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The farmhouse looked like it had lost a war years ago—and no one had told it the fighting was over.

The front porch sagged like it was exhaling, tired wood groaning under its own weight. The paint was long gone, the windows shuttered with scrap tin, and the skeletal remains of an old swing chair creaked in the wind like it still remembered being something that brought comfort. Marsh Clarkson didn’t pause. He adjusted the grip on his rifle and kept moving.

Rain needled down in cold sheets, soaking through even the best of their gear. Mud sucked at their boots, clung to the seams of their clothes. It was the kind of miserable that clung to bone. But none of them said a word.

Anton walked behind him, limping and half-stumbling every fifth step. He was upright by sheer spite. Dale and Hogan followed, shoulder-to-shoulder as they practically dragged Ricky between them. Ricky—bloody, pale, but still cracking wise about how he was going to haunt the hell out of them if he bled out. Van brought up the rear, silent and sharp-eyed, his scope sweeping the tree line even as the dark pressed in.

“Farmhouse is about 120 feet away,” Marsh called, voice steady but quiet. “We hole up, patch what we can, figure out next steps.”

“If the roof caves in,” Ricky rasped, “you better let me die. I’m not spending another night cuddled up to Dale. Guy kicks like a mule in his sleep.”

“Fuck you,” Dale said, not unkindly. “I told you to take the side by the stove.”

“And I told you I don’t like sleeping next to things that smell like regret and motor oil.”

“Children,” Anton muttered, though the word came out like it was scraped raw. He was barely holding together. Marsh knew that look. They’d all worn it more than once. Still did sometimes, when the silence got too loud.

They reached the porch. Marsh tested the boards first—then waved them forward. Ricky groaned the whole way up. The door was unlocked. Not like anyone out here needed to worry about burglars. Hell, the place was its own warning.

Inside, it smelled like rot and dust and the slow decay of things left behind. But it was dry. Mostly. Marsh moved through, clearing each room with the methodical precision of someone who never forgot protocol, even when bone tired. Two rooms. One with a busted bed frame and sad looking mattress, the other with space enough for the wounded. A fireplace. Empty shelves. Enough scrap to maybe burn.

“Clear,” he said. “Set down.”

Dale helped lower Ricky to the floor. Hogan sank beside them, breathing hard through his teeth. Anton leaned against the wall, eyes closed, skin pale.

Marsh crouched by the hearth, pulling out what dry kindling he could scavenge from the corners. Van moved to help. Said nothing, as usual, but his presence anchored the room.

“We got food?” Marsh asked.

“Two MREs and a flask of something Hogan swears is whiskey,” Dale offered.

“It’s whiskey adjacent,” Hogan corrected.

Ricky groaned. “If I die, bury me somewhere that doesn’t smell like this.”

“You die, we’re using your body heat to keep warm,” Dale shot back.

Marsh tuned them out for a moment. Focused on the fire. It caught, eventually. Weak and smoky, but heat was heat. It might draw enemies to the door, but hypothermia was not something they should fuck with. It was raining heavily now, and the windows of this shack were covered over. The risk was worth it.

They shared the MREs with the practiced rhythm of men used to making do. Hogan passed the flask around once, and it had him grimacing at the taste but grateful for the burn. Ricky drifted into a half-sleep, groaning now and then. Dale sat with his back to the wall, eyes scanning the dark corners like they might bite.

Anton didn’t eat. Didn’t speak. When Marsh checked on him again, he was curled on his side, breathing uneven, caught somewhere between pain and exhaustion. Eventually, he went still.

Marsh took first watch.

The fire crackled low. Outside, the wind clawed at the walls. Inside, the team finally surrendered to sleep—the twitchy, fractured kind that only comes when exhaustion overrules fear.

Anton murmured something.

Marsh turned his head.

The words were soft. Half-slurred. But clear enough.

“Blake ... no, don’t—Blake, stay down ... please.”

Marsh stiffened. Watched. Listened.

“Should’ve said yes sooner,” Anton breathed. “Should’ve never... God, Blake, I loved you. I loved you so fucking much.”

Silence. Then one last whisper:

“Marrying you was the best thing I ever did.”

Marsh exhaled slowly. The fire snapped softly behind him. He looked over at Anton, whose face was twisted in pain even in sleep. No one else stirred.

He didn’t say anything. Didn’t wake him. Just kept watch as the night deepened, the fire burned low, and the weight of what they all carried settled a little heavier on the floorboards.

He was just about to shift position when he heard it.

A crack in the dark.

Not thunder.

Gunfire. Distant, but not distant enough.

He froze, every muscle tensing, eyes narrowing toward the broken seams of the boarded-up window.

Another burst—shouts. Harsh. Clipped. Chechen.

Marsh couldn’t translate every word, but he caught enough—“Track them ... alive if possible ... check the farmhouse.”

Fuck.

He moved fast, shaking Dale awake first, then Hogan. Pointed to the wall, two fingers up. Movement. Contact.

“Incoming,” Marsh said low. “They’re looking.”

Outside, the rain kept falling. But inside, every man was wide awake.

And the fire wasn’t the only thing burning.
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It was 3:00 in the goddamn morning.

The lab was quiet, save for the low whir of fans and the occasional electronic chirp from the rat’s nest of machines Marsh Clarkson had built from parts no one else could make work. He sat in his wheelchair, hunched toward the dual monitors glowing like twin ghosts in the gloom, one hand on a soldering iron, the other on the coding interface that scrolled lines of syntax like a digital rosary.

Outside, Obsidian Ridge was completely silent. Inside, Marsh wasn’t.

He was simmering.

Six months since the blast. Six months since they’d had to carry him out like broken cargo. And six months of everyone looking at him like he was seconds away from snapping in half. Like he was something broken. And perhaps he was.

He hadn’t let them fit him for a prosthetic other than the one he had done immediately after the accident. Ezra had pushed for a new one. Ricky had diplomatically kept his mouth shut, like a good teammate. Ezra had said the line Marsh couldn’t stop replaying in his head, bitter and barbed.

“You keep going like this, and it’s not the leg that’s gonna get you killed.”

Like Marsh didn’t know what was best for himself. Like he needed babysitting.

And Ricky? He just hovered, present but silent. He knew better than to poke the bear. That made one of them in that relationship.

The translation mod, a new piece of tech he was tinkering with, was the only thing holding his focus. A real-time auditory comms filter that could auto-detect and translate over thirty languages through bone-conduction earpieces. It should’ve been revolutionary. Instead, it was glitching, spitting out nonsense like “angry biscuit frog” in response to standard Czech.

He grunted and dove back into the code, the rhythmic tap of his fingers almost meditative.

But the quiet didn’t last. Not inside his head.

His memory spat up the worst of them when the rest of the world stilled.

He remembered the exact moment he woke up in the hospital down in Jackson. Fluorescent lights buzzing overhead, sterile white sheets that smelled like bleach and lost battles. Pain had been immediate and blinding, a full-body scream with no voice. His left leg was killing him, especially below the knee. 

He’d looked down.

Expecting to see blood, carnage, something that would support the agony that radiated from his lower leg.

But there was nothing.

Just the thick bandage where his left thigh ended mid-way down. No leg. It took a moment for his mind to work out that it was what they called phantom pain. Which was a ridiculous fucking name for it, because it sure as shit felt real. Nothing phantom about the pain he could feel in the part of his leg his eyes said was gone, but the rest of him rebelled against.

He’d stared at it, waiting to wake up for real. Waiting for someone to shout, “just kidding,” and for his leg to suddenly still be there.

But then Ricky had come in. Quiet. Haunted. Sat down next to the bed and didn’t say anything for a long time. No jokes. No forced cheer. Just sat there, like he was keeping vigil.

The look on his face? It told Marsh everything.

So, Marsh had done what he always did.

Blustered his way through it.

“Don’t look so grim,” he’d said, voice dry, cracking. “Think of all the spare change I’ll save on boots.”

Ricky had let out a pained half-laugh. “You’re an asshole.”

“Always have been,” Marsh replied, gritting his teeth against the wave of nausea crawling through him. 

A beat later, Hogan had slipped in, holding a coffee that looked like tar. He took one look at Marsh and gave him the world’s most unimpressed stare. “You done being dramatic yet?”

“Just getting started,” Marsh shot back. “You gonna just stand there or give me that coffee? Or worse, drink it out of spite?”

“I did get it for me, just sayin’,” Hogan replied, but handed it over anyway.

They’d made him laugh. Almost. But the pressure behind his ribs didn’t let up.

He hadn’t cried. Not once. Not when the meds wore off, not when the phantom pain hit in the middle of the night like lightning through his nervous system, not when he realized his life would never be the same again.

But the part where they all looked wary of him? That nearly broke him.

Obsidian Ridge had always been a place to heal—at least, that was Ezra’s favorite pitch. But Marsh hadn’t healed. He’d retreated. Burrowed into the lab like a wounded animal. Stopped eating with the others. Stopped sleeping. Let the equipment pile around him like armor.

Another chirp.

Not from the translation rig.

From the other terminal—the one tucked behind the server shelf, hidden like a dirty secret. It ran quietly. Constantly. A watchdog program designed to scrape outgoing and incoming Obsidian Ridge comms for flagged terms—his name, injury, and a handful of less-public locations of interest.

Marsh wheeled himself over, scowling as he read the new entry.

Voice message. Timestamped fifteen minutes ago. Caller ID anonymized but triangulated near Cheyenne. Calling Ezra. Immediately he became suspicious.

He clicked it.

A male voice came through, warm, slightly breathless, tinged with a New York accent and a touch of Spanish influence that curled at the edges like a secret smile.

“Hey, this is Eli Carmino. Uh ... long drive, turns out. Car’s being a little temperamental, and the GPS on my phone has no idea where I am. But I’m sure I can work out where I need to get to. Should be there by mid-morning, tops. Looking forward to getting started and working with Marsh.”

Working with Marsh. 

He didn’t work with anyone. No mention of what he was starting. No indication who he was reporting to. Just that warm, open tone. 

Too warm. Too practiced.

Marsh narrowed his eyes.

A therapist.

It had Ezra written all over it. The vague arrival, the unnamed project, the New York lilt designed to disarm. Another soft-voiced fixer sent to reassemble Marsh Clarkson, one pat-on-the-shoulder at a time.

Well, fuck that.

He looked around the lab—tools scattered, empty mugs, grease-smeared schematics pinned to the wall like war plans. It was a chaos only he could decipher. The only space left that felt like it belonged to him. And now even that felt invaded.

If this Eli bastard was here for him, Marsh would make damn sure he regretted the drive.
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Eli Carmino squinted through the cracked windshield, wincing as the setting sun glared off the hood of the rust-riddled beast he dared to call a car. Well, technically, it was a 1987 Buick LeSabre that looked like it had moonlighted as a drug dealer’s mobile office—or maybe a temporary shelter for feral raccoons. Cream and mossy green, in a faded two-tone that might’ve once been charming in a 70s-sitcom kind of way.

He loved it.

Sure, it took a flattened teaspoon jammed into the ignition slot to start it, and it had the distinct aroma of cigarette smoke and gasoline, but it had gotten him out of Cheyenne and helped him to escape from New York. It had cost him five hundred bucks, his last five hundred bucks if he were to be honest, but the car was his.

And besides, the teaspoon made a better keychain than the Colonel ever had for his fleet of pompous-ass vehicles that screamed asshole.

He adjusted his grip on the steering wheel as a jolt of pain lanced through his ribs. The seatbelt rubbed wrong against his side, and the steering wheel sat too high—just another design flaw in a long list of flaws he’d discovered through recent life choices.

Driving hurt. Everything still hurt.

He’d flown into Cheyenne the day before, eyes darting across the airport for shadows he didn’t want to recognize. He’d grabbed his bag and hustled out before anyone could notice. Before anyone could stop him. He found the Buick waiting on the fringe of a Craigslist miracle—a mechanic’s lot on the edge of town that dealt more in favors than receipts.

He’d test driven it with a busted stereo playing nothing but static and a half-used air freshener that dangled like a sad pine-scented prayer. The guy hadn’t asked questions, just took his cash and handed him the keys with a grin that said, “She’ll probably make it to wherever you’re headed.”

Probably. 

And that was good enough for Eli.

He’d been driving ever since. Mountains looming, air thinning, the road curling up into nowhere. No cell reception. No nearby gas stations. Just scrub-land, old fencing, and an increasing sense that he’d made the right choice. He was looking for a place to disappear, and this looked like a place that would allow that to happen easily.

To be fair, not that he had a whole lot of options available to him. Obsidian Ridge had been the only offer that had promised a little anonymity and distance from New York. A discreet, off-grid trauma recovery contract. The main contact, Ezra, had looked at him across the Zoom screen, seen something, and offered him a way out. When Eli hesitated over giving him too many details of his current situation in New York, he’d let Eli slide away from full answers. Which he appreciated.

So, here he was.

Miles from Cheyenne, halfway up a mountain, stomach rumbling, body aching, hope flickering on and off within him, and a sense that somehow this was exactly where he needed to be.

He passed the first sign for Obsidian Ridge and let out a long breath. Almost there.

The map had lied. Ezra had said a couple of hours from the turn off at the bottom of the mountain. It had taken him almost three times that, having to stop periodically to let the car cool down. And now he was pulling up to the gated driveway, only to find a truck—a massive, matte-black Dodge Ram—parked sideways across the gravel entrance, blocking the way in entirely.

Eli slowed. Parked.

He waited.

The driver didn’t move.

Eli stepped out, carefully, his joints
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