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    To my son, Jaden Anthony Rodgers-Beatty,

You are the light that pulled me from my darkest corners, the reminder that even pawns carry power and the reason I still believe in redemption.This story was written in the shadows, in the quiet spaces between mistakes and meaning. Every chapter I penned was a step toward becoming the man you can be proud to call father. One day, when you're ready, you'll read these pages and understand that your father fought battles not just in the world but within himself. And even when the world saw him as the last pawn, he moved like a king. This is for you.

May your life never be defined by the pieces they try to hand you.



    



  	
        
            
            "Every man is a piece on someone's board until he learns to flip the table."

— Unknown operative, redacted transcript, 1996
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Prologue
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Washington County, Pennsylvania

The hills of Washington County bled into the horizon like bruises beneath a dying sky. November air carried a bite that crept through the seams of old houses and gnawed at the bones of anyone who lingered outside too long. Jaded Anthony didn’t move from the porch. He sat there in the half-light, boots propped on a warped railing, his shoulders hunched against 

the cold. A chipped ceramic mug steamed in his hands, the same mug his mother used to drink tea from on Sunday evenings when the world felt smaller, safer.

It had been years since he’d felt safe.

The house was exactly as he remembered. Time had not improved it. The shingles sagged. The screen door hung by a single hinge. Inside, the wallpaper peeled back like old skin, revealing yellowed 

plaster beneath. His mother’s wooden cross still tilted above the kitchen doorframe. His father’s dent in the wall still caught the shadow of the last dying beam of daylight, a permanent scar left from a night when shouting turned to fists. Jaded had been sixteen then, watching from the corner, hands clenched, promising himself he’d never grow into a man who hit walls or women.

Life had kept that promise in ways he never expected.

Out here, on the edge of nowhere, the world felt muted. A freight train groaned through the valley below, dragging its tail of iron and rust across the landscape. Jaded listened until the sound dissolved into silence. Only then did he let himself breathe out, smoke curling from his cigarette and disappearing into the cold.

He had been gone so long it felt like someone else’s life had unfolded in his place. But the 

memories never left. Not the heat of burning cities. Not the snow-choked nights beneath foreign skies. Not the strange gates hidden under Antarctic ice, humming with secrets older than human memory. Not the voice he had heard in the darkness velvet and cruel telling him that he was still a piece on the board.

Jaded closed his eyes and felt that voice stir again, faint as a phantom.

You survived what no mortal 

should. Do you think you came back to rest?

He opened his eyes and took another drag from his cigarette, forcing the memory back into its cage. He was home. That was all that mattered for now.

The television inside played without sound. Through the cracked window, he could see the flicker of images: a helicopter on a White House lawn, the familiar orange-tinted face of the 

President stepping out beneath floodlights. Reporters shouted. Words scrolled across the bottom of the screen, intelligence leak, sealed testimony, a classified list rumored to implicate names that no one dared say aloud. Jaded’s jaw tightened. He knew what that list contained. He had seen fragments of it in files that were never supposed to exist. Epstein. Blackmail. People who smiled for cameras by day and sold their souls in rooms no light touched.

The government was not what it appeared to be. The CIA, the NSA, they were not separate arms of democracy but tools of a deeper order. He had learned that too late, in places far from home. The Vatican’s hidden archives had confirmed what he already suspected, that there were hands older than empires moving presidents and prime ministers like carved ivory pieces. Even now those hands were reaching, whispering, threatening, making sure that list would never surface.

A truck rattled along the gravel road, headlights cutting through the dark. The driver raised a hand in greeting. Jaded offered a nod. For a moment the world shrank again to something human, something ordinary. He clung to that illusion, if only for a heartbeat.

The wind shifted. He could smell the river now, faint and cold, winding through the valley like a silver knife. He remembered fishing there as 

a boy, barefoot in the mud, before the world revealed itself as a machine built on lies. He thought of his mother’s hymns drifting through the screen door, of his father’s silent rage, of nights lying awake listening to trains and imagining he would ride one out and never return.

He had ridden farther than he could have imagined. He had gone to places men were not meant to go. He had seen angels bleed and demons kneel. He had watched regimes 

rise, revolt, and crumble to ash. And through it all, some unseen force had kept him alive, pushing him forward, shaping him into something he could not yet name.

The last of the daylight slipped behind the hills. Porch lights blinked on in scattered houses across the valley. Jaded set his empty mug beside the rocking chair and rubbed his hands together, feeling the callouses, the scars. His body ached in places that would never heal, but his mind 

carried heavier wounds memories of those he lost, of choices that could never be undone.

Inside, the muted TV cut to breaking news. A commentator’s frantic gestures filled the screen. Jaded could not hear the words, but the images were enough: flashing lights, sealed buildings, agents in black suits swarming through the night. He recognized the insignia on their jackets. CIA. Then another clip, a blurred figure 

being loaded into an armored vehicle.

Jaded leaned back, the boards creaking under his weight. He could feel it now, the game stirring again. The Vatican. The bloodlines. The intelligence networks. The list they had buried. All of them moving in shadows, closing in on something. On him.

He crushed the cigarette into an old tin can, stood slowly, and looked out across the hills. The train’s echo had faded. 

The wind had stilled. The night seemed to hold its breath.

Somewhere far away, a phone began to ring.

Somewhere even farther, ancient pieces moved on a board no man had ever seen.

Jaded Anthony stepped off the porch, boots sinking into cold earth, and began to walk.

The Last Pawn had come home.

And the game was ready to begin.
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Washington County, Pennsylvania

The night was deep and black, the kind of darkness that seemed to press against your skin. Jaded Anthony moved through the trees at a steady pace, his boots slipping over wet leaves and moss-slick roots. The cold gnawed at his hands but he kept them out of his pockets, ready. Every few steps he paused, breathing slow, listening to the quiet 

rhythm of the hills. A train groaned somewhere far off, fading into the hum of distant highway traffic.

It had been years since he walked these woods. As a boy he and his friends had dared each other to spend nights out here, telling ghost stories and drinking stolen beer until the sun rose over the ridge. Now those memories felt like fragments from someone else’s life.

Back then, danger was a story 

told by older cousins or seen in quick flashes on the evening news. Now danger was real and relentless, stalking him across continents and years, chasing him even to this forgotten corner of Pennsylvania.

The call still echoed in his mind.

Mr. Anthony. We know where you are.

Whoever she was, she had not been lying. He had not seen headlights on the road behind the house but he had felt it in 

the air, that tightening of the night, that invisible hum when eyes are watching you. It had not taken him long to grab what he could carry. He knew from experience that you do not pack sentimental things when the hunt begins.

Jaded adjusted the strap of the canvas pack on his shoulder and followed the faint trail deeper into the woods. His breath clouded the air. Somewhere behind him, through the trees, he thought he saw the glow of headlights 

cutting briefly across the hills before vanishing. He crouched low, heart thudding, waiting for the hum of an engine. Nothing. Only silence.

He moved on.

The path opened onto an old strip mine, its rusted skeleton half buried under weeds and brush. A collapsed fence surrounded a pit filled with dark water that reflected the thin moonlight. Jaded remembered coming here as a teenager, daring each other 

to dive into that pit, not knowing or caring what chemicals might be at the bottom. He walked along the fence until he found the old access road, now choked with thorn bushes.

He pushed through. Branches clawed at his jacket, leaving streaks of sap and dirt. He kept moving, driven by muscle memory. He knew where the access road would lead if the years had not completely claimed it.

A hundred yards later he saw the first remnants of the tunnel. Concrete walls rose out of the earth, stained with decades of water and rust. The county had sealed it with a heavy door years ago, but Jaded knew the hinges were weak. He pulled at the edge until the metal creaked and gave way, opening into a throat of darkness.

He slipped inside and let the cold stone swallow him.

The tunnel was a relic of another time. Old wooden 

beams arched overhead, damp and splintering. Water dripped steadily from somewhere deep within, echoing against the walls. Jaded moved carefully, letting his eyes adjust. The darkness here was complete, heavier than the night outside.

He found a flat section of concrete and lowered himself onto it, setting the pack at his feet. For the first time since the phone call he allowed himself to stop moving. His pulse still raced. He closed his 

eyes and forced his breathing to even out.

It had been like this for years. Cities, deserts, frozen landscapes always running, always listening for footsteps that did not belong. He had thought that by coming home, by vanishing into these hills, he could step off the board. But the voice on the phone had shattered that illusion.

He unzipped the pack and drew out the oilcloth bundle. The parchment inside was old, 

edges curled, symbols etched in black ink that seemed to shimmer faintly even in the dim light. He traced a finger along one of the markings and felt the memory flood back.

Rome. A chamber hidden beneath the Vatican archives, air thick with centuries of incense and candle wax. The artifact had been locked behind glass, labeled in Latin older than the church itself. He had been told to recover a map. Instead he found this, and the moment he touched it 

something ancient had moved through him, something that whispered of gates and wars older than human memory.

That whisper had followed him through every chapter of his life. In the trenches of the forgotten war. In the ice fields of Antarctica. In dreams where angels wept and demons laughed. He had never understood why until now.

A noise snapped him back to the present.

Footsteps. Slow, steady, echoing off the tunnel walls.

Jaded tucked the parchment back into the pack and stood, hand sliding inside his jacket where the pistol rested. The steps grew louder. He stayed still, eyes locked on the curve of darkness ahead. A beam of light cut through the tunnel and a figure emerged, tall and deliberate.

“Anthony,” a man’s voice called, low and calm.

Jaded kept his hand on the pistol. “Who’s asking.”

The man stepped closer, flashlight dipping just enough to reveal his face. Civilian clothes, but the posture of someone trained. His eyes were sharp, assessing.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” the man said. “None of us are supposed to be here.”

Jaded did not answer.

The man took another step. 

“We’ve been looking for you. A lot of people have. You’ve left a trail from one end of the world to the other. Rome. Buenos Aires. The ice station in Antarctica. You think you’ve been hiding but we’ve been watching. We always watch.”

Jaded’s fingers tightened on the grip of the pistol. “CIA,” he said.

The man smiled faintly. “Among others. Some of us just want to bring you in. Others want to erase you. I’m here to offer you a choice.”

Jaded tilted his head. “What choice.”

“Come in alive. Or not at all.”

The words hung in the cold air. Jaded could hear water dripping behind him, could feel the weight of every mile, every scar, every secret he carried. He thought of the parchment, the whispers, the woman on the phone who had warned him. He thought of the people who had died to keep these secrets hidden.

“I don’t take orders anymore,” Jaded said quietly.

The man took another step. His hand hovered near his own sidearm. The flashlight’s beam swept across Jaded’s face, blinding him for a heartbeat.

And in that heartbeat, something ancient stirred in Jaded’s mind again, the voice that had haunted him since Rome, soft as silk and cold as winter.

Move.

Jaded shifted his weight, every nerve alive, every instinct screaming. He knew the tunnel. He knew the distance to the man. He knew that nothing about his life had ever been fair or safe.

The man’s lips curved in a small smile. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

The sound of the train returned, a low rumble through the earth far above. 

Jaded heard his own heartbeat, felt the pistol come free in his hand. The tunnel smelled of rust and damp stone, but beneath that there was something else, something older, something like the air in the Vatican vault, something like a memory of fire and ash.

Jaded stepped forward, eyes locked on the man.

“You picked the wrong night,” he said.

And then the tunnel erupted into motion.
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Chapter Two
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The Tunnel Outside Burgettstown, Pennsylvania

The first shot split the silence and sent sparks off the concrete wall. Jaded dropped low, rolling behind a rusted support beam as another shot rang out. Stone chips sprayed across his jacket. The flashlight beam jerked wildly in the darkness as the man advanced, steady, calm, as if 

he had done this a hundred times before.

Jaded drew a breath and fired once, the pistol bucking in his hand. The round struck the wall inches from the man’s shoulder, but it was enough to force him back a step. The echo of gunfire bounced through the tunnel, layered over the distant groan of the earth above.

The man spoke again, voice even, almost amused. “You are quick. I see why they want you 

alive.”

Jaded fired again, this time aiming low. The bullet struck the concrete near the man’s feet, throwing shards into the air. The man cursed and backed toward the tunnel entrance, the flashlight beam dancing.

Jaded took the chance to move. He ran deeper into the tunnel, boots striking old ties left from the mine tracks. The darkness thickened, and with it came the damp smell of earth 

and metal. His lungs burned as he kept running. Behind him he heard the man’s voice echo, calm but louder now.

“You cannot outrun them forever, Anthony.”

Jaded ignored him and pushed forward. His mind raced. He needed distance. He needed an exit. The tunnel had more than one. He remembered an old maintenance shaft farther in, one that came out near the southern ridge. If it had not collapsed, it could save him.

He slowed enough to listen. The footsteps behind him were steady, measured, never in a hurry. The man was confident. He thought he owned this ground. Jaded tightened his grip on the pistol and kept moving, ducking under a low beam.

Minutes passed. The tunnel curved and widened, revealing old machinery abandoned decades ago. He stopped, crouching behind a rusted cart, and waited.

The man’s voice came again, closer now. “You survived what no one should have. You think that makes you special. It makes you dangerous.”

The beam of the flashlight sliced through the dark and swept across the old machinery. Jaded held his breath. The man stepped into view, weapon raised, eyes sharp.

“You could walk out of here alive,” the man said. “Give me what you took and tell me 

what you know. You do not need to keep running.”

Jaded did not move. He thought of the parchment in his pack, of the whispers he had heard in dreams. He thought of Antarctica and the night sky filled with falling stars that were not stars at all.

The man took another step. “Do you really want to die in a place like this.”

Jaded shifted his weight, 

sighted down the barrel, and squeezed the trigger. The shot rang out and the man’s flashlight tumbled, spinning across the floor. The beam swung wildly, then landed pointing toward the far wall where old mining symbols had been painted in white long ago. The man staggered, clutching his arm, and cursed under his breath.

“You have no idea what you are involved in,” the man growled.

Jaded rose and fired again, this time shattering the flashlight completely. Darkness swallowed the tunnel.

He heard the man retreat, boots scraping against stone, the sound growing fainter until it vanished into the hum of distant dripping water. Jaded stayed still, straining his ears, but there were no more footsteps.

After a long moment, he moved, feeling his way toward the far end of the tunnel. He 

knew he could not stay. The man would not be alone for long. Others would come, men with radios and rifles, men who would not speak before they shot.

The maintenance shaft was there, exactly where he remembered. A metal ladder ran up through a narrow vertical opening lined with roots. He slung the pack across his back, grabbed the rungs, and began to climb. The metal was cold and slick with condensation. His boots 

scraped against the walls as he pulled himself higher.

He reached the surface and pushed aside a sheet of warped plywood that had been nailed over the opening years ago. Night air rushed in, sharp and cold. He emerged into a thicket of brush on the side of the ridge, crouched low, and scanned the valley below.

The road near his house was alive with movement now. Dark vehicles with no markings idled at angles, headlights dimmed. 

Men in black moved along the porch and into the yard, sweeping the area with disciplined precision. Jaded felt a twist in his gut as he watched one of them kick open the screen door he had walked through earlier that day.

They would not find him. Not yet. But they would find the remnants of his life. And they would know he was running.

He slid back into the trees and began moving along the ridge, 

keeping low, avoiding any break in the canopy. His thoughts churned as he walked.

Someone in the Vatican had tipped them off. Or perhaps someone deeper, someone with access to the same archives he had breached. He thought of the woman’s voice on the phone. She had known his name. She had known his location. But she had not lied. They had come exactly as she said.

The cold deepened as the night wore on. A thin layer of frost coated the fallen leaves, crunching softly under his boots. Every now and then he stopped to listen, scanning for movement or the faint hum of engines. The woods were silent except for the wind.

Near dawn, he reached an old fire tower on the edge of the state forest. Its frame was rusted but the ladder still held. He climbed halfway up and sat on a crossbeam, looking out across the valley as the first 

light of morning bled into the horizon. Smoke rose from chimneys in the distance. A dog barked somewhere down the road. For a moment the world seemed ordinary again.

But Jaded knew better.

He opened the pack and removed the parchment again, holding it in the pale light. The symbols seemed to shift under his eyes, as though alive. He traced them with his fingertip and felt that old whisper stir in his mind.

Every move you make has been planned.

Every step you take brings you closer to the endgame.

Jaded closed his eyes. He thought of the years of running, the cities, the tunnels, the voices. He thought of the weight on his shoulders that he could not name. He thought of the words spoken to him in that frozen vault beneath the earth.

You are the last pawn.

He folded the parchment, placed it back in the pack, and sat in silence as the sun climbed higher. The road ahead was unknown, but he knew one thing. He could not run forever. If the bloodlines, the Vatican, and the agencies of man wanted to move him like a piece on their board, they would find he was not so easily played.

Somewhere below, a distant engine growled to life. Jaded opened his eyes, climbed down 

from the tower, and set off through the woods once more, the weight of his past and the shadow of the coming storm moving with him every step of the way.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

The city unfolded like a dark puzzle beneath the low gray sky. Jaded stepped off the late morning bus at the Greyhound terminal and joined the slow river of travelers pushing through the doors into Grant Street. The 

hum of traffic and the cold metallic scent of winter air wrapped around him, sharp and alive after the quiet hills of home.

He kept his head down, hood pulled over his face, pack slung tight against his back. The ride had been long and silent, his seat near the rear, his eyes closed but mind awake. He knew they would check the terminals, knew they would scan passenger lists, but he also knew how to move like a shadow when he needed 

to.

Pittsburgh was a city of bridges, and he had always liked that about it. Water and steel and stone intertwined in a maze no outsider fully understood. He moved through the crowd, slipping into side streets, past old brick buildings with faded advertisements painted on their walls.

He stopped at a diner tucked between a closed pawnshop and a tax office. Inside, the 

smell of fried eggs and burnt coffee clung to the air. He chose a booth in the back, facing the door, and ordered coffee from a waitress who looked like she had been working there since the seventies.

While he waited, he pulled out a small burner phone from his jacket. It was one of three he carried, each used only once before being destroyed. He scrolled through encrypted messages, searching for the one contact who might still be 

alive, someone who owed him enough to answer.

There it was. A single word reply from an unlisted number. Meet. Followed by coordinates and a time. Two hours from now.

He sipped the coffee and watched the street through the diner window. Delivery trucks rumbled past. A man in a suit checked his watch as he hurried by. Two patrol cars idled at the intersection, officers speaking into radios. 

Jaded lowered his gaze and let the steam from the mug warm his face.

The television mounted in the corner played a news segment. The volume was low but he could make out the captions. Congressional hearings in Washington. Whispers about a sealed list tied to powerful donors and names long considered untouchable. The image cut to the White House lawn where the President boarded Marine One. Jaded watched the 

screen and felt the tension in his chest tighten again.

He finished the coffee, left a crumpled bill on the table, and slipped back into the cold daylight.

The coordinates led him to an abandoned warehouse district near the river. Brick walls covered in graffiti loomed over empty streets. A freight train rumbled in the distance, its horn echoing through the air. Jaded moved between the buildings, 

checking each corner before stepping into view.

A side door creaked open as he approached. A man stood in the shadow beyond, face half hidden under the brim of a cap.

“You cut it close,” the man said quietly.

“You gave me two hours,” Jaded replied.

“Fair enough. Come in.”

Jaded stepped inside. The 

warehouse smelled of old oil and rust, the air cold and damp. Sunlight streamed through broken windows high above, catching dust in thick golden shafts. The man led him to a small office in the corner, its door marked with faded stencils.

Inside, an old wooden desk sat under a single bulb hanging from the ceiling. A map of the United States was pinned to the wall, marked with red threads connecting cities like a web. Folders and 

photographs were spread across the desk.

The man gestured to a chair. “Sit. You look like hell.”

Jaded lowered himself into the chair and studied him. His name was Marko, a former intelligence analyst who had disappeared years ago. Jaded had not seen him since a mission in Buenos Aires that went wrong.

Marko poured two glasses of whiskey and slid one across 

the desk. “I heard about what happened at the archive,” he said. “I did not think you would make it out.”

“I made it,” Jaded said.

“They will not stop,” Marko replied. “You know that.”

Jaded nodded. “I know.”

Marko sat down and lit a cigarette. “They are moving faster than I thought. The list is active again. Names are leaking. People are nervous. 

The families are tightening their grip.”

“I saw the news,” Jaded said.

Marko exhaled smoke. “What you took from the archive, does it connect to the list?”

Jaded reached into his pack and placed the wrapped parchment on the desk. Marko stared at it for a long moment before peeling back the cloth. The symbols shimmered faintly in the light.

Marko swore under his breath. “You were not supposed to find this.”

“I did,” Jaded said.

Marko looked up, eyes sharp now. “Do you know what this is?”

“Not yet.”

“This is older than the church. Older than the bloodlines. Some say it is a record from the first war. Heaven against itself. The families would kill for 

this. The Vatican has buried men alive for less.”

Jaded leaned back in the chair, letting the weight of the words settle. “Then why are you helping me?”

Marko crushed his cigarette in a metal tray. “Because someone has to. And because I do not like the way the board is shaping up.”

Outside, a car door slammed. Jaded’s head snapped toward the sound. Marko rose, 

crossed the room, and peered through a gap in the blinds.

“Two black SUVs,” Marko said quietly. “No plates.”

Jaded grabbed the parchment, rewrapped it, and shoved it into the pack. “How many?”

“Four men each. They are coming fast.”

“Where is the exit?”

Marko pointed to a back 

stairwell. “Leads to the riverfront. There is an old service tunnel. It goes under the tracks.”

Jaded slung the pack over his shoulder. “You coming?”

Marko hesitated, then nodded. “I did not plan on running again. But here we are.”

They moved quickly, boots pounding the concrete floor as shouts echoed from the far end of the warehouse. A door splintered somewhere behind them. Marko led the way down 

the stairwell, the walls damp and narrow, the air thick with dust.

The tunnel stretched out ahead, lined with old brick and faint emergency lights. Jaded heard footsteps above them, muffled but closing in. He tightened his grip on the pack and kept moving.

At the far end, a rusted grate blocked the exit. Marko kicked it hard, once, twice, until the bolts gave and the grate swung open with a screech. 

Cold air rushed in. They climbed out onto a narrow strip of gravel beside the river.

The city was waking now, traffic rumbling over the bridge above, horns blaring, the faint sound of church bells ringing somewhere in the distance. Jaded looked back at the tunnel, half expecting to see figures emerge with weapons drawn.

Nothing yet. But they would come. They always did.

Marko adjusted his coat, breathing hard. “You need to disappear, Jaded. This is bigger than anything we ever touched before.”

Jaded stared at the river, the sunlight cutting across its surface like molten glass. He thought of the parchment, the whispers, the years spent running. He thought of the words that haunted him since the night he first saw those symbols.

You are the last pawn.

He turned to Marko. “I am done disappearing.”

Marko studied him, then gave a tight nod. “Then we need to move fast. There are people in this city who might help. But we cannot stay in one place for long.”

Jaded looked once more toward the skyline of Pittsburgh, the smoke rising from distant stacks, the spires of old churches casting long shadows over the streets. He 

felt the weight of the years on his shoulders, felt the chill of unseen eyes watching from every corner of the world.

He started walking along the river, Marko falling into step beside him. Behind them, the warehouse district lay silent for now, but the game had already shifted again. Pieces were moving, ancient threads pulling tight.

The hunt had begun in earnest. And Jaded Anthony, weary and scarred, walked 

straight into it.
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Chapter Four
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South Side Flats, Pittsburgh

The streets near the river smelled of iron and smoke. Jaded kept his hood low as he and Marko slipped through alleys that twisted behind bars and shuttered storefronts. The morning traffic thickened, but they stayed in the shadowed parts, moving with purpose but never too fast.

Marko led him to a door tucked between two abandoned buildings. The door looked like it might fall apart at a touch, but when Marko pushed it open Jaded saw reinforced steel hidden behind the outer frame. They stepped inside.

The air smelled of machine oil and old paper. A single light flickered above, revealing a narrow stairwell that led into a basement. Marko closed the door behind them and descended. Jaded followed, feeling the temperature drop 

as they went deeper underground.

The room at the bottom was part workshop, part bunker. Maps covered the walls. A row of monitors glowed on a desk, showing feeds from street cameras and satellite images. Shelves lined with tools and weapon parts cluttered the edges. A woman sat at one of the monitors, dark hair pulled back, sharp eyes scanning the feeds.

She turned as they entered. 

“You actually brought him here,” she said.

Marko set his pack on the desk. “He did not give me much of a choice.”

Her eyes swept over Jaded, lingering on the worn jacket, the dirt on his boots, the faint tremor in his hands. “You look like hell,” she said.

“Seems to be the theme of the day,” Jaded replied.

Marko poured himself a cup of 

coffee from a dented thermos and handed another to Jaded. “This is Lian,” he said. “She has been keeping track of movements across the state. If anyone knows how close they are, it is her.”

Lian turned back to the monitors. “Two teams are still in the warehouse district. A third is moving toward the bus terminal. They are sweeping outward in grids. They know you are here but not exactly where.”

Jaded took a long drink of coffee. “How long before they figure it out.”

Lian shrugged. “An hour. Maybe less. They will start tearing through every abandoned building in this city.”

Marko leaned against the desk. “We cannot wait for them to find us. We have to move first.”

Jaded set the cup down and unzipped his pack. He placed the oilcloth bundle on the 
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