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  Chapter 1

  
  










John Virgil was finishing his second bourbon when the phone rang. Not the cell phone sitting next to his glass, but the landline mounted on the kitchen wall, the one nobody ever called except telemarketers and his daughter, Melissa.

“You expecting someone?” Frank Jackson asked from across the table. They’d been playing cards for three hours, and Frank was up seventy-eight dollars.

“At eleven-thirty? Yeah, I’m expecting the Pope,” John said, pushing back his chair. The bourbon made a warm spot in his stomach. The cards hadn’t been falling his way tonight, but he hadn’t minded much. Tomorrow was Saturday. No work. No meetings. No particular reason to be clear-headed.

The phone kept ringing. Four rings now. Five.

“You gonna answer that?” Frank shuffled the deck with practiced precision.

John snatched the receiver on the seventh ring. “Virgil residence.”

Frank dealt the cards anyway, lining up five neat stacks. The overhead light caught silver in his sandy hair, new since John had seen him last, before Frank’s latest deployment. Special Forces guys aged differently; they kept the muscle, lost the fat, and gained the kind of lines around the eyes that said they’d seen things they wouldn’t talk about.

“Mr. Virgil? John Virgil?” A young woman’s voice, formal, slightly detached.

“Speaking.”

Frank tapped the table. “Your deal, Johnny. We playing or what?”

John held up a finger.

“This is Dr. Reeves from Mercy General. I’m calling about your daughter, Melissa.”

The warm spot in John’s stomach turned cold. He leaned against the wall. “What about her?”

“Mr. Virgil, I’m afraid there’s been an incident. Melissa was brought into our emergency department approximately forty-five minutes ago. She was unresponsive when paramedics arrived at her dormitory.”

John’s fingers tightened around the receiver. “What kind of incident?”

“Sir, we believe it was an overdose. Her roommate reported she’d been at a party and took what they thought was ecstasy.”

“Thought was?” The words came out thin.

“The attending physician believes the substance was contaminated with fentanyl. We’ve seen several cases this week from the same batch.”

Frank was watching him now, cards forgotten, one hand flat on the table.

“Is she…” John couldn’t finish the question.

“Mr. Virgil, we did everything we could. I’m very sorry, but Melissa passed away twenty minutes ago.”

The floor seemed to tilt. John gripped the wall-mounted phone so hard his knuckles went white.

“Mr. Virgil? Are you there?”

“Where is she now?” His voice sounded like it belonged to someone else.

“She’s still in the emergency department. Would you like to come in? We can have someone meet you.”

“I’ll be there in thirty minutes.”

He hung up without waiting for a response and stood motionless, staring at a framed photo on the refrigerator. Melissa at high school graduation, grinning, cap slightly crooked on her head. Three years ago.

“Johnny? What’s going on?” Frank was on his feet now.

“Melissa’s dead.”

The words hung in the kitchen like smoke.

“Jesus Christ.” Frank moved around the table. “What happened?”

“Bad drugs. At some college party.” John’s voice was flat. “Fentanyl.”

“I’ll drive you,” Frank said, already reaching for his keys.

John shook his head. “No. I need to do this alone.”

“Bullshit. You’ve had three bourbons, and you just found out your kid is dead. I’m driving.”

Twenty-seven minutes later, John stood in a sterile room with green-tiled walls and harsh fluorescent lighting. Melissa lay on a metal table, a sheet pulled up to her chin. She could have been sleeping, except her skin had a waxy quality that living skin doesn’t have. Her blonde hair—dyed purple at the tips last time he’d seen her—fanned out around her head.

“Do you need a moment?” The doctor was a thin, dark-haired woman with tired eyes.

John nodded, his throat too tight for words.

When they left, he took his daughter’s hand. Cold. Already cold. The hands he remembered were always warm, always in motion—texting, twirling a pencil, pushing her hair back from her face.

“Who did this to you?” he whispered.

A memory surfaced: Melissa at seven, sitting on his shoulders at a county fair, sticky cotton candy fingers in his hair.

Then another: last Christmas, their awkward dinner at Applebee’s, her telling him about switching her major from psychology to art history, his disappointment poorly concealed. Their last conversation had been an argument.

“Sir?” The doctor was back. “There are some forms…”

“Where do these drugs come from?” John’s voice was low, dangerous.

“I couldn’t say specifically, but—”

“In general. Where do they come from?”

The doctor hesitated. “The DEA believes most of the fentanyl in this region comes through cartels operating across the border. The Sinaloa and Jalisco cartels primarily.”

“And nobody stops them.”

It wasn’t a question, but she answered anyway. “Law enforcement does what they can.”

“Not enough.” John looked back at his daughter’s face. “Not nearly enough.”

Later, in Frank’s pickup truck, John stared out the window at the dark streets. The world was the same as it had been four hours ago, but everything had changed.

“You need to crash at my place?” Frank asked, breaking the silence.

“No. Take me home.”

“Johnny, I don’t think you should be alone.”

“I’m not staying alone.” John’s voice had a new edge to it. “I’m going to find who’s responsible.”

Frank glanced at him. “The hell does that mean?”

“It means I’m going to war, Frank.” John stared straight ahead. “Those bastards killed my little girl, and somebody’s going to pay.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“When have you ever known me not to be serious?”

Frank tightened his grip on the steering wheel. “What you’re talking about is suicide, man. These aren’t street punks. These are organized, well-funded organizations with armies of their own.”

“Good thing I know someone with combat experience, then.”

“No. Absolutely not.” Frank shook his head. “I’m not helping you get yourself killed.”

John turned to look at his old friend. “I didn’t ask for your help. But I am going to need some information.”

Frank’s jaw tightened. “Johnny—”

“She was twenty-one years old, Frank. Twenty-one. Some scumbag sprinkled poison on a party drug to boost his profit margin, and now she’s lying on a slab. Tell me that doesn’t deserve a response.”

“It deserves the police, the FBI, the DEA.”

“And what have they accomplished?” John’s voice was ice. “My daughter’s dead. Their war isn’t working. So now it’s my turn.”

Frank pulled into John’s driveway and cut the engine. Neither man moved to get out.

“You’re going to need more than information,” Frank finally said.

John nodded once, his face set in hard lines illuminated by the dim glow of the dashboard. “I know.”

In that moment, something fundamental shifted in John Virgil. The grief was still there, a lead weight in his chest. But alongside it now burned something else—something focused and pure and terrible.

A spark of vengeance had been lit. And John had no intention of letting it go out.
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Three days after the funeral, John Virgil sat in his garage surrounded by cardboard boxes labeled in Melissa’s looping handwriting. Her roommate had packed up her dormitory belongings—clothes, books, the small collection of vinyl records Melissa had started buying from thrift shops. The box of personal items from her desk sat open at John’s feet.

He pulled out a leather-bound journal, turned it over in his hands. It had been a gift for her eighteenth birthday, something practical with a touch of sentiment that John had thought appropriate. The kind of gift that said: I care, but I’m not going to make a big deal about it.

John opened the journal, thumbed through pages of Melissa’s handwriting. Halfway through, he stopped.

Dad called today. Same conversation as always. He asked about classes, I told him about Professor Alvarez’s art history lecture that blew my mind, and he asked if I’m still planning to switch majors. Like he’s tallying how much tuition money is being “wasted.” Why can’t he understand that I need to find my own way?

John closed his eyes. Ran a hand over his face. His beard was getting scruffy; he hadn’t shaved since before the phone call.

He flipped forward, found an entry from six months ago.

Had dinner with Dad. He tried, I guess. But his disappointment is like this weight crushing everything. Mom would’ve understood about the major. She always said find what feeds your soul. Dad just sees the practical angle. Security. Benefits. 401k. Sometimes I think he loves me, but he doesn’t like who I am.

John snapped the journal shut. Dropped it back in the box. His hands weren’t steady.

The garage was quiet except for the hum of the refrigerator in the corner, the one he kept stocked with beer. He stood, walked to it, pulled out a bottle, then put it back. He needed clarity now, not numbness.

On his workbench sat his laptop, open to a news article: “Fentanyl Crisis Claims Seven College Students in Three-State Area.” Melissa had been Student #4, reduced to a statistic, her name withheld pending notification of family.

Next to the laptop was a manila folder. John had spent yesterday compiling information—DEA reports, news articles, academic papers on cartel operations. The picture they painted was grim but clear: The Jalisco New Generation Cartel controlled most of the fentanyl traffic in the region where Melissa had died.

His phone buzzed. Frank again, checking in. John ignored it. Frank had made his position clear at the funeral—he understood John’s anger but counseled letting the authorities handle it. “You’ll destroy yourself, Johnny,” he’d said, gripping John’s shoulder. “That won’t bring her back.”

As if John didn’t know that.

He crossed to the gun safe in the corner of the garage, spun the combination lock. Inside were three handguns—a Glock 19, a Smith & Wesson .357, and a Colt .45 his father had left him—plus a Remington 700 rifle with a scope. Hunting weapons, home defense. He’d never considered them tools of war before.

John pulled out the Remington, checked the action. It had been over a year since he’d fired it, but his hands remembered the weight, the balance. Twenty years in the Army National Guard, with two deployments overseas, had made weapons handling second nature. He’d been a competent soldier, not exceptional. Staff Sergeant Virgil, logistics specialist with additional training in marksmanship and survival.

Hardly the resume of someone planning to take on a drug cartel.

He put the rifle back, closed the safe. In his pocket was the business card of Detective Martinez, who’d interviewed him briefly after Melissa’s death. “Call if you think of anything that might help the investigation,” she’d said. Her eyes had been kind but professional. She’d seen too many dead kids to get emotional about one more.

John pulled out the card, studied it, then tore it in half and dropped the pieces in the trash bin.

From his desk drawer, he removed a small key. It opened the metal lockbox on the top shelf of his closet. Inside were his military discharge papers, his passport, birth certificate, and fifteen thousand dollars in cash—his emergency fund.

He sat at his desk and opened his laptop again, minimizing the news article. In its place was a spreadsheet. John had been methodical, breaking down what he would need for a mission with no defined timeline and no certain outcome. Weapons: procurable, but risky to transport across the border. Better to find sources in Mexico. Training: he needed to get back into fighting shape, reacquaint himself with combat skills gone rusty. Information: the most crucial and difficult component.

He could practically hear his old commanding officer: “Intelligence wins wars, Virgil. Bullets just finish what good intel starts.”

The overhead light buzzed faintly. Outside, a dog barked, and a car door slammed. Normal neighborhood sounds that seemed to be coming from a different world now.

John opened a new browser window, searched for gym memberships in his area. Found one that advertised a boxing program and shooting range access. That would do for starters.

His phone buzzed again. This time it was a text from his boss at the construction company where he worked as a project manager.

John, take all the time you need. Job will be here when you’re ready.

John stared at the message. The job wouldn’t be there, because he wouldn’t be. He typed back a simple “Thanks” and set the phone down.

On the wall across from his desk hung a framed photo—John and Melissa at her high school graduation. Her smile looked forced. His arm was around her shoulders, but there was space between them, a visible gap. He’d been proud that day but hadn’t known how to show it without sounding like he was giving a performance evaluation.

John stood, took the photo down, removed it from the frame. He slipped it into his wallet behind his driver’s license.

Outside, the sun was setting, casting long shadows across the garage floor. John gathered the military training manuals he’d dug out of storage earlier and stacked them on his desk. Then he opened his laptop again and began composing an email to his company’s HR department.

Due to personal circumstances, I am tendering my immediate resignation…

When he finished, his finger hovered over the send button. There would be no coming back from this, no return to normal life. He knew what he was contemplating was madness. Suicide, as Frank had said.

But when he closed his eyes, all he could see was Melissa’s face on that cold metal table.

John hit send.

Then he opened a new browser tab and searched for flights to Tucson, Arizona. It would be as good a jumping-off point as any for what lay ahead—the border, Mexico, and somewhere in the Jalisco region, the men responsible for flooding his country with poison.

The men who had killed his daughter.

The garage felt different suddenly, like a place he was already remembering rather than inhabiting. John Virgil, construction manager and weekend fisherman, had ceased to exist. In his place was something else, something forged in grief and hardened by purpose.

A hunter.
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Five-thirty in the morning, darkness still thick outside the windows of John’s rental cabin. He rose from the narrow bed without hesitation, the old military habit of instant wakefulness returning after just three days. His muscles ached from yesterday’s regimen, a satisfying kind of pain that told him he was making progress.

The cabin sat twenty miles outside Tucson, at the end of a dirt road, surrounded by scrub and cactus. A stark, unforgiving landscape that suited John’s purpose. He’d paid cash for two months up front, telling the owner he was recovering from a divorce and needed solitude. The old man had just nodded, handed over the keys, and told him the nearest neighbor was four miles down the road.

Perfect isolation. Perfect focus.

John lit the propane stove and put on coffee. While it brewed, he dropped to the rough wooden floor and began his push-ups. One hundred, no stopping. By seventy his arms trembled, but he pushed through, his breath coming hard. At ninety-eight his left shoulder, injured years ago during a convoy accident in Afghanistan, screamed in protest.

He finished at one hundred, held the plank position for thirty seconds, then rolled onto his back for sit-ups.

His mind drifted back as his body worked.

“Come on, Virgil, you call that a push-up? My grandmother has better form, and she’s been dead twelve years!”

Drill Sergeant Harkins, basic training, Fort Benning, 1998. John had been twenty-one, fresh-faced, eager to prove himself. The same age Melissa had been when she died.

The thought drove him to finish his sit-ups with savage intensity.

After, John poured his coffee and stood at the window, watching the first gray light creep across the desert. His third cup he took outside onto the small porch, where he could see the makeshift shooting range he’d set up a hundred yards from the cabin. Six targets arranged at different distances.

Two weeks ago, the Remington rifle had felt like a foreign object in his hands. Now it was becoming an extension of himself again. Yesterday he’d hit five out of six targets consistently. Not good enough, but improving.

Inside, he spread a map of northern Mexico on the kitchen table. He’d marked cartel territories based on information gleaned from news reports, DEA bulletins, and a few online forums frequented by people who tracked cartel activities. The Jalisco New Generation Cartel—CJNG in Spanish—controlled a vast swath of territory. Finding the right target would be the challenge.

On the wall above the map, John had taped a photo of Miguel Osorio Cervantes, the CJNG’s leader according to public sources. The man had a broad face, heavy eyebrows, and eyes that revealed nothing. A ghost who moved between secluded compounds, protected by an army of sicarios.

John wasn’t foolish enough to think he could reach Cervantes directly. But every organization had vulnerabilities. Supply chains. Distribution networks. Key lieutenants. Find the right pressure point, apply enough force, and even the strongest structures crumbled.

He drained his coffee and checked his watch. Six-fifteen. Time for his run.

The desert air was cool against his face as he set out, feet crunching on gravel and sand. He’d started with three miles. Today he’d push for seven. His lungs burned after the first mile, but John embraced the discomfort. Pain was weakness leaving the body—another drill sergeant’s favorite saying that had wormed its way into his thinking.

As he ran, John’s mind slipped between past and present.

Melissa at ten, asking him to teach her to fish. The pride on her face when she’d caught her first rainbow trout. The way she’d insisted on throwing it back. “It’s too pretty to eat, Dad.”

Melissa at sixteen, slamming her bedroom door after he’d questioned her choice of friends. The distance growing between them, his inability to bridge it.

His last deployment, 2010. The Taliban ambush outside Kandahar. Private Jenkins bleeding out despite John’s desperate attempts to apply pressure to the wound. The boy had been nineteen, barely older than Melissa would have been then.

Sweat soaked through John’s t-shirt as he pushed his pace, as if he could outrun the memories.

When he returned to the cabin, he took five minutes to catch his breath, then began the strength training routine he’d devised. Dumbbells he’d purchased in Tucson. Body weight exercises learned in the military. Movements designed to build functional strength rather than bulk.

At noon, John drove to a shooting range on the outskirts of Tucson. He’d gotten to know the owner, Ricky, a retired Marine who asked few questions and appreciated customers who kept to themselves. The indoor range offered opportunities the makeshift setup at the cabin couldn’t match.

“Back again,” Ricky said, nodding as John approached the counter. “Must be getting serious about something.”

John signed the register. “Just knocking off the rust.”

“Twenty years in, right? National Guard?”

“Something like that.”

Ricky slid a lane assignment across the counter. “Lane four’s open. I put in a new target system. Goes side to side now as well as back and forth. Bit more realistic.”

“Appreciate it.”

In the lane, John loaded the rented Glock 19, identical to his own that he’d left locked in the cabin. He put on ear protection, settled into stance, and began.

Breathe. Aim. Squeeze.

The familiar rhythm returned, muscle memory awakening. Two rounds, center mass. Adjust. Two more rounds. The target moved unexpectedly. John tracked it, fired again.

Three hours later, he left the range with aching arms and shoulders but a satisfying improvement in his groupings. The deadly skills that had been stored away for years were coming back, sharper than before because now they had purpose.

Back at the cabin, John spent the evening studying the material he’d gathered. A former DEA agent’s memoir provided insights into cartel operations. News reports gave him locations of recent arrests and seizures, suggesting potential routes and safe houses.

His phone buzzed from the table. Frank again. Seven missed calls now. John hesitated, then picked up.

“I’m alive,” he said flatly.

“Jesus Christ, Johnny.” Frank’s voice was tight with anger and concern. “Where the hell are you? I went by your house yesterday. Your neighbor said you hadn’t been home in days.”

“I needed space.”

“You’re really doing this, aren’t you? This insane revenge mission.”

“Don’t call it that.”

“What would you call it?”

John looked at the map of Mexico, the circles and notes he’d made. “Justice.”

“Johnny, listen to me. The guys you’re going after, they don’t play by rules. They skin people alive. They dissolve them in acid. They—”

“I know what they do,” John cut him off. “They killed my daughter.”

Silence stretched between them.

“At least tell me where you are,” Frank finally said. “In case…”

“In case I need extraction? There won’t be any extraction, Frank. No rescue mission.” John’s voice was steady. “I appreciate the concern, but this is my fight.”

“You’re making a mistake.”

“Probably.” John looked at Melissa’s photo on the table beside him. “But it’s mine to make.”

After he hung up, John returned to his studies. He needed to understand his enemy completely—their methods, their thinking, their weaknesses. And he needed to be ready physically for what lay ahead.

Outside, the desert night had fallen, stars piercing the darkness with cold light. John knew he should sleep, but instead he stepped onto the porch, into the vast silence. He looked up at the stars—the same stars that shone over Mexico, over the men who had put poison into his daughter’s veins as surely as if they’d held the needle themselves.

“I’m coming,” he whispered to the darkness, a promise and a threat.

Then he went inside to clean his guns.















