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[MILLS]

U CLOSE?

12 HOURS EARLIER

The mission was simple: kill the lieutenant and get out alive. But for Hank Storm, it was never just about the job. Failure here meant the wrong names on a grave, the cartels hollowing out another town, and debts paid in blood to men who didn’t forgive twice. Survival had purpose. Hank lay flat in the dripping heat, thirty yards from the compound, heartbeat steady as he watched for movement. The jungle didn’t breathe; it sweated.

Thick, sour air clung to Hank Storm’s skin under the matte-black Nomex shell, trapping heat like a second punishment. His heartbeat stayed low and steady. The bone-conduction earpiece whispered back each beat, syncing him with the rhythm of death.

Fifty meters out, just beyond the rotting perimeter of El Cielo Verde, Hank dropped into a crouch, eyes adjusting behind the passive NVG filter. This wasn’t just another drug compound tucked in Colombia’s Magdalena lowlands. This was a node, a distribution nerve. The kind of place where bodies fed the soil and WiFi didn’t reach.

His gear was stripped to mission purpose. Short-range kill zone, low-light, no support.

He carried a Sig Rattler, compact and quiet, tuned for close-in work. Fast and easy to move with, the kind of rifle made for slipping through tight corners or slogging through a rain-soaked house. He had loaded it with ammunition that would do the job—rounds designed to stop without tearing through walls or bystanders. No showing off, just the right tool for what waited inside.

No plate carrier—too loud in the underbrush—just a custom-cut harness with key pouches along his ribs: flashbangs, flex cuffs, a thermal monocular. His sidearm, a Glock 19 with a threaded barrel and RMR, rode inside the waistband at kidney height—quick draw, suppressed, no snag. Taped grip, no prints.

No comms. No tracking. No ID. The op was ghost protocol. Even the satellite window was dirty—fifty-minute clearance from blackout to burn.

The jungle around the perimeter wall was a mess of heat, rot, and vines thick enough to strangle. Razor wire rimmed the outer compound, except where it sagged near a collapsed breadfruit tree. That breach was his entry—narrow enough to avoid sensors, high enough to see without being seen.

He paused under a canopy of rotting palm, breath held, ears tuned for the rhythm of patrol boots. Five sentries on rotation, visible through thermal like ghosts in orange silhouette.

One wandered too close. An AK slung carelessly over his shoulder. He was young—young enough not to notice the shift in the wind.

Hank moved fast but silent, his SOG Seal FX blade already drawn, grip reversed. The boy never made a sound. Just a hiss of air as steel slid between ribs, and then gravity took him back down to earth.

Storm rolled the body into a shallow trench and buried it under fronds. No second thoughts.

Above, on the branch of the collapsed breadfruit, he climbed with silent efficiency, boots custom-split for grip in wet conditions, weight distribution learned in Fallujah. He crawled flat against the limb, eyes locked on the compound below.

Floodlights haloed rusted shacks, old oil drums, two pickups. A pair of men played cards on an overturned crate. One had an M4 with the stock duct-taped, the other a Glock tucked into basketball shorts. They weren’t pros. They were placeholders.

But that was fine.

Hank wasn’t here for the guards.

He pulled the Rattler tight into his shoulder, resting it on the branch. The suppressor was warm from jungle heat but unsoiled. He adjusted the angle of the stock to his cheekbone, breathing slow.

Through the monocular, the target compound lit up in gradients of heat—nine bodies inside, maybe more under the canopy. One pacing with intent near the central shack. Lieutenant, almost certainly.

Wind: left to right.

Distance: 86 meters.

He adjusted his grip, felt the oil-slick texture of his gloves, the blood memory in his bones.

This was the easy part.

He exhaled, slow and silent.

And pulled the trigger.

The rifle cracked like a camera shutter.

No flash. No echo. Just a muffled whump and the soft pop of a subsonic round tearing through meat and memory.

Eighty-six meters away, the cartel lieutenant collapsed backward from the folding chair, half his jaw blown into the wall behind him. The two men flanking him never had time to react. One flinched; the second reached for his weapon.

Hank shifted, adjusted for lead and angle.

Two more suppressed shots—thump, thump.

One caught the first in the neck. He staggered sideways, blood painting the tin wall like graffiti. The other dropped with a sucking chest wound, trying to scream through foam and blood.

Hank was already moving.

He slung the Rattler, dropped to the muddy ground, and crossed to the wall breach in twelve fast strides. His boots whispered through leaf rot and wire husks. The card-playing guards were shouting now, scrambling for cover, waving weapons in the wrong direction.

He reached the corner of a shack, pressed against the corrugated steel, drew the Glock, and listened. The seconds stretched long. He tracked footfalls—two moving, one circling. Someone barking orders in Spanish.

“...¡atrás del maldito árbol!”

Storm stepped into the open.

One shot—non-lethal—a tight round to the left thigh of the guard with the M4. The man screamed, weapon clattering. Hank was on him in a flash, crushing the wind out of his lungs with a boot before the next breath.

The second guard swung his Glock up. Too slow.

Hank sidestepped, shot once through the sternum. The man folded like wet paper, dropping over the crate of cards still fluttering in the wind.

Hank turned the wounded one over. “¿Cuántos quedan?” he growled in Spanish.

The man sobbed, gripping his leg. “No sé... cinco, tal vez seis...”

Storm pistol-whipped him into unconsciousness.

The compound was chaos now. Dogs barking. Radios squawking. Doors slamming open.

Inside the shack, a figure bolted toward the back exit.

Hank caught a flash of movement—a ponytail, a weapon in hand. Female runner, mid-thirties, body armor. Not cartel. Maybe PMC contractor? He didn’t recognize the patch on her vest.

She turned mid-stride, fired.

CRACK—

The round punched the corner of the shack as Hank ducked left and moved fast. Two rounds in response—one center mass, one shoulder. She dropped, groaning, not dead.

He closed the distance, kicked the rifle from her reach.

“Who sent you?” he asked.

She bared her teeth. “Too late, asshole. They’re already watching.”

Storm paused. Logged her face. Then stepped back and left her breathing in the dust.

She wasn’t his mission.

Inside, the tin walls rang with confusion. Shadows moved behind sheets of plastic. Someone fired blind through a window. Hank dropped low, returned two shots through the paneling—screams followed.

He moved fast, clearing corners, stepping over shell casings, counting targets by muzzle flash.

Two more men near the east structure—one firing wild with a shotgun, the other trying to start a dirt bike.

Hank raised the Rattler and dropped them both before the bike engine could catch.

He checked the horizon—still no reinforcements. No drone buzz. No rotors.

But that wouldn’t last long.

He stepped into the lieutenant’s hut, boots slick with blood, and scanned the interior.

Hard drives. Bags of cash. Burn books. Maps. A folder marked with a name he didn’t expect.

He snapped photos. Grabbed the drives.

One last thing: on the dead lieutenant’s desk was a satellite phone, blinking red.

They knew.

The burn clock had started.

He dropped two thermite packets, cracked the seals, and tossed them on the desk. Flame tore upward—chemical white.

Time to go.

The fire spread fast.

Thermite didn’t flicker—it consumed. Within seconds, the inside of the shack was an inferno of chemical flame and popping ammunition. Hank slipped through the back door as heat rippled over the compound, casting twitching shadows across the tin walls.

He moved low across the courtyard. The surviving guards were either unconscious, dying, or buried under debris. He reached the perimeter tree line in less than thirty seconds.

But the burn wasn’t clean.

A low whirrr hit his ears, just barely above the hum of cicadas.

Drone.

Not military-grade. Civilian shell with aftermarket thermal mods, based on the pitch. Aerial recon—not a killer. Still a problem.

Hank slid behind a downed tree trunk and pulled his thermal monocular. Through it, the sky shimmered with hot metal wings. It circled wide, not yet locking.

He pulled a micro claymore from his thigh pouch—command-detonated, small cone, enough to eliminate a pursuer or shred light armor. He wedged it into the mud facing the path from the compound’s eastern breach, then backtracked ten meters and laid a second trip line behind a root.

Then he ran.

Silent steps across moss, gliding between palm trunks like a memory of something dangerous. He wasn’t moving for cover. He was moving for control. The exfil point was still a kilometer away—an old river dock used by smugglers, long since overgrown. If he hit the water, he vanished.

The drone buzz shifted. Louder. Closer.

Then, behind him—footfalls. Three, maybe four men. Boots too heavy for cartel. Mercs. Sent by the people watching the op from afar. He could picture them—vests, beards, low-vis gear and contractor swagger, armed with ARs and entitlement.

They weren’t chasing. They were flanking.

He let them.

Hank slowed, kicked a bootprint into a patch of mud, left a broken frond angled the wrong direction. False trail.

He looped around and circled behind the mercs as they followed it like dogs.

One crouched to check the print.

The claymore snapped.

THWUMP.

A blast of shrapnel flattened the nearest two, cutting their legs out from under them with wet, mechanical violence. Screams echoed through the canopy.

The others scattered.

Hank sprinted to the edge of their path, raised the Rattler, and sighted fast.

One merc bolting left—shot to the spine. Down.

Another dove into the brush. Hank held fire. Let the man crawl.

He moved up slow, boots whispering over broken roots.

The survivor turned, blood on his teeth, eyes wide.

“Who the fuck—”

Pop. One round. Between the eyes.

Silence returned.

Hank didn’t smile. He didn’t even slow. He walked past the wreckage, stepping over a severed boot, and vanished back into the trees.

Minutes passed. The jungle breathed again.

He reached the dock just as moonlight broke through the canopy.

The boat was there—an old panga with a sun-bleached tarp, outboard motor choked with algae. The boatman didn’t speak. Didn’t need to.

Hank tossed the man a folded wad of bills and stepped aboard.

As the panga pulled away, drifting into the wide black artery of the river, the drone circled once more, then retreated.

Behind them, the compound burned against the horizon, its flame mirrored on the water.

Hank lit a match on his belt buckle, touched it to the end of a crushed cigar, and leaned back in the wooden seat.

The ash glowed red in the dark.

“No witnesses,” he said softly.

And the jungle swallowed the rest.

The airstrip was nothing more than carved mud and crushed gravel, flanked by rusted fuel drums and a cinderblock shack pretending to be a tower.

The panga had dropped him three clicks south, just shy of dawn. He’d walked the last leg through fog and palm, alone but for the buzz of dawn insects and the light scrape of steel against leather—the KA-BAR riding horizontal at his lower back.

At the edge of the tarmac, a twin-engine Cessna idled under haze. Civilian tags. No flight plan filed under Hank Storm. The name on the manifest was Denton Ray, passport six months expired, but good enough in this hemisphere. The pilot didn’t ask questions. That was part of the fee.

Hank climbed the steps without looking back.

Inside: heat, vinyl seats, stale coffee. He stowed his gear beneath the bench opposite him, one arm looped loosely through the sniper case’s handle.

The pilot glanced back through the open cockpit. “Three hours to Puerto Cabezas. Weather looks clear.”

Hank nodded once. “Wake me if we’re not alone.”

The engines roared, and the jungle slipped away beneath them, the last flame of the compound a dull smudge on the horizon.

Hank leaned back, eyes closed but not sleeping. His knuckles still bore the faint imprint of the trigger. His ribs ached where the contractor’s round had glanced off his vest. Nothing broken. Just a reminder.

He let his mind settle into neutral. Not rest—rest was for civilians—but the cold clarity that lived in the space between violence and orders.

Then the phone buzzed.

Not the burner he’d used for the mission. That was gone—dropped into the river.

This was his blackline contact unit, buried inside the sniper case’s lining, powered only when absolutely necessary. No apps. No contacts. Just one encrypted line routed through four nations and a satlink in the North Sea.

It shouldn’t have buzzed.

The screen blinked once, blue on black.

[MILLS]  U CLOSE?

The memory hits him without warning.

Not like a dream. More like a smell he cannot escape.

Hot metal. Burned rubber. Diesel thick enough to chew.

Iraq.

Convoy Route Silver, just outside Fallujah.

Storm is already bleeding when the Humvee rolls.

The world flips once. Twice. Then the sound disappears, replaced by a high electric whine that eats everything else. His helmet slams into steel. The turret gunner is gone, thrown clear or turned to vapor. Hard to tell.

Dust turns the air into soup.

Storm tries to move. Nothing works.

His right leg is trapped under the collapsed dash. Heat creeps in from somewhere behind him. He smells fuel.

Not leaking. Pouring.

A shape appears at the shattered driver side door. Boots first. Then hands. Rough. Fast.

Mills.

Younger. Leaner. Face streaked with sand and sweat, eyes wild but locked in.

“You with me, Storm?”

Storm tries to answer but only blood comes up. He coughs, laughs once, a broken sound.

Mills disappears, then returns with a pry bar scavenged from somewhere outside. Gunfire cracks in the distance. Someone shouts for a medic.

Mills ignores it all.

The metal groans as he wedges the bar under the dash and leans his full weight into it. Veins stand out in his neck. Teeth clenched.

“Come on,” he mutters. “Come on, you stubborn bastard.”

The frame shifts half an inch. Not enough.

Flames lick up through the firewall.

Storm finally finds his voice. “Go,” he rasps. “That is an order.”

Mills freezes.

Then shakes his head.

“Nah. I already ignored worse ones.”

He drops the pry bar and reaches into the wreckage with bare hands, ripping away burning insulation. Skin blisters instantly. He does not slow.

Storm smells cooked flesh and realizes it is Mills, not him.

Outside, someone yells that a secondary device might be nearby.

Mills does not even look up.

He wedges his shoulder under the dash, muscles trembling, and pushes.

Something snaps. The metal lifts just enough.

Storm feels his leg come free.

Mills grabs the back of his plate carrier and hauls him out of the wreckage like dragging a dead deer through brush. Storm hits the sand hard, lungs finally pulling air.

They barely clear the Humvee when it detonates.

The blast throws them both flat. Dirt rains down. Heat washes over them.

Storm lies there, ears ringing, staring at the sky that looks too blue for a warzone.

Mills rolls onto his side, coughing, one hand still gripping Storm’s vest like he might vanish if he lets go.

“You owe me a beer,” Mills says.

Storm tries to laugh. It comes out as a choke.

Mills’s hands are burned raw. Blood slick. Fingers shaking from adrenaline and pain.

A medic rushes in, shouting, trying to pull Mills away for treatment.

Mills shrugs him off long enough to lean close to Storm.

“Listen,” he says, voice low now. Serious.

“If you ever get the chance to walk away from this life, you take it. No looking back.”

Storm stares at him, vision tunneling.

“And if you don’t?” he asks.

Mills smiles, tired and crooked.

“Then you make damn sure you do not leave your brother behind.”

The memory fractures there.

Smoke dissolves into cloud.

The desert heat fades into the hum of an airplane cabin, or the cold air of a Midwest highway, depending on where you drop the scene.

Storm blinks.

His hands tighten on the wheel.

Mills once dragged him out of fire.

There was never a world where Storm did not return the favor.

Hank stared at it. One second. Two.

No punctuation. No signature. Just those two words.

His thumb hovered over the reply.

His breath caught - the same tight pull he felt before a breach went bad.

He didn’t send one.

Not yet.

Instead, he looked out the window, where the clouds broke into a slow-spinning field of white and blue, the world below pretending to be clean again.

He closed his eyes.

Mills was reaching out.

That never meant anything good.
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Chapter 1– The Terminal
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The quiet before the breach never lasts. Twelve hours since he pulled the trigger in Colombia, Hank Storm lands stateside with nothing but a battered duffel, a steel case, and the knowledge that someone is already hunting for him. The mission should be over, but the risk follows him to every border. There are hard rules at work: kill the target, get out unseen, deliver proof before the burn clock runs down. He keeps running the timeline in his head, but underneath every calculation, something colder keeps whispering: what if he misses something this time? If he fails, the trail leads straight to a friend who once saved his life. If he succeeds, the people who paid for the job may decide to clean up the loose end and every old debt he still owes will turn into someone's target list. Mills’s face is always there at the edges of his memory, the man who dragged him from fire, and Storm knows the cost of hesitation might fall to someone else first. The old discipline keeps him in motion, but underneath it there is a knot—fear dressed up as anger, guilt disguised as distance. Storm knows he's on a countdown, that his next move will decide not just his own skin, but whether Mills and the others survive the burn. He has less than two days to disappear, deliver evidence, and find out what went wrong. Every minute is a choice between survival and loyalty, and he can feel the weight of every one. If he stalls, the bodies fall in two countries. If he hesitates, there is no going back.

Hank Storm steps through Gate 12.

The blast of industrial disinfectant cuts his nostrils sharp and sweet, chlorine layered over burnt coffee and the stale breath of recycled air. He stops at the seam where jetway rubber gives way to tile, boots skidding a half-inch on glossy grout, and lets the room settle.

Twenty-three civilians. A man hammering at his phone like it owes him money. A couple sharing earbuds, foreheads nearly touching. A teenager sprawled against a charging station, hoodie pulled low, foot tapping to something only he can hear. Five uniformed agents behind duty-free counters, posture relaxed, hands busy with coffee cups instead of weapons.

Overhead fluorescents hum in a sickly green pitch and flicker once, quick as a stalled heartbeat. Black dome cameras dot the ceiling. Hank tracks their lazy arcs and notes the gaps between coverage without thinking about it. Beyond the rental counter, a grease-smeared window offers a narrow, useless glimpse of the tarmac. Cold. Hidden. Out of reach.

His boots click once, then disappear into quiet motion. Heel to toe. Shoulders loose. Weight coiled. A canvas duffel rides his left shoulder, fabric whispering against his coat. In his right hand, a TSA-cleared steel case bleeds cold through the grip. Triple-pin lock. No flex. Inside, charcoal foam cradles a disassembled .300 Win Mag, dark and oiled, waiting.

Sixty yards to the exit. Three choke points on the way: two officers with their backs half-turned to the food court, a floor attendant drifting past with paint-splattered coveralls and the sour sting of thinner, and the rent-a-cop posted at the sliding doors, blazer tight across his shoulders.

Hank keeps moving.

Then the terminal chimes.

A single rising tone cuts through the ambient noise, followed by a woman’s voice over the PA, bright and strained.

“Attention passengers. Due to a temporary issue with baggage handling, please remain clear of the carousel area. We appreciate your patience.”

Groans ripple through the crowd. People slow. Stop. Drift inward without meaning to. Space collapses.

Hank halts with everyone else.

Bodies press closer. The smell of perfume and sweat replaces disinfectant. A roller bag clips his boot. Someone bumps his elbow and mutters an apology without looking at him. He adjusts his stance by inches, keeping the rifle case vertical, spine straight, eyes level.

Waiting is not his strength.

A child starts crying somewhere behind him, sharp and panicked, the sound knifing through the din. The father’s voice follows, too loud, too fast. “Hey—hey—it’s fine, buddy, it’s fine.” The kid isn’t convinced. The pitch rises.

Hank feels his jaw lock.

For half a second, the smell in the air shifts. Not coffee. Not cleaner. Burned rubber and hot metal. Diesel thick enough to chew.

His breath stutters.

He blinks once. Hard.

The terminal snaps back into place. Fluorescents. Tile. Noise. The crying child dissolves into background static. Hank rolls his shoulders subtly, forces air into his lungs, counts nothing at all. The moment passes. No one notices.

The PA crackles again.

“Thank you for your patience. Carousel access will resume shortly.”

The crowd exhales as one organism. People shuffle back into loose lines. Space returns in reluctant increments.

The conveyor belt groans to life.

Hank steps forward with the flow, not ahead of it, not behind. He keeps his eyes level as the first bags tumble out—black, brown, cracked plastic, duct-taped corners. His duffel appears third, anonymous and battered. He catches the strap in one smooth motion and settles the weight against his shoulder.

The rifle case stays pinned to his hip.

At the sliding doors, the rent-a-cop straightens, eyes flicking to the stamped TSA sticker. He steps half a pace forward, then hesitates.

“Sir,” he starts, voice unsure. “Did you check this firearm with—”

“Compliant,” Hank says. Low. Gravel-thick. “Need paperwork?”

Silence stretches.

The guard blinks, color rising in his cheeks. His nametag is smeared, the letters half-rubbed away. “Uh—no, sir. You’re good. Enjoy your evening.”

The doors part.

Cold air hits Hank’s throat like a slap as he steps outside. Sodium lamps stain the wet pavement jaundiced yellow. The terminal clock above the doors reads 19:42. His body insists it’s midday. His bones disagree.

He doesn’t slow as he angles toward long-term parking. Shuttle lanes. Patrol routes. Camera poles. Logged without effort, without comfort. The airport hums behind him, indifferent.

The system has yielded again.

He knows better than to trust that.

Cold settles fast outside the terminal, a damp bite that scrapes Hank’s throat as he clears the sliding doors. Sodium lamps bleach the wet pavement yellow, turning puddles into smeared mirrors. Shuttle buses hiss and crawl along painted lanes, doors yawning open and shut with bored hydraulics.

Hank angles left, away from the crowd, toward long-term parking.

He does not hurry. Hurry draws attention. Instead, he lets distance build naturally between himself and the terminal doors, each step measured, weight balanced. The duffel rides solid on his shoulder. The rifle case stays vertical, close to his hip, an extension of his frame.

Two teenagers hunch over a rental sedan three rows down, one working a slim jim with clumsy focus while the other watches the lane. Hank clocks them without interest. Petty theft. No reach. No relevance.

He cuts between rows, boots crunching gravel and salt. The wind carries the smell of exhaust, wet concrete, and old leaves ground into paste by tires. Somewhere a car alarm chirps once and dies.

His Suburban waits where he left it, half-hidden behind a dumpster at the edge of the lot. Silver paint dulled by grime. Windows dark. Familiar.

Hank slows.

Not stops. Just enough to let his eyes work ahead of his body.

The vehicle sits slightly crooked in the space, front tire closer to the line than he remembers. Maybe the wind. Maybe not. He lets the thought pass without judgment and circles wide, boots silent despite the gravel.

Driver-side door first. Paint intact. No fresh scratches. He drops his gaze to the wheel well. Nothing snagged. Nothing wired. Tires firm under a practiced kick. Fuel cap flush. Rear bumper clean.

He moves around the back.

For a moment, the smell hits him.

Not fuel. Not exhaust. Something faint and sweet, almost chemical, like overheated plastic.

He pauses with his hand on the tailgate.

The smell fades as quickly as it came.

Hank waits a beat longer than necessary, breathing through his nose, sorting signal from memory. The air returns to oil and damp leaves. He straightens and keeps moving.

Passenger side is clean. Windows unmarked. No fingerprints where there should not be any. He crouches, checks beneath the frame. Shadow and rust. Nothing else.

He opens the rear hatch.

The interior smells faintly of pine air freshener and dust. Normal. He slides the rifle case in first, sets it flat, then stows the duffel beside it. The zipper’s whine sounds too loud in the open lot, but no one looks his way.

Hatch down. Click.

He opens the driver door and slides in, closing it softly behind him. The cabin encloses him, shutting out the wind and the terminal noise in one muted seal.

For the first time since Gate 12, Hank exhales.

The key catches halfway in the ignition. It always does. He twists harder than necessary, feeling the worn metal grind before the engine grumbles alive. Dash lights bloom, then settle.

No extra indicators. No warning icons. No unfamiliar glow.

He reaches down and toggles the radio on for half a second. Static. He turns it off again.

As his hand drops, the dash flickers.

Just once.

The lights dim and return, so fast it could have been imagined. Hank freezes, fingers hovering above the wheel. He does not blink.

He watches the dash for a full five seconds.

Nothing.

He leans forward, eyes scanning the footwell, the steering column, the seam beneath the dash where wiring hides. Factory lines. Dust. Old receipts shoved between plastic panels.

He sits back.

The engine idles steady. The Suburban vibrates with familiar weight and age. Outside, a shuttle bus lumbers past, headlights sweeping across the hood and gone again.

Hank pulls the door closed tighter, then shifts into gear.

As he rolls out of the space, he checks the mirrors.

Empty lane. Terminal glow behind him. Nothing pacing his speed. No headlights lingering too long. He signals, merges, and lets the lot fall away.

The road beyond the airport is dark and unremarkable, a ribbon of asphalt swallowed by trees and sodium haze. Hank drives with the headlights off for three seconds longer than necessary, then flicks them on as the curve straightens.

The Suburban eats the miles without complaint.

Behind him, the airport vanishes.

Hank does not look back.

The road unspools ahead of him, black and narrow, trees crowding close enough to drink the headlights. Hank drives with one hand loose on the wheel, the other resting near the console, posture relaxed but never slack. The Suburban hums steady beneath him, suspension groaning once as he hits a shallow dip.

Miles slide past.

An abandoned gas station flickers on the right, neon half-dead, prices frozen in another decade. He does not slow. The smell of old oil and wet asphalt leaks through the vents, mixing with the stale pine from the air freshener. Familiar. Manageable.

For a long stretch, the road is empty.

The tires hiss against pavement. The sound stretches, thins, and for a breath it is not tires at all but rotors, distant and low, chewing at the air. Hank’s grip tightens before he realizes it has. His jaw locks, teeth pressing together until they ache.

He exhales through his nose.

The sound resolves back into rubber and road. He loosens his hand, flexes his fingers once against the wheel. The moment passes. He keeps driving.

The motel sign appears without warning. VACANCY, one letter buzzing louder than the rest. He turns in, gravel popping beneath the tires, and rolls to a stop outside Room 17. The lot is empty except for a single pickup at the far end, hood still warm. No movement.

He sits for a count of five, engine idling.

Nothing changes.

Hank kills the engine and steps out into cold air. He pulls the duffel and rifle case from the rear, locks the Suburban, and carries everything into the room in one trip. The door closes behind him with a hollow thud.

Inside smells like old carpet and bleach.

He sets the case on the bed, opens it, then slides the rear seat panel aside. Beneath it, the hidden vault yawns open, foam cutouts lined in copper mesh. The ritual takes over.

Glock 19, slide dark and slick. Sig P226, heavier in the hand. Magazines stacked and checked by feel. Cash. Passports. Burner phones. Gloves. One blade, familiar weight, leather worn smooth by years of use.

Order restored.

Dawn bleeds gray through the blinds before he realizes how long he has been sitting there. He closes the vault, leaves the case open, and leans back against the headboard, eyes open but unfocused.

The phone buzzes once on the dash outside.

Hank freezes.

Not the burner he used overseas. That one is gone, resting somewhere at the bottom of a river. This buzz is sharper, heavier, like a hand on his shoulder.

He steps outside, retrieves the phone, and checks the screen.

NEED HELP. BLACKRIDGE. URGENT.

He stares at it for two beats, then lowers the phone without responding.

Another buzz follows almost immediately.

A photo fills the screen.

A little girl stands in a driveway, grinning wide and crooked, wrapped in an oversized USMC sweatshirt that nearly swallows her. Sleeves rolled past her hands. Pride she does not understand shining in her eyes.

Text beneath it.

THEY’RE COMING FOR MY FAMILY.

Hank pulls onto the shoulder before he realizes he has started driving. The engine idles, ticking softly in the cold. He stares at the screen, breath steady even as something heavy settles behind his ribs.

Mills never asked for help.

Not once.

This will not be clean. He can already see the next forty-eight hours unfolding in fragments. Bodies. Sirens. Doors kicked in the wrong order. Fallout that will not settle neatly. No clean exit waiting at the end.

But the girl wears a Marine sweatshirt.

Hank closes his eyes for a single heartbeat.

Then he opens them, sets the phone into the cradle, and types the destination into the burner GPS.

Blackridge.

The route draws itself across the screen, a clean blue line pretending the world is still orderly.

He pulls back onto the road.

War does not beckon. It waits.

And Hank Storm drives toward it.
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Chapter 2: Ashes
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Hank parks the Suburban three houses down—standard protocol. Never front door the target. The charred husk of Mills’s home looms black against the pallid dawn, its windows molten, like gaping, sightless orbits. The porch has collapsed in on itself, a broken jaw dropped in final agony. The rest of the street is unnervingly still—the suffocating hush that follows a massacre. Only the yellow police tape offers a flimsy veneer of control, its strips snapping in the breeze, snagging on rubble stained by soot.

He sits in the driver's seat for a moment longer than he needs to. The engine ticks as it cools, rain clouding the windshield, and for once Hank lets himself do nothing at all. The adrenaline rush that carried him this far ebbs, leaving behind the ache of exhaustion beneath his armor and a heaviness in his hands. He glances down at his palms—scarred, knuckles still raw from Colombia and the rougher jobs since. In their reflections, the fires of other nights flicker alongside the ruin out front. For a few seconds, it’s just him and the silence, no plan, no enemy, no mission except to breathe.

His mind drifts—unwanted—back to a memory of a kitchen table, laughter, Mills’s kid passing a plastic soldier across the formica in a game without rules. Hank feels a sharp pang at how impossibly distant that seems, as if belonging to someone else. It crosses his mind to turn the key and drive on, keep moving, but he knows there are debts that go deeper than mission orders. He rests his forehead on the steering wheel. In the quiet, the smell of burned wood from down the block mingles with cheap air freshener, a relic of the normal life no one gets back in the end.

Finally, he lifts his head. The world outside has not changed, but he has found what he needs: the cold clarity that comes only in the eye of the storm. He exhales slowly and opens the door, boots scraping the gravel as the work ahead resumes.

He watches the perimeter for five minutes, gaze flicking from the skeletal house to the parked cars, to the garbage truck idling two blocks over. No movement in or out. No cops. No crime-scene techs. Just char and the acrid stench of burned flesh and plastic.

Hank shoulders his duffel and leaves the sniper kit behind. No need for surgical shots yet—this is still a butcher’s job. He paces the block once, deliberate, letting the town catalog him. In hick burgs like this, ghosting through never ends well: better to be spotted once, and harmless.

At the tape’s edge he squats, tracing deep, ragged footprints in the matted grass—a staggered retreat from the back door toward the alley. Size twelve, battered biker boots, not steel-toe. Four distinct treads, plus one smaller set that zig-zagged away then doubled back. Not Mills’s. Probably some local punk whose curiosity outpaced his sense. He notes it.

A back door screeches open. A man in a plaid bathrobe—beer gut bulging the terrycloth—emerges clutching a mug that proclaims “World’s #1 Grandpa.” His scalp’s thinning, his eyes bloodshot from fear and sleepless nights.

“Morning,” the neighbor says too loudly. He tries nonchalance but his free hand shakes like a leaf.

Hank nods, silent.

The man huffs forward, stepping gingerly over scorched grass as if flame could leap at him. “Terrible business,” he murmurs, staring at the ruin. “Never thought those Hell Dogs would get violent—least of all with someone like Mills. He was decent.” He trails off, raises the mug.

Hank waits. The neighbor’s gaze swings between Hank and the house.

“You insurance?” he blurts.

“No,” Hank says. “Knew Mills, once.”

Recognition flickers in the man’s eyes. “They grabbed him in the dead of night, man. Dragged him right out.” His voice drops. “Then torched the place—Hell Dogs means business.”

“Who are they?” Hank prompts.

The neighbor glances left, then right, voice hushed. “The Hell Dogs—filth from across the tracks. You heard of ’em? Pure scum.” His words crack. “Cops won’t touch ’em since the mill shut. Mills even covered their asses once... didn’t save him.”

Hank lets it hang. “Witnesses?”

“Maybe the mail chick, sorting those blue boxes down the corner. But she’s stone-cold. No one will rat on those bastards.” He sniffs. “They poured accelerant in three rooms—like setting the world on fire just to send a message.”

“Time?”

“After midnight. Fire engines didn’t roll up till almost one. By then, it was cinders.” He grips the mug so hard his knuckles whiten. “They’ll say Mills did it himself. Spread that lie.”

“Who called 911?”

“Dunno. Could’ve been that gas-station clerk... he’s the only soul awake.” The neighbor’s eyes flick to Hank’s jaw, to fresh bruises. “You look like someone who finds the truth.”

Hank studies the empty street. Then: “You got kids?”

“Two grandkids,” the man breathes. His face crumples.

“Keep them inside,” Hank warns. “Tuck them away.”

The neighbor nods and retreats, glancing over his shoulder with every step as if waiting for Hell Dogs enforcers to materialize.

Once the door clicks shut, Hank ducks under the tape—fuck the crime-scene warnings—and kneels amid the debris: mangled insulation, scorched toys, charred letters. He fingers the splintered doorframe. Protocol: leave a message, leave a weapon, leave an out. Standard emergency SOP.

Inside, the scorched walls reveal a gutted living room, floor joists miraculously intact. At the far end sits a gutted gun safe—hinges pried, lock mangled by someone with a crowbar and impatience. He peels it open: empty except for a faded photo of Mills’s child and a business card for “Randy’s Custom Exhaust” at town’s edge. He pockets both.

No cameras. No drones. The Hell Dogs prefer their terror meat-and-potatoes: break, burn, abduct.

He circles outside, then loops the block again. The garbage truck is gone, replaced by a white sedan idling near the playground, engine humming. Inside sit two shadows—one bald, one bearded—postured like heavies or corrupt cops guarding the scene. Hank memorizes the plate, then ducks onto a side street back to his ride.

He slips behind the wheel, closing the door against the cold, sits thirty seconds, digesting that filthy neighbor phrase: “No one wants to talk.” Mills wouldn’t torch his own home unless cornered. The bikers either want him dead or want everyone terrified.

Hank taps the business card’s number into his burner. The ringtone drones: “Randy’s Custom Exhaust: We bend it. You send it.” He hangs up, slips the card in his pocket.

A pickup crawls by. The driver glares in before flooring it. Hank notes the make, model, bumper stickers.

He starts the Suburban. From the mirror, he sees the white sedan revving its engine two cars back before tailing him. He smirks. Amateurs.

They think they can scare him off. But Hank’s next move is simple: close in on Mills—or on whoever holds him—before the Hell Dogs realize they’ve got a live one on their trail.

He puts the Suburban in gear and lets the smoke and yellow tape recede in the mirror.

He circles the block twice before parking. This time, he leaves the Suburban in a vacant lot behind a shuttered Chinese restaurant and walks in from the tree line, boots soft in the muddy grass. The neighbor’s house is dark. No lights, no movement behind the curtains. Hank cuts between two peeling fence panels and drops low, belly-crawling beneath the sagging remains of a trampoline. The backyard is unburned, only the grass at the edge wilted by the heat.

He makes the shed in twelve seconds flat. Mills’s shed is a fortress by suburban standards—padlock replaced with a stainless U-bolt, windows painted over, siding reinforced with plywood from the inside. Hank runs fingers under the lip of the doorframe, feels the strip of black electrical tape, then slides the utility knife along the seam. A pinprick snap: tripwire, harmless if you know what to expect. He disarms it, pockets the length of fishing line.

The interior smells of WD-40 and rotting grass seed. Hank flips his penlight, sets it to red to avoid broadcasting his location, and does a fast sweep for pressure plates or signs of recent entry. Nothing disturbed, just the old footprints Mills would have left himself. The floor is rough plywood, but one corner creaks with a different frequency. Hank kneels, presses his thumb to the knot in the wood, and hears the click. He pries it up, slow, and beneath is the emergency cache.

He checks the edges for a booby trap—Mills was paranoid, but never reckless. The brick is loose but not wired. He slides it out, and behind it, in a cavity lined with Tyvek, is the cache: a waterproof Pelican case, bright orange, rubber gasket intact.

He cracks it open. Inside, everything is packed in order: prepaid flip phone, screen still sheathed in plastic; three vacuum-sealed bundles of hundreds, ten bills to a bundle, $3,000 flat; USB stick wrapped in aluminum foil, labeled in black marker: “HD OPS.” A single .45 round, loose in the bottom—Mills’s old joke: “Break glass in case of war.”

Hank pockets the cash, then the phone. The USB he turns in his palm, weighing it, then pops it into the burner’s side port. The files are unencrypted—Mills never did trust the cloud. A folder tree blooms: “Turf Maps,” “Leadership,” “Payoffs,” “Ops.” He scans first for recent entries. There, at the top, is a timestamp: three days ago. The folder contains surveillance photos—grainy telephoto shots from a diner parking lot. Three Hell Dogs, faces partially obscured, but the patches and tattoos unmistakable.

Hank’s mouth twitches, the closest he gets to surprise. These aren’t bottom feeders. These are club officers—men who never get their own hands dirty unless the job is critical. There are annotated maps, with hand-drawn lines showing transit corridors, safe houses, and two rural properties circled in red. One address matches the business card he lifted from the safe.

He thumbs the phone. No service until he powers it up outside the shed. The contact list is empty except for a single number, labeled “EMERGENCY.” He dials it, listens to the ring, then the automatic disconnect. No voicemail. Probably a dead drop.

He wipes the phone and returns his focus to the shed. For a minute he kneels in silence, feeling the vibration of the street through the floor, the faint metallic groan as the wind shifts the structure. Every sense is on edge, but not out of fear. It is the animal awareness that precedes an ambush or a kill.

He tucks the USB and cash into his jacket, does a final sweep for evidence, then returns the loose brick to its place.

He steps outside, scanning the sky for drones or glints of glass, but there’s only the whisper of wind and the distant sound of tires on wet pavement.

He is two steps from the fence when he hears the crunch of footsteps behind him. Not cautious, not stealthy—heavy, like someone used to being obeyed. Hank’s hand goes to the small of his back, where the Glock is holstered beneath the jacket. He slides out of view, hugging the shed’s shadow, then watches as a figure comes into the yard.

A woman, late thirties, hair pulled tight, badge visible on her hip. She’s moving with the loose-limbed confidence of law enforcement, but her head is on a swivel, scanning the dark as if she expects it to bite. Hank recognizes the walk from years of bodyguard details in warzones: she is alert, but not hostile.

He stays silent, lets her approach. She stops at the shed, stares at the door, then at the footprints in the grass. Her hand hovers near her sidearm.

“Nice night for a break-in,” she says, not turning around.

Hank waits, measures her tone, her breathing. Steady, no tremor.

She pivots, locking eyes with the shadow where Hank stands. “You want to tell me what you’re doing on a crime scene, or should I just shoot first and ask questions later?”

Her voice is bone-dry, Midwestern but sanded down to cop neutrality.

Hank steps into the half-light, hands open, posture non-threatening. “Just checking on a friend,” he says.

She looks him up and down, gaze pausing at the swelling on his knuckles. “You ex-mil or just a private dick with a gear fetish?”

He shrugs. “Both, sometimes.”

She smiles, but it’s only with her teeth. “Well, both, sometimes, you’re about five minutes away from a holding cell if you don’t start talking fast.”

“Name?”

She flashes her badge. “Deputy Reeves. You?”

He considers lying, then doesn’t. “Storm.”

Her eyebrow goes up. “Like the weather?”

He says nothing.

She glances at the shed, then back at Hank. “You related to Mills? He didn’t mention a brother.”

“We served together.”

She nods, slow. “You’re not the first one to come looking. But you might be the smartest.” She lowers her hand from her holster, but not all the way. “I’m not going to ask what you found in there. But I am going to ask if you’re planning to use it.”

He lets the silence do the work.

Reeves sighs, steps closer, lowering her voice. “Listen. I’m not supposed to tell you this, but they’re not going to find Mills. Not officially. This county, it’s owned. The Sheriff’s got a hand in every pot, and if the Hell Dogs want you gone, you’re gone.” She studies him. “Best thing you can do is leave before anyone notices you. The people here? They’ll protect their own, even if it kills them.”

He watches her, eyes never blinking. “Is that what you’re doing?”

A microsecond pause. “I protect what I can.” She leans in, so close he can smell the coffee on her breath. “You got one shot to get him out. I’d use it soon.”

Hank tilts his head. “Why tell me?”

She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “Because sometimes you get sick of watching bad men win.”

Hank nods, once, then fades back into the dark. Reeves doesn’t follow.

He moves fast, cutting through the next yard, scaling the chain-link without a sound. The Suburban is right where he left it, and as he slides behind the wheel, he takes stock.

The play is obvious: Mills is alive, but on borrowed time. The town’s power structure is too entangled to trust. The only option is direct action, leverage or force.

He checks the phone one more time, then the USB. No new messages.

In the rearview, a pair of headlights spark to life down the block, idling just out of sight.

Hank’s pulse slows. It is the rhythm of a hunter, not prey.

He drives toward the address circled on Mills’s map, every turn already plotted, every variable considered.

It’s time to do what he does best.

Hank rolls the Suburban onto the main drag, headlights off, engine running cool. Two blocks away, a Blackridge PD cruiser sits crosswise on the curb, the silhouette inside illuminated by the pale glow of a dashboard screen. He parks fifty yards down, kills the engine, and waits.

The cruiser’s door swings open. Out steps the same woman from the backyard, Deputy Reeves, her posture unchanged but her eyes hard in the sodium haze. She paces a slow circle around the car before walking toward Hank, her hand never straying far from the butt of her sidearm.

He lowers the window halfway.

She leans in, breath fogging the night air. “You just don’t know when to quit, do you?” Her voice is low, almost bored, but every word lands heavy.

“Not my strong suit,” Hank says.

She gestures toward the burned-out house down the street. “This is an active investigation site. Mind telling me who you are and what you’re doing here?”
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