you looked dangerous, they drew steel.

He matched Collins’s gaze with a level, unblinking calm.

“Afternoon, Deputy,” Marcus said. His voice was steady, perfectly modulated to compete with the rain drumming on the truck cab. “If it’s about the Virginia LLC, I’m assuming you’re here to notify me of a non-extraditable administrative warrant.”

Collins paused, her hand hovering an inch above her utility belt. Her eyebrows raised slightly. She had expected a small-town handyman to freeze, stutter, or try to run. Instead, this guy was speaking to her like a defense attorney who had just stepped out of a courtroom.

“You’re well-informed, Mr. Vance,” Collins said, stepping closer, her boots sloshing in the mud. She pulled a black leather notepad from her breast pocket. “Most folks around here don’t know the phrase ‘non-extraditable.’ But you’re exactly right. Virginia issued a felony warrant for check fraud under your name. Because of the dollar amount, they flagged it as ‘Adjacent States Only’ for physical transport.”

Marcus calculated the tactical landscape in a millisecond. Adjacent states. Virginia was halfway across the country. Collins couldn’t legally cuff him and throw him in her cruiser for the fraud alone. Not yet.

“It’s a fraudulent charge, Deputy,” Marcus said evenly. “My former business partner forged my signature on a corporate liquidation check before clearing out our operating capital and leaving the country. I didn’t know about the warrant until ten minutes ago when my wife tried to buy groceries and found our domestic account frozen.”

Collins looked at Marcus’s hands, noting the fresh blood dripping from his knuckles. “Looks like you’re having a rough day all around.”

“Slipped wrench on a starter motor,” Marcus replied, not breaking eye contact. “It happens.”

Collins tapped her pen against her notepad. She was a good cop, and her instincts were prickling. There was an intense, controlled stillness to Marcus Vance that didn’t match the resume of a local residential handyman. He was too calm. His eyes weren’t looking at her face; they were scanning her shoulders, her stance, tracking her center of mass.

“Here’s the reality, Mr. Vance,” Collins said, her tone dropping into a practical, professional baseline. “I’m not here to drag you to jail today. Our county isn’t spending tax dollars holding a guy over an eighteen-thousand-dollar dispute in Virginia. But the warrant is live in the NCIC system. Every automated license plate reader in the state is going to ping your truck. The bank freeze is federal compliance—I can’t lift that for you.”

She ripped a page out of her notepad and handed it to him.

“That’s the case number and the direct line to the Commonwealth’s Attorney in Virginia,” she said. “You have a family here, Marcus. People know you. You fixed my sergeant’s riding mower last month. I’d hate to see a local contractor get picked up on a routine traffic stop by a state trooper who doesn’t care about extradition radius. You have seventy-two hours to get a lawyer to file a motion to stay this warrant, or I’m going to have to file a local failure-to-appear notice. Do we understand each other?”

Marcus took the paper. His bloody thumb left a dark smudge on the edge.

“Seventy-two hours,” Marcus repeated. “Understood. Thank you, Deputy.”

Collins gave him one final, long look, noting the military precision of his posture, before nodding and stepping back into her cruiser. The door closed, and the truck slowly backed down the gravel driveway, leaving Marcus alone in the pouring rain.

He stared down at the paper in his hand. Seventy-two hours before the local net tightened. His bank account was at zero. He had no lawyer. And inside the house, a red-headed woman who thought she knew him was waiting for an explanation he couldn’t give.

Marcus crumpled the paper in his fist, his gaze hardening as he looked toward the dark woods at the edge of his property.

The handyman was gone. The soldier was back.




Marcus stood in the driveway until the tail lights of the sheriff’s cruiser disappeared over the crest of the hill. The icy rain had soaked completely through his flannel shirt, chilling his shoulders, but he didn’t feel it. His mind was executing a rapid threat assessment, sorting variables like he used to do in tactical operations centers.

Seventy-two hours. No money. A flagged passport. An active felony warrant.

He looked at the heavy wooden front door of his house. Facing an armed squad in a compound outside Fallujah had felt less terrifying than walking through that door right now.

He climbed the porch steps, turned the brass knob, and stepped into the mudroom. The air inside smelled of cinnamon, roasted chicken from last night’s leftovers, and the clean scent of laundry detergent. It was the smell of the safe, ordinary life he had spent five years building.

He kicked off his muddy work boots and stepped into the kitchen.

Heather was standing by the center island. Her long red hair was damp, clinging to her shoulders, and her eyes were rimmed with red. She had a dish towel gripped so tightly in her hands that her knuckles were white. Standing behind her, peeking out from the hallway, was ten-year-old Toby, his eyes wide with the quiet anxiety that children instantly absorb when their parents panic.

“Toby,” Marcus said, his voice dropping into a soft, steady cadence. “Go upstairs and help your sisters with their homework. Your mom and I need to talk about a business matter.”

“Is the police lady coming back?” Toby asked, his voice small.

Marcus forced a warm, reassuring smile. “No, buddy. Just a paperwork mix-up with an old client. Go on up.”

Toby hesitated, looked at his mother, and then scampered up the stairs. The heavy thud of his footsteps faded into the ceiling, followed by the quiet click of a bedroom door.

The silence that followed was suffocating. Only the hum of the refrigerator broke the quiet.

“A paperwork mix-up?” Heather’s voice was a whisper, but it cut through the room like a blade. She stepped forward, tossing the dish towel onto the counter. “Marcus, the bank told me the police were actively looking to arrest you. They froze our accounts under federal fraud guidelines. You don’t get a civil levy over a missing invoice. What did that deputy say to you?”

Marcus walked over to the sink, turned on the faucet, and began washing the grease and dried blood from his split knuckles. He needed a few seconds to calibrate his response. He couldn’t tell her the whole truth. If she knew about Nathan’s real operations—the international arms tracking, the black-budget corporate security, the millions of dollars currently missing—she would become a legal target. Ignorance was her only shield.

“She served a notice,” Marcus said, keeping his back to her as the warm water turned pink in the stainless-steel sink. “Nathan wrote a bad corporate check for eighteen thousand dollars against our old LLC account before he disappeared. He forged my signature as the co-signer to get the vendor to accept it.”

Heather let out a shaky breath, her hands flying to her mouth. “Eighteen thousand dollars? Marcus, we don’t have eighteen thousand dollars. We don’t even have eighty dollars right now. Why would Nathan do that?”

“Because he’s a thief, Heather,” Marcus said. He turned off the water, grabbed a paper towel, and turned around to face her. He looked her dead in the eye, project-managing his lie with absolute precision. “He cleaned out our operating capital six months ago and fled the country. He knew the vendor would come after the LLC. By putting my name on that check, he bought himself time to disappear while the local sheriff came looking for me instead.”

Heather shook her head, tears finally spilling over her lashes. “But the teller said you’re a fugitive. They said it’s a felony.”

“It’s an out-of-state administrative warrant,” Marcus said, stepping closer and gently taking her face in his hands. His thumbs wiped the tears from her cheeks. “The deputy knows it’s a business dispute. She gave me seventy-two hours to get a lawyer and file a motion to clear my name. I’m going to fix this, Heather. I promise you.”

Heather looked up at him, her green eyes searching his face, desperate to find the certainty she always relied on. “How? Marcus, the mortgage is due on Friday. We can’t even buy milk. If you get arrested…”

“I won’t get arrested,” Marcus said softly, pressing his forehead against hers. “I’m going to call some people. I’ll get the cash for groceries today. We are going to survive this. Trust me.”

She nodded against him, her shoulders slumping as she leaned into his chest, letting him hold her weight.

But as Marcus stared over her shoulder at the rain beating against the kitchen window, his expression went completely cold. He had successfully managed his wife’s panic, but the clock was ticking. He had seventy-two hours before Deputy Collins was legally forced to take him into custody.

He didn’t need a lawyer. He needed his old life.

And more than anything, he needed to find Nathan.














