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A Note to Readers

This novel is a work of fiction inspired by events of public concern. All characters, their thoughts, dialogue, motivations, relationships, and actions are products of the author's imagination. No aspect of this work should be understood as a factual account of any real person's conduct, statements, or private life. The author's intent is to offer commentary and artistic expression on issues facing our society, not to make factual assertions about any individual.
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PROLOGUE: The Dragging

––––––––
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THE WINDOW PUNCH MAKES a sound like a gunshot, but quieter, like a confession. Cole Brant had used the spring-loaded tool a hundred times. Maybe two hundred. You press it against the glass, the mechanism fires, and the window becomes a spiderweb of fractures that collapses inward like a held breath finally released. Clean. Professional. The suspect inside sees it happen and understands: there is no barrier between him and the law anymore.

But this time, as Cole reached through the shattered rear window of the Chevy Malibu, as his arm snaked past the jagged glass to unlock the driver's door, the car lurched forward.

"No," Cole said. Not a shout. Almost conversational. Because surely this wasn't happening.

Luis Reyes, the man in the driver's seat—convicted sex offender, illegal reentry, the whole package that made him what Cole's unit called a "priority target"—had his hands up just three seconds ago. Had been looking at the barrel of Cole's Glock with the wide-eyed terror that Cole had seen on a thousand faces over twenty years of law enforcement. The look that said: I understand. It's over.

But it wasn't over.

The Malibu accelerated. Cole's arm was still inside, past the elbow, his fingers just brushing the door lock. The broken glass bit into his bicep like teeth. He tried to pull free and couldn't—his tactical vest had snagged on something, or the angle was wrong, or his body simply wasn't fast enough to outrun a two-ton machine.

"Stop! Federal officer!"

He was running now. Had to be. His legs were pumping beneath him, boots slapping asphalt, but the car was faster. His shoulder screamed as the socket stretched toward dislocation. The tactical vest that he'd worn every day for a decade was now a trap, bunched fabric and ceramic plates pinning him to the accelerating vehicle.

Cole saw his team in freeze-frames as the suburban street blurred past. Jenkins with his mouth open, hand on his holster but not drawing because what the hell do you shoot at? Kowalski already on the radio, barking codes that seemed to come from very far away. The FBI liaison—Patterson, that was it—sprinting after them, falling behind.

Fifty meters. Cole's feet left the ground. He was being dragged now, his boots scraping asphalt, then nothing beneath them at all as Reyes accelerated. The glass in his arm ground deeper. He felt something give—muscle, tendon, he didn't know—and heard a sound come out of his own mouth that he'd never made before, a kind of animal howl that didn't have words in it.

Sixty meters. Sixty-five.

His life didn't flash before his eyes. That was movie bull crap. What flashed was: Lena. His wife's face. The way she looked at him in the mornings before he geared up, that mixture of love and worry that she tried to hide and couldn't. Mia and Lucas asleep in their beds, not knowing that Daddy might not come home. The house they'd bought when he transferred to Minnesota, the house that still felt too big, too quiet, too far from the border he'd spent eight years learning.

Seventy meters.

The car jumped a curb.

The jolt was enough. Cole's vest ripped free, or his arm finally found the angle to escape, or God decided it wasn't his day to die—he never knew which. He hit the grass of someone's front lawn at thirty miles an hour, rolling, his body a tangle of limbs and blood and adrenaline.

He lay there, staring at a Minnesota sky that was too blue, too calm, too peaceful for what had just happened.

For a moment—just a moment—he was back in Ramadi. The same blue sky. The same ringing in his ears. The same sense that the world had tilted on its axis and might never right itself again. Twenty years collapsed into nothing, and he was twenty-one years old, lying in the dust after the IED, waiting to find out if his legs still worked.

They had worked then. They worked now. He was still alive.

"Brant! Brant, you with me?"

Patterson was kneeling over him, hands already working a tourniquet onto Cole's arm. The arm looked wrong. Too red. Too much of it visible that shouldn't be.

"He's rabbiting," Cole managed. "The target—"

"Forget the target. Look at me. You're going to be fine."

Cole looked at his arm instead. Through the shredded fabric of his sleeve, he could see the white glint of bone.

He thought, absurdly, of the last time he'd seen bone. A woman in the desert outside Rio Seco, her body light as paper, her leg bent at an angle that legs don't bend. She'd been trying to reach her children. She'd almost made it.

The machine had gotten her too.

* * *
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"MORE THAN 30 STITCHES," the ER doctor told him four hours later. "You're lucky it wasn't worse. The glass missed your brachial artery by about a centimeter."

Cole nodded. He was still in his tactical pants, the fabric stiff with dried blood. His boots had left a trail of red-brown smears on the hospital floor, and a janitor was already mopping behind the curtain.

"Thirty-three," he repeated.

"The road rash on your knee and elbow will heal on their own. Keep them clean, change the dressings." The doctor paused, scrolling through his notes. "The knee's going to be a problem for a while. You tore up a lot of tissue when you hit the curb. I'd recommend physical therapy, but realistically, you're going to have a limp for months. Maybe permanently."

"A limp."

"The body has limits, Agent Brant. You were dragged seventy meters at thirty miles an hour. Frankly, you're lucky you're walking at all."

Cole looked down at his right leg, wrapped in gauze from mid-thigh to ankle. He hadn't noticed until now, but the doctor was right—even lying still, he could feel something wrong in the joint, a grinding sensation that hadn't been there before.

Seven months later, after the shooting, the administration would point to Cole's limp as proof that Grace Parr's vehicle had struck him. They would show footage of him walking stiffly away from the scene and call it evidence of assault. They would never mention that he'd been limping for seven months already. That the limp had nothing to do with Grace Parr and everything to do with Luis Reyes and seventy meters of suburban asphalt.

But Cole didn't know that yet. He only knew that something in his knee was broken, and that it was going to stay broken, and that he was going to keep doing the job anyway.

"I'm also recommending a psychological evaluation before you return to duty," the doctor continued. "Incidents like this can—"

"I'm fine."

The doctor paused, stylus hovering over his tablet. Cole had seen that pause before, from other doctors, other times. It was the pause of a man deciding whether to push back or let it go.

He let it go. They always did.

"Did they get him?" Cole asked.

"I don't—"

"The target. Luis Reyes. Guatemalan national, convicted of sexual assault, illegal reentry after deportation. Did they get him?"

"I really don't know. There are some officers in the waiting room who ..."

"I need my phone."

His personal cell was in a bag of belongings someone had collected from the ambulance. Cole scrolled past seventeen missed calls—Jenkins, Kowalski, his supervisor, Lena, Lena, Lena—and pulled up the arrest report he'd been building for six weeks.

Luis Reyes. Age 34. Two prior deportations. Conviction for sexual assault of a minor in California, served eighteen months. Released to ICE custody, deported, and back within six months. Living in Ridgewood under an alias, working construction, sending money home to Guatemala.

Cole had spent six weeks building the target package. Surveillance. Interviews. Analysis. All of it leading to this morning, to a quiet suburban street, to an arm through a window and seventy meters of asphalt.

His phone buzzed. Jenkins.

"Tell me," Cole said.

"We got him. Pulled into a Kwik Trip six blocks from the scene and called 911. Said he was attacked, didn't know if it was an officer or not."

"Didn't know." Cole laughed, and the movement sent a spike of pain through his arm. "I identified myself. Badge visible. Gun visible. Shouted 'federal officer' loud enough to wake up half of Ridgewood."

"That's what he's claiming. Fear for his life, thought he was being carjacked."

"By four guys in tactical vests with ICE patches."

"I know, boss. I know. But that's what his lawyer's going to argue."

Cole closed his eyes. Twenty years in law enforcement—six in the Guard, eight with Border Patrol, six with ICE—and he still couldn't predict which way a case would go once the lawyers got involved. He'd seen guilty men walk. He'd seen innocent men plead. The system was a machine that processed everyone the same way, ground them up, and spat out whatever outcome the gears happened to produce.

"What about the vehicle?" Cole asked. "Which way was he pointed when he accelerated?"

"Away from us, technically. He was trying to flee."

"But I was in the window. He had to know—"

"Defense is going to say he panicked. Say the wheels were turned away, he was just trying to escape, didn't realize you were caught."

The wheels were turned away. Cole filed that phrase somewhere in the back of his mind, in the place where he kept things that might matter later. Direction of travel. Intent. The difference between assault and accident, between a conviction and an acquittal.

Seven months later, on a frozen Ashford street, a woman named Grace Parr would turn her wheels to the right. Away from Cole. Trying to leave.

He would remember this conversation. He would remember Jenkins saying the wheels were turned away. And he would pull the trigger anyway.

But that was still to come. Today's problem was the stitches in his arm and the look on Lena's face when she walked through the curtain.

"Cole." Her voice cracked on his name. "Oh God, Cole."

She was still in her work clothes—the blazer and slacks she wore to the dental office where she managed the front desk. Her parents had wanted her to be a doctor like them, back in Thailand, but Lena had wanted America. Had wanted Minnesota, specifically, because she'd read about it in a magazine and liked the lakes. She'd come as a student, stayed as a worker, married a Border Patrol agent she'd met at a Fourth of July barbecue in Rio Seco, and followed him to the frozen north without complaint.

Now she was looking at his bandaged arm, his scraped face, the blood on his pants, and Cole could see the question she wouldn't ask: How much longer can you do this?

"I'm fine," he said. "Looks worse than it is."

"They said he dragged you. A seventy meters, they said."

"Little less than that."

"Cole."

He reached for her with his good arm, pulled her close. She smelled like antiseptic and perfume, the same perfume she'd worn on their first date, the same perfume that had filled his truck the night he'd proposed at a scenic overlook outside Rio Seco, the Rio Grande glittering below them.

"I got him," Cole said into her hair. "The guy who did this—we got him. He's in custody. He's not going to hurt anyone else."

Lena was silent for a moment. Then: "What about you?"

"What about me?"

"Are you going to hurt anyone?"

Cole pulled back to look at her. "What kind of question is that?"

"I don't know." Lena's eyes were wet, but her voice was steady. "I don't know anymore, Cole. Every time you go out, you come back a little more—" She stopped.

"A little more what?"

She shook her head. "Never mind. I'm glad you're okay. The kids were scared when I told them Daddy was in the hospital."

"I'll call them. I'll—" Cole looked at his phone, still clutched in his good hand, still showing Luis Reyes's arrest file. "I'll call them as soon as I get home."

"Mia asked if the bad guys got you."

Cole felt something twist in his chest. Mia was ten, old enough to understand what her father did for a living, young enough to still believe in bad guys and good guys. Lucas, at eight, still thought Daddy's job was like the cops on TV—exciting and dangerous and always ending with the right people in handcuffs.

They didn't know about the gray areas. The old woman in the desert. The children in the detention centers. The way the machine ground everyone up the same way, guilty and innocent, dangerous and desperate.

Cole wanted to keep them from knowing. He wanted to preserve their faith in good guys and bad guys for as long as possible, because once you lost that faith, you couldn't get it back.

"Tell them Daddy's fine," he said. "Tell them the good guys won."

Lena looked at him for a moment. Something moved behind her eyes—doubt, or fear, or something else he couldn't name.

"Okay," she said finally. "I'll tell them."

But she didn't move to call. And Cole didn't ask her to.

* * *
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SEVEN MONTHS LATER, on a frozen Ashford street, Cole Brant would draw his weapon again. He would see another vehicle moving toward him, another driver who should have stopped, should have listened, should have known better.

He would remember this moment—the blue sky, the seventy meters of asphalt, his arm torn open and the bone showing through—and he would not hesitate.

The department would clear him within forty-eight hours. The paperwork would note that he had declined the psychological evaluation. That he had returned to full duty three weeks after the dragging. That no one had followed up.

The system had failed him. And because it failed him, it would fail Grace Parr.

But that was still to come.

For now, Cole Brant held his immigrant wife in a Minnesota emergency room and told himself that he was one of the good guys. That he protected families. That everything he did, he did because someone had to.

Lena's question hung in the air between them, unanswered.

Are you going to hurt anyone?

The machine kept grinding.
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​CHAPTER ONE: Carver, Illinois
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Cole Brant was eighteen years old, three weeks into his senior year at a High School in Carver, when the towers fell. He watched it happen in third-period American History, Mr. Kovacs wheeling in the TV cart with hands that shook so badly he couldn't get the plug into the outlet on the first try. Twenty-six kids in plastic chairs, the smell of dry-erase markers and unwashed teenagers, and on the screen a building, that Cole had never seen in person but somehow knew was important was bleeding smoke into a blue autumn sky.

"Holy crap," said Derek Paulson, two seats behind him. "Is that real?"

Mr. Kovacs didn't tell him to watch his language. That was how Cole knew it was real. They watched the second plane hit. They watched the South Tower fall, then the North. They watched people jumping from windows, tiny figures against the glass and steel, and then they didn't watch anymore because Mr. Kovacs finally found the presence of mind to change the channel. There was nothing on any channel except this, the same images over and over, the same footage of the same catastrophe repeating like a nightmare you couldn't wake from.

Cole didn't say anything. He sat in his plastic chair and felt something shift inside him, some tectonic plate of identity that had been stable for eighteen years suddenly grinding into a new position. Around him, some kids were crying. Some were texting on their phones—the new Nokia flip phones that half the class had gotten over the summer. Some were just staring, mouths open, trying to process something that didn't fit into any category they knew.

Cole felt none of that. What he felt was clarity. For the first time in years, maybe for the first time ever, he knew exactly who he was and what he was supposed to do.

* * *
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HIS FATHER HAD FILED for bankruptcy when Cole was thirteen. A construction business that had seemed solid until it wasn't, until the contracts dried up and the debts piled high. Walt Brant packed his family into a U-Haul and drove north to Illinois, where his wife's sister had a spare bedroom and a husband who knew a guy who might be hiring at the plant.

Cole remembered the drive. Eighteen hours in the cab of the U-Haul, his mother crying quietly in the passenger seat, his sister Dana wedged between them, reading a book and pretending not to notice. Cole had been in the back, surrounded by boxes, watching Florida disappear through the small window and wondering if he'd ever feel at home again. Five years later, he still didn't.

Carver wasn't a town so much as an idea. A few thousand people clustered around a grain elevator and a high school, surrounded by fields that stretched flat to the horizon in every direction. The kids here had grown up together, their grandparents had grown up together, and Cole was an outsider in a way that no amount of time could fix. He was the bankruptcy kid. The Florida kid. The one whose father had failed.

Walt Brant worked at the plant now, running a machine that stamped out metal parts for tractors. He left at six in the morning and came home at six at night, and in between, he didn't talk about what he did or how he felt about doing it. The construction business, the dream he'd built with his own hands,  and the company that was supposed to be Cole's inheritance—was never mentioned. It was as if those years in Tampa had never happened, as if they'd always been this family in this rented house in this nowhere town, going through the motions of a life that none of them had chosen.

Cole had learned to go through the motions, too. He went to school. He got C's. He played JV football freshman year, quit when he realized he wasn't good enough, and didn't care enough to get better. He had friends, sort of—kids who sat with him at lunch, who copied his homework, who invited him to parties where he stood in corners and didn't talk to anyone.

He was invisible. That was the word for it. He moved through the world without leaving a mark, and no one—not his teachers, not his classmates, not even his parents—seemed to expect anything different. But watching the towers fall, Cole Brant became visible to himself. Someone had done this. Someone had looked at America and decided to tear it down. And someone would have to stop them. Why not him?

* * *
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THE SCHOOL LET THEM out early. Cole walked home through streets that already looked different—flags going up on porches, people standing in clusters on front lawns, the usual Tuesday afternoon silence replaced by something electric and strange. Mrs. Patterson, two houses down, was crying on her front steps. Her son was in the Army, stationed somewhere Cole couldn't remember. She didn't know yet if he was okay. She wouldn't know for three more days, when he finally got to a phone and called home.

Their neighbor, across the street, was taking down his wind chimes and putting up a flag he'd clearly just bought, the creases still visible in the fabric. He nodded at Cole as he walked past, a grim acknowledgment between men, and that was the first time Cole had ever been included in that category, the first time an adult had looked at him and seen something other than a kid.

Dana was already home when Cole got there, sitting on the front steps with her knees pulled up to her chest. She was fifteen, three years younger than Cole, and usually they communicated in grunts and slammed doors. But today she looked up at him with red eyes from crying, and Cole sat down beside her without being asked.

"Did you watch it?" she asked.

"Yeah."

"In class?"

"Yeah."

They sat in silence for a while. The autumn sun was warm on Cole's face, and somewhere down the block a dog was barking at nothing, the way dogs do when they sense something wrong but can't identify it.

"What are we supposed to do now?" Dana asked.

Cole thought about the question. It was the same question everyone was asking, all over the country in living rooms and offices and schools and churches, Americans looking at each other and wondering what came next. But for Cole, the question had an answer.

"Something," he said. "We're supposed to do something."

* * *
[image: ]


THE RECRUITING OFFICE opened at eight the next morning. Cole was there at seven-thirty, leaning against the door in his letter jacket, watching the sun come up over the strip mall parking lot. He'd barely slept. He'd lain in bed staring at the ceiling, thinking about the people jumping from the towers, the way they'd chosen to fall rather than burn. He'd thought about his father, grinding away at the plant, a man who'd built something once and lost it and never tried to build anything again. He'd thought about the life stretching out ahead of him—community college, maybe, if he could afford it; a job at the plant, probably, if he couldn't; a rented house, a used car, a slow fade into the same invisibility that had swallowed his father. Or he could do something else. He could become someone else. He could matter.

A kid named Martinez from his chemistry class showed up at seven-forty-five. They nodded at each other but didn't speak. There wasn't anything to say. The recruiter was a staff sergeant named Willis, a Black man with a shaved head and the kind of handshake that made you stand up straighter. He looked at Cole's transcript—C+ average, no extracurriculars except JV football freshman year before he'd quit, and then, he looked at Cole. Most people looked through Cole. Staff Sergeant Willis looked at him.

"Why are you here, son?"

Cole thought about the question. He thought about his father's bankruptcy. About the U-Haul. About the five years of invisibility. About the towers falling and the flags going up and the feeling that had settled in his chest like a weight that was also somehow a pair of wings.

"Because someone has to," Cole said.

Staff Sergeant Willis smiled. It wasn't a warm smile. It was the smile of a man who had heard this answer before, who knew what it meant and what it cost, who was going to sign Cole up anyway because the machine needed bodies and this kid in the leather jacket was one.

Years later, Cole would use that same smile on new recruits at the Border Patrol academy. He would ask them why they were there, and they would give him the same answer he'd given Willis, and he would sign them up, send them out, and never wonder whether he was doing them a kindness or a cruelty. The machine needed bodies; it always needed bodies.

"National Guard," Willis said. "One weekend a month, two weeks a year, full tuition at any state school in Illinois. You can finish your senior year, deploy after graduation if your unit gets called up."

"When do I sign?"

* * *
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HIS MOTHER CRIED. NOT dramatic sobs, but the quiet, steady tears of a woman who had already lost too much and was about to lose more. She sat at the kitchen table, with her hands wrapped around a now-cold cup of coffee and didn’t say anything. Cole stood in the doorway not knowing what to say either.

His father clapped him on the shoulder. That was all—a single clap, firm and brief, man to man. Walt Brant had never been good with words, had never been the kind of father who gave speeches or offered advice. But in that clap, Cole felt something he hadn't felt in five years: pride. His father was proud of him.

It was the first time since Tampa. It wouldn't be the last. Walt would be proud of him when he deployed, proud when he came home, proud when he joined Border Patrol and then ICE—but it would always be the purest. The pride of a father seeing his son become a man.

Cole held onto that feeling. He would hold onto it for twenty-five years, through everything that came after. When the nightmares started, when Lena looked at him with fear in her eyes, when Dana called him a jingoistic idiot and then stopped calling at all—he would remember that clap on the shoulder, that moment of connection, and tell himself that he was still the man his father had been proud of. He would be wrong. But he would never stop believing it. Dana was the last to find out. She came home from school to find Cole in the kitchen, the recruitment papers spread out on the table, their mother still crying silently over her cold coffee.

"You didn't," Dana said.

"I did."

"You absolute idiot." She threw her backpack at the wall, hard enough to dent the drywall. "You jingoistic, flag-waving, brainwashed idiot. Do you know what you just did?"

"I enlisted."

"You signed your life away to a government that doesn't care if you live or die! You bought into exactly the kind of propaganda they want you to buy into! One bad thing happens, and suddenly you're ready to go kill people who had nothing to do with it—"

"Dana." Cole's voice was calm. He hadn't expected her to understand Dana read books about politics and economics, went to protests, and had opinions about things Cole had never thought about. She was smarter than him in ways that mattered and ways that didn't, and she'd always looked at him like he was a puzzle she couldn't quite solve. "This is happening. I'm doing this. You can support me or not, but you can't stop me."

She stared at him. Fifteen years old, skinny and fierce, with their mother's eyes and their father's stubbornness. She was going to do something with her life—Cole knew that even then. She was going to be somebody. She wasn't going to end up invisible.

But she was also his sister. And beneath all the politics, protests, and opinions, she loved him.

"You're going to get yourself killed," she said, and this time her voice cracked.

"No, I'm not."

"Promise me."

"Dana—"

"Promise me."

He crossed the kitchen and pulled her into a hug. She resisted for a moment, stiff with anger, then collapsed against him and started to cry. She was taller than their mother but still short enough that her head fit under his chin, and Cole held her and felt, for the first time since Tampa, like he was exactly where he was supposed to be.

"I promise," he said.

It was a lie. He knew it was a lie even as he said it; he couldn't promise to come home from a war, couldn't promise that the bullets would miss and the bombs would fall somewhere else. But it was the kind of lie that people needed to hear, the kind of lie that made it possible to keep going.

Twenty-four years later, Dana would post a photo on Facebook wearing a face mask that said, "I denounce and condemn white supremacy." Cole would reply with a comment defending the Proud Boys—the first political thing he'd ever posted, born of frustration, AOX, and years of feeling like the country he'd served had turned against him. Dana would write back: We must respectfully disagree. You are my brother and I love you, so we will not engage in a debate on Facebook.

It was the last time they would communicate for five years. Until the shooting. Until Dana went on NNN and said the words that would end their relationship forever.

“My brother is not a hero. He's a man who needed help and didn't get it.”

But that was still years away. For now, Cole Brant held his sister in a kitchen in Carver, made a promise he couldn't keep and felt like a man for the first time in his life.

He walked out of the recruiting office into the fall sunshine and felt, for the first time since Tampa, like he was real. The machine had claimed him. He didn't know it yet, but he would spend the rest of his life inside it, grinding away, becoming something he wouldn't recognize. Someone had to do the job. That's what he told himself. That's what he would always tell himself. Someone had to.

​
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​CHAPTER TWO: Ramadi, Iraq
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The M240 weighed twenty-seven pounds and fired 950 rounds per minute, and after six months in-country, it felt like an extension of Cole's body. He was mounted in the turret of a Humvee, rolling through streets that had been pulverized into rubble and dust. Operation Phantom Fury, the brass called it. The Second Battle of Ramadi. Cole and his unit called it "the crap," because that's what it was—a swirling, chaotic, terrifying pile of crap that they waded through every day, praying they'd come out the other side.

"Contact left!" Sergeant Partel shouted from the driver's seat. 

Cole was already swinging the gun, already squeezing the butterfly trigger, already watching the tracers arc toward a window where a muzzle flash had appeared and disappeared in the same instant. The 240 roared. Dust and concrete exploded from the building's facade. Cole couldn't tell if he'd hit anything. You never could tell, not in the moment. Later, maybe, someone would find a body, or wouldn't. The after-action report would list "enemy combatants neutralized" as a number, and Cole would never know which numbers were his.

He was twenty-one years old. He had been in Iraq for six months. In another six months, his unit would rotate home. He would be a different person than the kid who'd shipped out from Camp Atterbury with his duffel bag and his certainty that he was doing the right thing.

"Clear," Partel called. The Humvee kept rolling. The city kept burning.

* * *
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THE FIRST TIME COLE killed someone—knew for certain that he'd killed someone, saw the body afterward—was three weeks into the deployment. They were clearing a neighborhood house by house, the slow, methodical work that made up most of urban combat. Kick in the door. Sweep the rooms. Check for weapons, for fighters, for IEDs. Move to the next house. Repeat.

The man came out of a closet with an AK-47. Cole saw him in the same instant the man saw Cole—a frozen moment, two pairs of eyes meeting across a room full of dust and broken furniture. The man was young, maybe Cole's age, with a beard that looked like he'd been growing it for about three weeks. He was wearing jeans and a soccer jersey. He looked terrified.

Cole shot him four times. The training took over—two to the chest, two to the head, the way they'd drilled it a thousand times at Camp Atterbury. The man fell backward into the closet, and the AK clattered to the floor, and Cole stood there with his rifle still raised and his heart pounding so hard he could hear it over the ringing in his ears.

"Clear," someone called from another room.

"Clear," Cole echoed. His voice sounded far away, like someone else was using his mouth.

They found the man's family in the back bedroom. A woman, a girl about twelve, and two younger boys. They were huddled together on a mattress, eyes wide, not screaming because they were past screaming. The woman had her hands over the girl's eyes.

The man Cole had killed—the woman's husband, the children's father—had been trying to protect them. That was why he'd come out of the closet with a gun. Not because he was a terrorist or an insurgent or any of the words they used to make the killing easier. Because American soldiers were in his house, and his family was in the back room, and he'd done what any father would do.

Cole helped evacuate the family to a processing center. He filed a report. He ate dinner in the mess hall, a cheeseburger and fries, and made small talk with Rivera about baseball and home and whether Taco Bell counted as Mexican food. He went to bed, closed his eyes, and didn’t dream. That was the night he learned to wall it off.

It was a skill, like shooting or driving or navigating by the stars. You took the thing you'd done, the thing you'd seen, the thing that would destroy you if you let it—and you put it in a box. You closed the lid. You didn't open it again.

Some guys couldn't do it. Rivera couldn’t; he woke up screaming three nights out of five, and by the end of the deployment he was on so many pills he could barely function. Partel could do it, but the box leaked sometimes, and you'd catch him staring at nothing, his hands shaking, his eyes somewhere else entirely.

Cole's box didn't leak. He'd built it strong. Whatever part of him was supposed to feel guilt or horror or remorse, he'd walled it off so thoroughly that sometimes he wondered if it had ever existed at all.

The man in the soccer jersey. The woman with her hands over her daughter's eyes. Cole could recall every detail and could describe them with clinical precision if asked. But he couldn't feel them. They were facts, not feelings. Data points in a war that had too many data points to count.

Twenty years later, that box would still be sealed tight. The man in the soccer jersey would still be inside it, along with everything else—the bodies, the blood, the screaming civilians, the choices that seemed necessary at the time and monstrous in retrospect. But boxes have limits. Pack them too full, build the walls too high, and eventually something breaks through.

* * *
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THE IED HIT THEM TWO months before rotation. Cole never saw it. One moment they were rolling down a street that looked like every other street—rubble, dust, the smell of burning garbage—and the next moment the world was upside down, and he was lying on his back looking at a sky that was somehow full of fire. The Humvee had flipped. Cole had been thrown clear, which probably saved his life—the gunner's turret had collapsed inward, crushed by the force of the blast. If he'd been in it, he'd be dead.

Rivera was dead. Cole found him twenty feet from the vehicle, still strapped into his seat, the seat that had been torn free from the frame. His eyes were open. He looked surprised.

Partel was alive but screaming. His leg was bent at an angle that legs don't bend with bone showing through the torn fabric of his pants. Cole crawled over to him and applied a tourniquet the way they'd trained, hands moving automatically while his mind was somewhere else entirely—floating above the scene, watching himself work, feeling nothing.

The QRF arrived in eight minutes. Cole was on his feet by then, rifle up, scanning for the trigger man. His ears were ringing so badly he couldn't hear the helicopters until they were directly overhead, and his hands were covered in Partel's blood, and somewhere in the back of his mind, the man in the soccer jersey was trying to get out of the box. He pushed him back in. Closed the lid. Did the job.

Later, at the aid station, a medic told him he had a concussion and probably some internal bruising. They wanted to evacuate him to Germany for observation. Cole refused. His unit was two months from going home, and he wasn't leaving them.

The medic argued. Cole signed a waiver. The medic made a note in his file that would be forgotten almost immediately, buried in the avalanche of paperwork that the war generated every day. No one followed up. No one ever did.

Cole went back to his unit. He finished the deployment. He rotated home with the others, accepted his Combat Infantry Badge and his campaign ribbons, and walked off the plane at Camp Atterbury into a crowd of cheering families who had no idea what any of them had done or seen or become.

Dana was there. She'd driven down from Chicago, where she was in her first year of college, to welcome him home. She hugged him so hard he couldn't breathe, and when she pulled back to look at him, her eyes went strange for a moment—like she was seeing someone she didn't quite recognize.

"You okay?" she asked.

"Fine," Cole said.

It was the same answer he would give for the rest of his life. To Lena, to the VA doctors, to anyone who asked. Fine. Always fine. Because if he wasn't fine, if he admitted that something was wrong, then the box might open. And he couldn't let the box open.

Dana looked at him for a moment, then nodded and didn't ask again. She knew. She always knew. That was the thing about Dana—she saw things that other people missed, understood things that other people couldn't. She'd known Cole was changed the moment she saw him walk off that plane, and she'd known better than to push.

But she hadn't given up on him. Not yet. That would come later. That would come when the distance between them grew too wide to cross, when the man she'd hugged at the airport became someone she couldn't recognize at all. For now, she was just glad he was home. For now, the promise he'd made—I'll come back, I promise—was kept.

He was back. He was alive. But the man who'd left for Iraq wasn't the man who came home. That man was still there, somewhere, buried in a box that Cole had built to survive. He would never let him out.

* * *
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THAT NIGHT, LYING ON his cot in the transient barracks, Cole stared at the ceiling and listened to the silence. It was too quiet. After six months of artillery and gunfire and helicopters, the absence of sound was almost physical, pressing against his ears like a weight. He could hear his own heartbeat, his own breathing, the creak of the springs as the guy in the next cot shifted in his sleep. Rivera would never hear silence again. Rivera was in a box too, but not the kind you could open.

Cole thought about the window where the muzzle flash had appeared, three weeks ago or three months ago or yesterday. Time had gone strange in Iraq, folding in on itself, making everything feel simultaneous and distant at once. He thought about the 240 rounds he'd fired into it, and whether there had been anyone behind that window or just a shadow, a trick of the light, a threat that existed only in his own adrenaline-soaked imagination.

He thought about the man in the soccer jersey. The woman with her hands over her daughter's eyes. He thought about Staff Sergeant Willis, back at the recruiting office, with his knowing smile and his handshake and his "Why are you here, son?"

Because someone must, Cole had said. And he still believed it. Someone had to be out there, carrying the gun, pulling the trigger, protecting the people back home who would never understand what that protection cost.

The cost was Rivera. The cost was Partel's leg. The cost was the man in the soccer jersey, and the woman, and the children, and all the other boxes Cole had built and sealed and stacked in the back of his mind.

But someone had to pay it. That was the truth they didn't put in the recruitment brochures, the truth that Willis had known and Cole was learning. The machine needed bodies, and the bodies needed to believe they were doing good, and the belief had to be strong enough to survive everything the machine would ask them to do.

Cole's belief was strong. He'd built it that way, just like he'd built the box. He was one of the good guys. He was defending his country. The things he'd done were necessary, and the things he'd seen were the price of necessity, and if he kept telling himself that long enough, it would be true. It had to be true. The alternative was unthinkable.

Cole closed his eyes. He didn't dream, he'd forgotten how, somewhere in the last six months. He just went away for a while, to a place where there was no sound and no light and no boxes, and when he came back, it was morning, and the war was over, and the rest of his life was waiting to begin.

He had no idea what that life would look like. He had no idea that the war would follow him, that the boxes would stack higher and higher, that someday they would break open and bury him in everything he'd tried to forget. 

He was one of the good guys.

He had to be.

​​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER THREE: Rio Seco, Texas
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The desert taught Cole a different kind of patience than Iraq had. In Ramadi, patience meant waiting for the bullet, the IED, or the insurgent in the window. Every second stretched taut with the expectation of violence. You stayed alert because relaxing meant dying.

Here, patience meant something else. It meant hours in a truck watching a stretch of fence that looked exactly like every other stretch of fence. It meant tracking footprints through sand that the wind would erase before nightfall. It meant understanding that the border wasn't a battle to be won but a tide to be managed, endless and eternal, flowing around whatever barriers you built.

Cole joined the Border Patrol six months after his discharge from the Guard. The recruiter had found him at a job fair in Illinois. Cole had been wandering between booths with the glazed expression of a man who had no idea what to do with the rest of his life.

"You served?" the recruiter asked, eyeing Cole's posture, his haircut, the way he scanned the room without quite looking at anything.

"Guard. One deployment."

"Iraq or Afghanistan?"

"Iraq. Ramadi."

The recruiter nodded slowly, the way people did when they heard that name. Ramadi meant something, even to people who'd never been there. It meant you'd seen the worst and come back.

"We need men like you," the recruiter said. "Men who understand that some jobs aren't pretty, but they still need doing."

It was the same pitch Staff Sergeant Willis had given him six years earlier, dressed up in different words. The machine needed bodies. Cole was a body. The only question was which part of the machine would claim him.

* * *
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THE BORDER PATROL ACADEMY in Artesia, New Mexico, was twelve weeks of law, fitness, Spanish, and tactics. Cole graduated third in his class—not because he was smarter than the others, but because he was better at doing what he was told. The instructors noticed. They always noticed the ones who didn't ask questions.

His first posting was a station outside Rio Seco, in a stretch of desert that looked like Mars and felt like an oven. The other agents called it "the Devil's Asscrack," which wasn't official terminology but captured the essence of the place. His partner was a senior agent named Dominguez, a second-generation Mexican American from San Antonio who'd been on the job for fifteen years. Dominguez had a wife and three kids and a mortgage that required overtime, and he'd seen enough of the border to know exactly what it was and what it wasn't.

"Forget everything they taught you at the academy," Dominguez said on their first patrol together, as they drove along a rutted dirt road with nothing but scrub brush and sky in every direction. "Half of it's wrong and the other half doesn't matter. The only thing that matters out here is this: you see what you need to see, and you don't see what you don't need to see."

"What does that mean?"

Dominguez lit a cigarette and stared out at the desert, his eyes hidden behind aviator sunglasses. "It means there are things the machine wants you to do and things the machine doesn't want you to see. You figure out which is which, you'll be fine. You don't..." He shrugged. "You end up like Hernandez."

"Who's Hernandez?"

"Ask me again in a year. Maybe you'll understand by then."

* * *
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COLE'S FIRST ARREST was an old woman from Honduras. They found her in the shade of a mesquite tree, alone, her water jug empty and her lips cracked from dehydration. She was sixty-three years old, according to the documents she carried in a plastic bag around her neck—birth certificate, medical records, photographs of grandchildren she was trying to reach. She'd been walking for three days. Her group, fifteen people led by a coyote who'd taken $4,000 from each of them, had left her behind when she couldn't keep up.

Cole gave her water. Watched her drink in desperate gulps, water running down her chin, her eyes never leaving his face. She was looking at him the way people had looked at him in Iraq—not with hatred, but with a kind of exhausted calculation. Trying to figure out what he would do. Trying to guess whether she would survive.

Dominguez called for medical transport. They processed her paperwork with the detached efficiency of men who had done this a thousand times, checking her name against the databases, photographing her, cataloging her belongings: the documents, a rosary, three photographs of children, forty-seven dollars in American bills.

As they loaded her into the transport van, she grabbed Cole’s hand. Her grip was surprisingly strong—the grip of a woman who'd spent her life working, who'd crossed deserts and survived things Cole couldn't imagine. She looked up at him with eyes that held no anger, no fear, just a kind of infinite sadness.

"Mis nietos," she said. My grandchildren.

Cole didn't know what to say. His Spanish was textbook-functional, enough to give commands and read rights, not enough for this. He looked at Dominguez, who was studying his cigarette with sudden intensity.

"Los quiero ver antes de morir." I want to see them before I die.

The transport driver was getting impatient, tapping the steering wheel, checking his watch. Cole gently extracted his hand from the old woman's grip and stepped back. She watched him through the dusty window as the van pulled away, her palm pressed against the glass like a benediction or a plea.

"First one's always hard," Dominguez said. "You get used to it."

"Do you?"

"You have to." He lit another cigarette, offered one to Cole, and shrugged when Cole declined. "You start thinking of them as people, you can't do the job. They're not people. They're numbers. Apprehensions. Statistics for the weekly report."

"She was sixty-three years old. She just wanted to see her grandchildren."

"And she broke the law. Same as the twenty-year-old MS-13 banger we're going to catch next week, same as the family of four, we'll find tomorrow. The law doesn't care why you cross. Our job is to enforce it."

Cole looked at the horizon, where the transport van was disappearing into the heat shimmer. He thought about Ramadi. About the man in the soccer jersey. About the woman with her hands over her daughter's eyes. He'd learned to stop thinking of them as people too. That was the only way to survive.

"Yeah," he said. "I know."

* * *
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THREE WEEKS LATER, they found a body. A woman, mid-thirties, Mexican or Guatemalan—it was hard to tell after the sun had done its work. She was lying in a wash about half a mile from the road, her body curled around a small backpack. The backpack contained three empty water bottles, a package of unopened crackers, a change of clothes, and a photograph of two children.

Her leg was broken. Cole could see the bone, white against the darkened skin. She'd been trying to crawl when she died—there were marks in the sand where she'd dragged herself forward, inch by inch, toward a road she would never reach.

Cole stood over her while Dominguez called it in. The sun was high and merciless, and the smell was something he would never fully forget, no matter how many boxes he built.

"How far do you think she got?" he asked. "After she broke her leg?"

Dominguez walked back along the drag marks, counting his steps
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