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Chapter 1
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Will Peters leaned his left elbow out the window of the ’98 F-150, one hand loose on the wheel, the other drumming against his thigh to an Alan Jackson tune bleeding from the speakers. Old Blue rattled over washboard gravel and threw pale dust into the still air behind him. He’d taken the long way—county roads that barely warranted the name, threading pine stands and past places marked only by rusted mailboxes and cattle gates.

The first real breath of the Thicket came through the open window: loamy earth, pine resin, and something green and alive underneath. Will grinned and drew it in deep. Houston felt a hundred miles gone already, though it was barely forty.

He slowed at a fork. The engine settled into its familiar rumble. His grandmother used to say the smell of pine meant you were getting close to God’s country. She’d dragged him through these woods when he was eight, teaching him dewberry tangles and how to tell water oak from willow. His uncle had brought him out later—game trails, and the sloughs that ran thick with bass and catfish.

The trailhead showed on his right: just a widening where the forest pressed close on three sides. No signs. No markers. Exactly how he liked it.

Will killed the engine and sat in the sudden quiet. Cicadas buzzed. A mockingbird ran through its repertoire somewhere in the canopy. He reached behind the seat and pulled his pack forward, checking by touch more than sight—bedroll, tarp, rope, tackle box, water filter, the old fixed-blade his uncle had given him at sixteen. Everything in its place.

He climbed out. Boots on gravel. The pack settled familiar and good across his shoulders. The tree line waited—a wall of green thick enough to lean against.

He left Old Blue unlocked. Out here, miles from anywhere, he never bothered. Keys in the front pocket. Then he stepped into the shadows under the pines, sighed once, content, and kept walking.
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WILL FOLLOWED THE TRAIL a quarter mile before it dissolved into memory and instinct. His boots found purchase on exposed roots and soft moss without thought, each step quiet and deliberate. The forest thickened—loblolly pines rising seventy feet, trunks wrapped in resurrection fern and Virginia creeper. Below them, palmetto fronds spread wide and dark, overlapping until the understory became a green maze.

Vines twisted everywhere. Muscadine climbed toward light and throttled younger trees. Dewberry canes snagged his jeans when he passed too close. The air hung heavy enough to taste—earth, decay, and growth mixed together.

He skirted a palmetto thicket, reading the shallow depression where water collected after rain. Mosquitoes hummed near his ears but didn’t land. Years ago he’d learned to rub crushed sweetgum leaves on exposed skin before heading in deep.

Cicadas sawed. A woodpecker hammered somewhere left. Something small—squirrel or rabbit—moved through the leaf litter. Will grinned. This was church. This was where his head went quiet and his body remembered what it was built for.

At a fork in the deer trail he oriented by the angle of light through the canopy and turned southwest. The slough waited out there, maybe another mile. He’d found it five years back following a creek upstream—an oxbow tucked between cypress knees, water dark as tea, bass rising at dawn.

Nobody knew about it. At least, nobody he’d ever seen.

He adjusted the pack. The tackle box shifted inside. Over a rotted log crawling with termites, under a low branch draped in Spanish moss. Breathing even. Sweat on his neck he didn’t mind.

The understory opened into a corridor of water oak and sweetgum, trunks rising straight before the canopy locked together. Light slanted gold through the gaps.

Almost there.

The land sloped gentle downward. He smelled water—stagnant and earthy, cypress, and the faint sweetness of blooming buttonbush.

His pulse kicked up.

The slough was close.
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THE SLOUGH APPEARED through a break in the palmetto—a dark mirror cupped between ancient cypress, knees jutting from the surface like weathered fists. Dragonflies cut the air in short violent bursts. A heron stood in the shallows fifty yards out, white and still.

Will exhaled slow.

He worked down to a flat cypress knee near the bank, shrugged off the pack, and set it against the trunk. Ground spongy but solid. He’d sat this exact spot three times before. Largemouth every time.

Hands moved through the familiar motions—tackle box open, rod assembled, line threaded. He tied on a plastic worm in junebug purple, the improved clinch knot without looking. Hook point through soft bait, clean.

A breeze stirred the canopy. Leaves whispered. The heron shifted its weight and didn’t fly.

Will stood, tested the rod’s flex, and cast. The lure arced across the water and dropped without a splash near a cluster of stumps. He let it sink, counted three, then retrieved—slow twitches that made the worm dance.

Nothing.

He reeled in, cast again. The rhythm settled over him. Cast. Wait. Retrieve. Cast.

Most folks his age were in college or jobs with health insurance and a retirement plan. Marcus had just finished his third year at A&M, still texting about engineering internships and football. Sophie was engaged already, wedding set for next spring.

Will didn’t want any of that. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

What he wanted was this—to know these woods better than anyone alive. Tracks like words on a page. Every plant and its use. Move through the forest like smoke. His uncle had been good. His grandmother better. Will meant to be the best.

The line jerked.

He set the hook hard. Weight surged back. The rod bent clean as something big dove deep.

Will grinned and worked it careful—let it run, reeled when it tired. The water broke. A largemouth, thick across the shoulders, dark green. Four years old if it was a day.

He wet his hands, slipped the hook, held the fish in the water until it kicked free and vanished into the dark.

He wiped his hands on his jeans and reached for the rod again.
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A MECHANICAL COUGH echoed across the slough.

Will froze.

It came again—an engine trying to turn over, sputtering, dying. Metal grinding metal. Someone cursing.

He lowered the rod slow and listened. The heron lifted with a harsh croak and flapped away through the cypress.

The engine coughed once more, caught for half a second, then quit.

Will crouched, grabbed his pack, and slung it over one shoulder. Rod left propped against the knee. Into the brush, staying low. Palmetto rattled, then thicker cover—sweetgum saplings and greenbrier that made him pick each step.

The sounds kept on. Rhythmic now. Someone yanking a pull-start over and over.

He worked northeast along the curve of the slough, feet finding solid ground by instinct. His grandmother’s voice in his head: Move quiet, boy. Forest tells you everything if you listen.

Fifty yards up, the bank opened into a clearing choked with palmetto. Will dropped to one knee behind the thickest cluster and peered through the fronds.

Two men stood in ankle-deep water at the far edge.

One short and wiry—stained tank top, jeans tucked into rubber boots. The other bigger, shirtless, sunburned neck, ball cap pulled low. The big one yanked the cord on a gasoline pump—yellow casing, thick hoses snaking into the water and up the bank.

The engine sputtered and died again.

“Qué diablos,” the short one muttered. He kicked a plastic barrel half-submerged near the pump. Blue. Industrial. No markings Will could see.

The big one spat into the water and yanked again. Cough, black smoke, quit.

“It’s flooded,” he said. Flat accent. Local.

“Then fix it.”

Will’s pulse kicked up. He pressed lower into the palmettos and watched.
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THE BIG ONE YANKED the cord twice more—sharp, frustrated pulls that made the engine wheeze. Starter clicking and grinding. He’d pulled too hard, too fast. Classic mistake. Carburetor drowning in gas. Spark plug fouled.

Will’s fingers twitched. He’d seen it a hundred times at his uncle’s shop. Easy fix. Wait thirty seconds. Crack the choke halfway. Let it breathe. Pull the plug and dry it if the guy had been really ham-fisted.

The short one kicked the barrel again. “We don’t have time for this.”

“I know.”

“Red’s gonna—”

“I know.”

Will shifted. A palmetto frond rustled.

Neither man looked up. The big one unscrewed something on the casing, peered in, swore, twisted it back on.

Making it worse. Over-choking now. That engine wouldn’t start for ten minutes—longer if he kept flooding it.

Will’s mouth opened before his brain caught up.

“You’re flooding it.”

Easy. Friendly. Same tone he used at the shop when some weekend fisherman brought in a motor he’d half-destroyed.

Both men went still.

Will stood out of the palmettos and stepped into the clearing, one hand raised. “Hey—sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you. Just heard the engine. You’re drowning the carburetor. Let it sit a minute, crack the choke halfway, then try again.” He nodded at the pump. “I work on small engines. Can take a look if you want.”

The short one’s hand moved to his hip.

The big one straightened slow, starter cord hanging limp. Eyes flat under the ball cap, fixed on Will’s face. Neither blinked.

The air between them changed.

Will’s smile faltered. His hand dropped. Something cold settled in his gut—the same feeling as a cottonmouth coiled in the trail. That stillness before the strike.
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WILL STEPPED FORWARD, boots squelching near the water’s edge. Eyes on the pump—fuel line, carburetor housing. Simple two-stroke. Just needed—

His gaze drifted past the blue barrels.

Rows of them. Twenty, maybe thirty feet back into the trees. Between them, under camo netting strung between the cypresses—plants. Knee-high, bushy, five-pointed leaves catching the dappled light.

His foot stopped mid-step.

Irrigation tubing snaked through the undergrowth, black PVC from the pump toward the hidden rows. Fertilizer bags stacked against a trunk, labels partly torn. Beyond that: shovels, pruning shears, a machete stuck in a stump.

The slough wasn’t just water. It was cover.

A grow. A big one.

His throat went dry.

Keep your face steady. Don’t let them see it. Don’t let them know you know.

“Like I said—” His voice came out too high. He forced it down. “Just gotta let the engine rest. Happens all the time with these pumps.”

Another step. Every muscle screamed turn and bolt.

The short one’s fingers curled on whatever sat at his waistband. The big one hadn’t moved, but his weight had shifted—balls of his feet, ready.

“You come through here often?” the short one asked.

Will shook his head fast. Too fast. “Nah. Just fishing. Heard the engine, thought I’d—I work on motors, so I figured—”

“Where’s your gear?”

“Back by the water. Left my rod when I heard you guys.”

The two men looked at each other. Something passed between them—a calculation, silent and immediate.

The big one dropped the starter cord. It hit the mud with a wet slap.

“We don’t need help,” the short one said.

His hand stayed at his hip. The tank top had shifted. Black polymer grip. Unmistakable.

Not a phone. Not a tool.

A gun.
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WILL’S HANDS WENT UP a little, open palms. “Hey—no problem. Just trying to help.”

Mind racing. Two hundred yards between here and nothing.

“Actually—” The word landed before he’d finished thinking. “I’ve got a full kit back at my camp. Maybe two hundred yards that way.” He gestured vaguely downstream. “Screwdrivers, spare plug, carb cleaner. Have that thing running in five minutes.”

The short one shifted. Hand stayed put.

The big one spoke for the first time. “Two hundred yards.”

Voice like gravel on concrete. Flat. No inflection. Eyes pale under heavy brows—the kind that had seen things and done worse.

Red hair, Will noticed now. Cropped close, threaded with grey. Sunburned neck. Thin white scars crossing both forearms.

Not hired help. The man who owned the land. Owned the operation.

Ivan Harlan. Had to be. Everyone in three counties knew about Red Harlan—the stories, the rumors, the twelve years in Huntsville.

“Yeah,” Will forced out. “Just downstream. Can grab it quick.”

Red’s jaw worked side to side. Gaze past Will to the tree line, back to the pump, then to his partner.

Cicadas screamed in the canopy.

“Go get it,” Red said.

Will nodded. Casual. Easy. Like he’d been invited to borrow a wrench.

He turned, kept the walk loose, and headed for the trail. Normal pace. Boots on palmetto stems. Don’t run. Don’t even speed up.

Twenty yards. Thirty.

The forest took him back into shadow. Cypress knees in black water to his left. His rod still leaned where he’d dropped it.

Forty yards.

The moment undergrowth broke their line of sight, Will moved.

Not a run—running made noise. But his stride lengthened. Soft spots between roots and fallen branches. Angled left toward the creek bed, where the ground stayed damp and quiet, and pushed downstream with everything he had.
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WILL KEPT LOW, BOOTS splashing through ankle-deep water. The creek twisted south—slick limestone, rotting leaves. Fast. Knees bent. One hand on the bank for balance.

Quarter mile. Just make a quarter mile.

His chest burned—not from the run, from the adrenaline still dumping through him. Cannabis plants. Industrial pump. Blue barrels holding God knew what. And Red Harlan in the middle of it with murder written on his face.

His grandmother had warned him about Harlan. Everyone had. The man who’d beaten two deputies half to death outside a roadhouse in ’95. Walked out of Huntsville harder than he’d gone in. Bought up foreclosed land through shell companies and disappeared behind his gates.

Now Will knew what he’d been doing with that land.

Fifty yards ahead, a fallen sweetgum blocked the creek. He vaulted it without breaking stride, landed in soft mud. Water filled his boots. Didn’t matter.

He glanced back once.

Shadow and green. Cypress like pillars. Spanish moss in grey curtains.

But they’d come. They had to.

He pushed deeper, where the undergrowth could hide an army. Palmetto slapped his arms. Vines caught the pack. The canopy closed overhead and turned afternoon into dim corridors of jade and black.

An hour ago this had felt like home. Now it felt like a maze. Every shadow a body. Every rustle a step.

His breathing was too loud in his own ears.

Near a massive oak choked with resurrection fern he braced on the trunk. Sweat in his eyes. Hands shaking—fine tremors he couldn’t stop.

They knew his face. They’d let him walk. That meant one of two things: they thought he was dumb enough to come back with tools, or someone was already on his trail.

Neither ended well.

The Thicket murmured around him. Not the welcome he’d grown up with. Something darker. Something watching.

Will wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“What the hell have I walked into?”

Barely a whisper. The forest didn’t answer.
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Chapter 2
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First light crept through the canopy in thin grey fingers. Will opened his eyes to leaves and shadow, wedged between two thick limbs twenty feet up.

Every muscle screamed.

He’d climbed the oak in near dark, following muscadine vines thick as his wrist until he’d found a cradle of branches that would hold him. Night with his back on rough bark and the pack cinched around one arm so it wouldn’t fall.

His neck had locked forward. Left leg numb for hours.

He shifted careful. The branch creaked. Vertigo rolled through his skull—ground tilting like he’d stepped off a boat. He gripped the trunk and shut his eyes until it passed.

The pack yielded a small piece of wild ginger he’d harvested months ago. Thumbnail chunk. He chewed slow. Sharp clean burn across the tongue and down the throat. Stomach settled. Fog in his head thinned.

Below, the Thicket waited in perfect stillness.

No birds. No squirrels. Just the heavy quiet that comes when predators move through and everything else goes to ground.

Then—faint, distant—voices drifted through the trees.

Will froze, root still between his teeth.

Voices rose and fell on wind that barely moved. No clear words. Cadence of men calling. And under them, something else. Low rhythmic baying.

Dogs.

North now. Maybe half a mile. Last night they’d been closer—east and south, cutting him off from the truck.

They’d moved on.

Or they thought they had.

He swallowed the ginger and listened until the voices faded. Dawn strengthened. Canopy went from black to green. Somewhere a crow called once and went silent.

Time to move.
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HE UNCINCHED THE PACK and slung it over both shoulders. Hands found holds in the bark. Boots found branches. Slow. Methodical. Test each grip before the weight. Down through the muscadine tangle toward the floor.

Boot on solid ground. He stayed low, one hand on the oak, listening to the forest breathe.

Nothing moved.

He tested the left leg. Pins and needles hip to ankle, but it held. Nausea down to a dull throb behind the eyes.

Fifty yards east, the creek bed cut through palmetto and deadfall like a scar. He’d used it yesterday to put distance on Red’s operation. Water hid tracks. Water muffled sound.

He checked the wind. Northwest. Good. Upstream against it—keep scent from carrying back toward wherever those dogs were working.

He covered the distance in a crouch, heel-to-toe on exposed roots and stone where leaf litter thinned. Grandmother’s voice: Ground tells stories. Don’t give it nothing to say.

The creek showed through a gap in the sweetgum. Six feet wide, ankle-deep, dark over smooth stone. He slipped down the bank into the water. Cold through the boots. Welcome—cleared the last cobwebs.

Upstream. East. Trailhead. Truck.

Half speed through the creek, scanning both banks. Every snap locked him still. Every rustle in the palmetto brought his head around.

The grow had looked professional. Industrial pumps. Neat rows under camo. Blue barrels set with military precision. Red hadn’t stumbled into cannabis. Someone with money and connections had set him up out here.

Will’s chest tightened. Pale eyes. That flat calculating stare.

They’d let him walk away. The thought kept circling, cold and certain.

Because they expected to find him later.

The creek bent south around cypress. He paused at the turn, hand on the pack strap. Wind still northwest. Still safe. Far behind, a dog’s bay rose and died.

Half a mile, maybe less. Get there. Get out. Decide from somewhere that wasn’t Red Harlan’s backyard.

He pushed on through the water—each step deliberate, each breath measured and quiet.
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THE CREEK WIDENED AS the land flattened. Less palmetto. More pine. Forest floor opening in patches where sun cut the canopy.

Close.

Water shallowed to an inch over smooth stone. Will stepped onto the bank, boots squelching, and picked through a corridor of young sweetgum. Pulse in his ears. Legs screaming for rest.

The tree line broke. Beyond it, the trailhead clearing spread in early dawn light.

And there—parked exactly where he’d left it—sat his truck.

Breath caught. Dark forest green, faded and scratched. Chrome Lariat badging dulled by Texas sun. Aftermarket light bar on the roof. Slight lift. Muddy treads. Bent tow hook on the rear bumper.

Old Blue.

Relief hit so hard his knees nearly went. He braced on a pine trunk and made himself breathe slow.

Still there. Still waiting.

Maybe they hadn’t found it. Maybe they’d searched north and west on false trails. Maybe he’d gotten lucky.

He scanned the clearing. No other vehicles. No movement in the brush. Dirt access road empty south.

He could leave. Right now. Climb in, fire the 5.4, put miles on Red before full daylight. Straight to the sheriff in Kountze. Tell everything.

Or drive home. Forget the blue barrels and neat rows of plants.

Hand to pocket. Keys solid and real—a tether back to uncle’s shop, Sunday dinners, campfires instead of trees.

He stepped out of the tree line. Boots on gravel.

Thirty yards. Morning light on the windshield, gold. Texas A&M cap still hanging from the rearview.

Almost there.
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FIFTEEN YARDS OUT, something stopped him cold.

The truck sat wrong. Too low. Stance off, like Old Blue had settled into the earth overnight.

Stomach dropped.

He closed the distance at a jog, keys forgotten in his fist. Passenger side first—tire flat against the rim, rubber splayed in ugly folds.

“No. No, no, no—”

Around the front bumper. Driver’s side the same. Both down hard. He moved to the rear.

All four.

Will dropped to one knee by the rear passenger tire, heart in his throat. Fingers on the sidewall.

A clean slice—six inches, deep enough to hit steel belting. Edges sharp. Deliberate. No nail. No rock. A knife.

His hand curled into a fist against the ruined rubber.

They’d been here. While he’d cramped in that oak listening to dogs, Red’s people had walked up in the dark and methodically killed every tire.

Not a warning. A message.

We found you. We know who you are. You’re not leaving.

He stood, breath hard through his nose, and circled slow. All four butchered. Hood still shut—they’d left the engine alone. Didn’t need to bother. A truck with no tires wasn’t going anywhere.

Heat flooded his chest. Sharp. Immediate. Rage cut clean through the exhaustion and fear that had dogged him since yesterday.

Jaw locked. Teeth aching.
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WILL PULLED THE DRIVER’S door.

It opened.

Of course it did. Out here he never locked Old Blue. Door swung with the familiar creak.

The cab looked wrong at once. Glovebox hung open. Papers spilled across the passenger seat in a careless cascade. He leaned in, hand on the doorframe.

Registration. Insurance card. Maintenance records with his name across the top in his own careful hand. All of it tossed like someone had rifled through and quit caring.

He picked up the insurance card. Full legal name in neat print: William C. Peters. Address underneath—the house southeast of Houston where he’d grown up, where his grandmother still lived.

Heat in his chest turned cold.

They had his name. Full legal name. Address. Everything. Whoever knifed the tires had stood right here, flipped his life open, and now knew exactly who’d walked onto their grow.

Red Harlan knew.

Will set the card down with a hand that wanted to shake. Rest of the cab untouched. Toolbox behind the seat still shut. No broken glass. No slashed seats. Just the tires. Just the glovebox.

Just enough.

His grandmother’s house. Long gravel drive. Garden out back. The place he’d learned to gut fish and name the plants that could kill you—where his uncle had taught him to strip a carburetor on the garage floor.

Red’s people could drive straight there. Knock on the door. Walk up on her while she watered tomatoes.

Jaw locked. He stepped back. Door thumped shut.

Isolated him. Killed his escape. Made sure he understood the stakes.

Not just his life on the line now.

The forest pressed in around the clearing, silent and watchful.

Will stood beside his crippled truck in ten thousand acres of wilderness and felt the trap close.
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WILL STOOD FROZEN BESIDE the truck, staring at the violated cab. Fists at his sides.

Old Blue. He’d bought her with two years’ pay from his uncle’s shop—cash on a retired mechanic’s hood when he was nineteen. Every oil change since, himself. Every belt. Every fluid. Transmission rebuilt on his uncle’s garage floor over a long weekend, on his back on cold concrete while his uncle called out the steps.

Not just a truck. Never just a truck.

Someone had stood right here. Walked around her. Dragged a blade through each tire with care. Opened his door. Pawed the glovebox like they owned it. Left his grandmother’s address sitting out as a promise.

Heat crawled up his throat.

They’d cut her. Crippled her. Left her sagging in the dirt like a lamed animal and walked back into the Thicket with his name tucked away.

“You slashed my truck.”

More breath than voice. Nails in his palms.

Not just the truck. The thing that had carried him into these woods a hundred times and never quit. The one thing he’d kept running when everything else felt uncertain.

They’d marked it. Claimed it as theirs to destroy.

And his grandmother—Jesus—probably in the garden right now, pulling weeds around the okra, while Red’s people knew exactly where to find her.

The fear that had driven him through the night twisted hotter. Sharper. Settled low in his gut and spread through his chest like brushfire.

He could run. Hike to the highway. Hitch. Warn her. Pack her up and disappear. Abandon the Thicket. Abandon Old Blue. Abandon everything.

Or.
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THE SURGE OF RAGE CARRIED him three steps toward the trees before reality hit like a fist to the sternum.

No truck. No way out.

He stopped. Breath caught. The lot empty around him—dust, pine needles, Old Blue useless on four ruined tires.

Phone in the pack: zero bars. Had been since he entered the Thicket yesterday morning. Nearest town, Kountze, twenty-three miles northeast by road. He’d come in from the south, off County Road 3451. Fifteen miles of winding dirt before pavement.

Fifteen miles.

Hand on the truck bed. Metal under his palm. Legs suddenly unsteady.

On foot in open country, fifteen miles was nothing. He’d hiked farther. This wasn’t open country. This was the Big Thicket—two hundred square miles of palmetto and vine and cypress swamp where a man could walk circles for days and never hit a road.

And Red knew these woods. Owned chunks of them. Ran an operation big enough for pumps and barrels and irrigation buried where nobody stumbled across it.

Except Will had stumbled. And now they knew his name.

His grandmother wasn’t expecting him until Sunday evening. Three more days. He’d promised to check in when he got home. She wouldn’t worry before then. Wouldn’t call anyone. Wouldn’t even know something had gone wrong.

Three days was forever.

He let go of the bed and turned a slow circle. Forest close on all sides, dense and watching. Yesterday it had felt like home. Now it felt like a cage with the door shut behind him.

If he walked out, they’d hear him coming. Dogs on his trail in hours, maybe less. Catch him on some lonely deer path, miles from anywhere—no witnesses, no evidence. Just another fool who wandered into the Thicket and never wandered out.

The silence went heavy.

Will swallowed. Throat clicked.

Trapped. Completely.
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WILL STOOD BESIDE OLD Blue as the sun cleared the pine tops and threw long shadows across the clearing. Breath steady now. Panic burned through. Something colder in its place.

They’d cut him off from civilization. Killed the truck. Taken his grandmother’s address. Left him in two hundred square miles with dogs and guns and men who knew how to make people disappear.

Everything Red had done said one thing: You’re already dead.

But they’d made a mistake.

They assumed he’d run. Panic. Crash through the undergrowth toward the nearest road while the dogs closed from behind. Easy prey. Simple cleanup.

Will traced a finger along Old Blue’s tailgate—rust he’d meant to sand, dents from years of firewood and camp gear. Bought at nineteen. Kept running when anyone else would’ve junked it.

They’d slashed the tires like it meant nothing.

Jaw tight.

Because of him. Because he’d tried to help fix a damn water pump.

He turned toward the tree line. The forest looked different now—not threatening. Familiar. Known. Summers memorizing plant patterns and game trails, every vine and palmetto thicket, every creek bed and hollow cypress.

Red might own the land on paper.

Will knew the wilderness.

He looked at the ruined truck one last time, then at the green wall waiting.

“Alright,” he said under his breath. “You want to hunt me?”

A thin smile. No humor in it.

“Let’s see how
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