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Chapter 1: The Mesquite Root

The gym smelled like metal, sweat, and repetition. I liked that. Patterns—three sets of ten, four sets of squats, clocking in, clocking out. It made life feel clean. Predictable.

Until she showed up.

Tasha wasn’t flashy. No loud colors, no unnecessary makeup. Just confidence wrapped in compression leggings and a cut-off hoodie. Her hair tied high, her eyes always focused—except for the moments they’d catch his through the mirror. And hold.

I never said much. Just a nod. A glance. But I noticed everything.

The way she racked her weights without looking for help.

The way her headphones always stayed in—unless she was stretching.

The way she once caught me staring and didn’t look away.

Weeks earlier...

I’d first seen her in the stretching area, hip deep in a side lunge. Her glutes pressed against navy leggings like they were sculpted. 

She was adjusting a resistance band, sweat glistening on her collarbone. I tried to look away. Failed.

She caught me.

She didn’t smile—just held my gaze and raised one brow, like a challenge.

I nodded. She nodded back.

That was it.

No flirting. No small talk. But from that moment on, she was there. Almost every night.

I’m not the type to chase. I had women. Flings. Realtors who flirted too hard. Clients who dropped hints. But Tasha was different.

And maybe that’s what bothers me.

Because for all my order, something in me felt restless. Like I was going through the motions, collecting money, building the business, but missing... something.

Something wild. Something primal.

Something real.

So I did what I always did when I need to shake it off— I disappeared into the desert.

The desert had a way of humbling you. No noise, no cell service—just heat, wind, and dust. That’s why I liked it. Sometimes I needed to disappear. Let my mind breathe. I’d been working like crazy, fulfilling orders from my online auto parts business, and things were going good—too good. But something in me still felt restless. Like something was missing. So, I took my Tacoma and headed west—past Buffalo Springs, past the hiking trails, deep into the crusty belly of West Texas where cactus grew like weeds and the horizon went on forever. After two hours of walking, I stumbled on a jagged canyon edge. A gust of wind almost knocked my hat off. I turned to find a strange-looking mesquite bush growing crooked out of a rock face. Its roots wrapped around a natural stone circle—six smooth, oval rocks set in the dirt, evenly spaced like someone had placed them with purpose. The tree was half-charred, yet alive. Thick smoke-colored bark twisted up from the earth, and near the base, a black thorn stuck out from one of the knots—long, needle-like, obsidian sharp. I crouched down, reaching toward the knot, and as soon as my finger brushed it—SNAP—the thorn pricked me deep. 

“Sh*t,” I muttered, shaking my hand. 

Blood welled up, but the spot instantly went cold... then hot. My head spun. My chest tightened—not from fear, but something else. A wave of energy rippled through me, like someone had plugged me into a live wire. I tried to stand, but my legs buckled. I dropped to my knees, chest heaving. Then everything went black.

I woke to the sound of wind and the glow of the late-day sun. Time had passed. Hours maybe. My shirt clung to me, soaked in sweat. My skin tingled. My veins pulsed under the surface. I looked down—my forearm had a faint red glow where the thorn had struck. It faded, but left behind a subtle, dark line shaped like a crescent. I got up, brushed the dirt off, and headed back to my truck. I didn’t know what the hell had happened. But I felt charged. Like a new fire had been lit inside me. 

The Next Day Back in Lubbock, I hit the gym just to shake the feeling off. But the women there were acting different. Not “looking” at me—lingering. One bit her lip while doing squats and never broke eye contact. Another chick “accidentally” bumped into me three times in the dumbbell area and finally asked if I could spot her. Even the older front desk lady who never said more than 

“Have a good workout” asked if I had dinner plans. It wasn’t the clothes—I’d worn that same Under Armour shirt a dozen times. It wasn’t the cologne. It was me. Something had changed. 

That evening, I stopped by a property I’d been meaning to check out. 

The realtor, Carmen, was already there—married, mid-30s, thick in all the right places, her blouse hugging full breasts and wide hips like they were made to get men in trouble. 
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I’d dealt with her before—she was always friendly but professional. But today? Her eyes raked me up and down like I was on a menu.

“You look... different,” she said, unlocking the front door. I gave a half-grin. “New pre-workout,” I lied. 
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