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For those of you who have read some or all the original Rainhorse series, I hope you will enjoy the new, expanded (and reimagined) 2025 version of the story of a Cheyenne Assassin who reforms himself through the vulnerability and love of an innocent young woman.

If this is your first Rainhorse book, I hope you will enjoy the story as it was originally intended to be presented.

Rainhorse’s introduction came in a book entitled Guardian Ranger, originally released in late July of 2017, as part of Elle James’ Brotherhood Protectors series. 

The book introduced the characters of JOHN ‘JACKSON’ Rainhorse and Lindsay Vanderbilt and within two weeks, it reached Number One in the Kindle Worlds Action/Adventure category and Number One in the KindleWorld’s Romance category. The book remained a best seller on Amazon for several weeks and stayed in the top twenty for several more after that.

The original book served a triple purpose, telling the stories of Rainhorse, a war hero who later becomes an assassin with a strict personal code, and a young woman to whom he becomes attached, Lindsay. The main character, at the time of the book’s release, was Sam Steele, Lindsay’s stepfather, and husband to a billionaire fashion CEO. Sam was intended to be the hero of the story.

The readers had a different idea of who the hero was, however. Rainhorse and Lindsay became the centers of attention.

At the time, I decided to trim several of Rainhorse’s scenes and cut others in order to keep the book at a manageable length.  Overall, about 20,000 words were cut from Rainhorse’s story.

In the Special 2025 Expanded Version of Rainhorse, these scenes have been re-added and expanded. New scenes have been added as well, including more of the Cheyenne Assassin’s backstory. Scenes with Lindsay have been expanded.

In 2025, Elle James allowed me the opportunity to release my books from the Brotherhood Protector series, provided that I no longer used her characters as part of the story. I cannot thank Elle James enough for allowing me the opportunity to be part of her Brotherhood Protector’s series.  She is an incredible author and a delight to work with.

Rainhorse also appeared in several of my books in the Susan’s Stoker’s Special Forces: Operation Alpha series. Susan is also an incredible writer and equally pleasant to work with. She has also been gracious enough to release all my books in her series, also without using her characters.

I’ve set out to reinvent and reimagine all the other Rainhorse novels and release them in their own Special Expanded 2025 Editions, with new material and expanded storylines.

My most popular character in my Special Forces: Operation Alpha series, was Trevor Saunders of the Protecting Honor series. It is my hope to release Special Expanded 2025 Additions of these stories as well. 

This has allowed me to go back and retell the Rainhorse story as it was originally meant to be told.  For those of you who read Steele Ranger, you will find much of the story to be familiar, but there is an expanding storyline with many new added scenes that I hope you will find that makes the story better. The new Special Expanded 2025 Edition is nearly thirty percent longer than the original version.

––––––––
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Susan and Elle, thank you both—for everything!​​​​​​

“The line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being.”

— Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn
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-Prologue-
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Ramadi, Iraq – April 14, 2003

The stench hit John Rainhorse first—burning oil and cordite mixing with something worse. Something human. Dust swirled in the desert heat as he pressed his back against the charred skeleton of an assault vehicle, his M4 carbine slick in his grip.

Blood had dried on his knuckles in intricate patterns, like war paint.

Captain Felton was gone—not dead, just evac'd with a leg full of shrapnel—leaving Rainhorse in command. Twenty-seven years old and suddenly responsible for sixteen Rangers in the middle of hell.

The radio at his shoulder crackled. "Delta in position, Lieutenant." Wilson's voice sounded like he'd been gargling sand for days. Maybe he had.

"Copy," Rainhorse whispered, his own voice raw. "Hold until my signal."

Ahead lay their objective: General Raad al-Hamdani—the Butcher of Fallujah—cornered in a government center like a rat in a trap. The man had orchestrated three civilian massacres and wasn't particular about who died, as long as the body count satisfied whatever dark hunger drove him. High Command wanted him eliminated. Period.

Martinez and Jenkins huddled nearby, their faces blackened with grime, eyes gleaming white in the darkness. They'd been with him since that first firefight outside Baghdad. Jenkins was too young—they all were—but the kid had aged a decade in the past week.

"Three things to remember," Rainhorse whispered, checking his weapon with hands that moved on muscle memory. "Al-Hamdani is primary. Intel is secondary. Nobody plays hero."

His fingers brushed the pewter Morning Star medallion at his throat. His father had pressed it into his palm before deployment, the man's weathered hands strong despite years of ill health. When he handed it to his son, he said, ‘This star represents hope, survival, and renewal. May it guide you home.’

The sniper came out of nowhere.

Concrete exploded near Rainhorse's head, showering his neck with stinging fragments. His team scattered for cover.

"Martinez! Jenkins! Cover left!" Rainhorse's voice cut through chaos with the authority that had earned him command.

They responded instantly, laying down suppressive fire. The battlefield had its own heartbeat now—a rhythm of muzzle flashes and percussive booms. Rainhorse dashed across an exposed stretch, his body flowing with a grace that seemed impossible amid such carnage. From his new position, he spotted the nest and dropped two insurgents with surgical precision.

"Path clear," he radioed. "Move up."

Throughout the night, command hung heavy as death. Reynolds took fire but would live. Diaz did not make it, his body disintegrated by an IED that left nothing to send back to his mother in Albuquerque.

Dawn broke in stripes of blood-orange across the broken city. Rainhorse led the final assault, the smell of charred flesh filling his nostrils as they breached the stronghold.

The confrontation was anticlimactic. Al-Hamdani fought, wounded Jenkins with a wild shot, but it ended with Rainhorse's bullet. A single crack that echoed in the confined space, another name to carry.

Standing among the ruins, watching medics work on Jenkins, Rainhorse felt hollow. This wasn't victory. It was just less defeat.

"Lieutenant? HQ wants a sitrep," Wilson said, approaching with caution.

Rainhorse looked at his hands. Clean, somehow.

"Tell them mission complete," he said, voice empty. "And get our wounded home."

––––––––
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THREE WEEKS LATER

Colonel Edmund Blake's office smelled of stale tobacco and fresh coffee. Maps on the walls. Mission reports stacked with military precision. War reduced to spreadsheets.

Rainhorse stood by the window, watching Maryland rain trace patterns on glass, when the door opened. Colonel Blake entered first, posture military-perfect despite twenty-five years of service. Behind him came another man—tall, with close-cropped silver-gray hair and the cold eyes of a predator. Two stars gleamed on his collar.

"Lieutenant Rainhorse reporting as ordered, sir." The salute was automatic.

"At ease, Lieutenant. Have a seat." Blake gestured to a chair.

"I prefer to stand, sir." Three weeks stateside, and Rainhorse still couldn't sleep more than two hours at a stretch.

Blake nodded. "Suit yourself." He indicated the stranger, who had settled into a chair with casual authority. "This is General Barnabas Kane. He's consulting with the regiment before retirement next month."

Kane. Rainhorse knew the name. The name rippled through the ranks in whispers. Investigations into missing weapons that somehow ended up in the wrong hands. Investigations opened, then closed. No charges. Some say his upcoming retirement was forced.

"Lieutenant Rainhorse," Kane said, voice smooth as river stones. "The hero of Ramadi. Your file makes impressive reading."

"My men did their job, sir." Rainhorse met his gaze. "I was proud to serve with them."

"Modesty." Kane's smile didn't reach his eyes. "Rare in exceptional men."

Blake cleared his throat. "Rainhorse, you're being awarded the Silver Star and Distinguished Service Cross. The ceremony is next week."

Pride mingled with grief in Rainhorse's chest. Diaz wouldn't care about medals. Neither would Reynolds, learning to walk again.

"There's more," Blake continued. "Your tour ends soon. Special Forces has expressed interest. With Afghanistan heating up, we need men like you."

Rainhorse watched raindrops race down the window. "I've given what I can, sir. My father is sick. He needs me now."

Blake's disappointment was profound but professional. "Family matters. I respect that."

"So, Lieutenant," Kane interjected, leaning forward, "if the Army's not your future, what are your plans?"

"Taking care of my father."

“What about employment?” Kane asked.

“I have no immediate plans.”

"There are many ways to use your talents." Kane produced a business card, black with silver lettering. "Aegis Strategic Solutions. My private venture. I could use someone with your... particular skills."

Rainhorse studied the card. "Doing what, exactly?"

"What you do best, of course. Just with better pay and less bureaucracy."

"And who would I be protecting?"

Kane's smile turned wolfish. "Important people. The kind who reward loyalty handsomely. The pay would cover a lot of medical bills."

The implication wasn't subtle. Kane had investigated him, knew about his father's condition.

"Thank you for the offer, General." Rainhorse pocketed the card, already planning to discard it. "But I'll manage."

Kane nodded, but something predatory lingered in his eyes. As the meeting ended, he caught Rainhorse's arm outside the door.

"Your work in Ramadi was exceptional," Kane said quietly. "Not many could have done what you did."

"It was my duty, sir."

"We both know it was above and beyond the call." Kane's voice dropped lower. "Men like us understand what must be done when others can't stomach it. Remember that when you're back on the reservation, Lieutenant. Remember what you're capable of."

Rainhorse pulled free, military discipline keeping his face neutral. "I'll never forget, sir. That's the problem."

––––––––
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ELEVEN MONTHS LATER

The reservation sky stretched gray and indifferent. Wind carried the scent of coming snow from distant mountains. Rainhorse stood outside his childhood home—little more than a trailer now—watching his father through a cracked window. The old man's silhouette hunched in his chair, racked by wet, rattling coughs.

His father was dying, and Rainhorse was helpless.

He’d exhausted every option. The heart transplant his father needed would cost over three hundred thousand dollars. Medical bills had already emptied his savings. The property was mortgaged to its limit. The Silver Star on his dresser, meant to honor courage, was worthless against death's advance.

The black Lincoln appeared on the dusty road like an apparition—too sleek, too clean for this place. Rainhorse watched it approach with dread certainty, as if he'd been waiting for this moment since that day in Blake's office.

Kane emerged from the vehicle, expensive suit replacing his uniform, smile sharp as ever. "You look like hell, soldier."

"I'm not a soldier anymore." Rainhorse didn't move from his spot by the steps.

Kane approached, designer shoes gathering dust. He glanced at the window where Rainhorse's father was visible, then back to the younger man.

"How is he?"

"Dying." Rainhorse's voice was flat. "Nothing more can be done."

"What about transplant surgery?" Kane asked casually, as if discussing the weather. "I heard that was his best option."

"We have no insurance and no money."

"That's why I'm here." Kane withdrew an envelope from his jacket. "I can fund the surgery. Best hospital. Best doctors. Full recovery care."

"I couldn't repay you."

"You have currency I value," Kane replied, voice confidential. "Skill. Loyalty. Discretion."

Inside the trailer, his father's coughing intensified, each hack a ticking clock.

"What exactly would I have to do?" Rainhorse asked, though he already knew.

"Simple. You work for me until the debt is paid."

"Doing what?"

"For now, care for your father. Later—" Kane's smile thinned. "When I call, you answer. You complete assignments I give you. No questions."

Wind picked up, carrying woodsmoke from somewhere distant. Rainhorse felt the weight of his medals, useless decorations for a man whose skills were killing and leading others to kill.

"Your father hasn't much time," Kane added, almost gently. "This isn't a complicated choice."

Rainhorse raised his eyes, meeting Kane's gaze. He wasn’t a stupid man, nor was he naive. He knew what would be asked of him. He nodded once, knowing he’d just chosen to get into bed with the devil.

Kane's smile became genuine. He handed over a black envelope. "Good man. Everything you need is inside. The hospital expects your call."

"We'll be in touch," Kane said, already turning back to his car. "Welcome to Aegis, Lieutenant."

Rainhorse watched the Lincoln wind away like a sleek serpent. Only when it vanished did he open the envelope.

Inside: a check with more zeros than he'd ever seen. A business card with a phone number—different from before. A single sheet with an address and date. And his future, purchased with the same hands that had executed al-Hamdani in Ramadi's ruins.

He tucked everything away and turned toward the trailer, arranging his features into hope before facing his father. The old man didn't need to know what his life would cost.

Some burdens were meant to be carried alone.
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Location: Unknown

Five Years Later - Present Day

In the shadowy confines of a makeshift office, buried deep within an unmarked safehouse, a single flickering bulb cast erratic shadows across the room. It hummed faintly, an unsettling backdrop to the rustle of worn, hastily scribbled maps scattered across a broad mahogany desk. The air was thick with the musk of damp concrete and old paper, amplifying the tension between General Barnabas Kane and his right-hand man, Jonah Slater.

Kane’s fingers traced a critical point on one of the maps, his expression unreadable. His gaze, both piercing and distant, reflected the dim, unstable light struggling to illuminate their secret plans.

“We are prepared to initiate the operation this Friday,” Kane said, his voice calm and controlled. “But the success of our endeavor hinges on the leader we choose.”

Across from him, Slater stood with arms crossed, his posture rigid. He glanced at the coordinates, then locked eyes with Kane. “I agree. I recommend Ray Barr for the leadership role.”

“Barr?” Kane repeated, his voice flat, an eyebrow rising slightly in skepticism.

“He’s proven his loyalty and efficiency under your command—same as I have,” Slater replied, a note of insistence in his tone.

Kane shook his head. “Barr’s skill set lies in long-range engagements. This mission requires a more... intimate approach.”

Slater narrowed his eyes. “You want Rainhorse, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Kane confirmed sharply. “Rainhorse is the most capable operative we have.”

Slater cleared his throat. “You know, sir, Rainhorse isn’t just another operative. His military record made him something of a legend. His men said he walks through fire and comes out unscathed.”

Kane looked irritated. “Your point?”

“Rainhorse has never served directly under you. His allegiance is complicated—borne out of obligation, not respect. It’s risky to rely on him for something this delicate.”

“So, you think he doesn’t like me?”

“To be blunt, sir, I think he despises you. He works for you because he owes you. You paid for his father’s heart surgery. That was a long time ago.”

Kane smiled. “Rainhorse follows my orders. Period. His record speaks for itself. He executes my orders with precision.”

“With all due respect, sir, that’s because those orders have never conflicted with his personal moral code. Yes, eliminating a rival arms dealer is right up his alley. This mission is far different.”

Kane leaned back, a smirk curling the corners of his mouth. “He knows the stakes. He’ll follow orders.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“Then I’ll remind him of his financial obligations to me,” Kane replied coldly.

“With all due respect, sir, that might not be enough.”

“If it’s not,” Kane said, his tone darkening, “I have other methods to persuade him.”

He slid two manila envelopes across the desk. Slater opened them to reveal photos of two women—intimately connected to Rainhorse.

“Who are they?” Slater asked, concern clear in his voice.

“The first is his daughter, June Ann. The second, a woman named Šínyan—almost a mother to him,” Kane said flatly. “Should we need leverage...”

“Do we know their whereabouts?”

“Not yet. But I have the means to locate them.”

“As you wish, sir,” Slater said, though reluctance darkened his features. “Who will work with him?”

Kane laid out the final piece. “Rainhorse will report to Leon Fishback.”

Slater did his best to squelch a gasp. This was getting worse.

“Fish?” Slater blurted. “Sir, Fish’s... personality isn’t suited to oversee a man like Rainhorse.”

Kane’s expression remained firm. “Your objection is noted. My decision is final. Rainhorse will handle operations. You will manage any personality conflicts.”

Slater exhaled. “Understood, sir.”

As he turned to leave, Kane’s voice stopped him. “You know, Slater, there was a time when I believed in the purity of the military—that we were the good guys in a clear-cut world.”

“I know, sir. If I may ask—what changed?”

“The Balkans,” Kane replied. “I saved lives. Turned the tide. And the men in comfortable Washington offices—men who never set foot on the battlefield—took the credit. They ignored me. No medal. No recognition. That’s when I realized—it’s every man for himself.”

“They screwed you over, sir.”

“I learned to navigate in the shadows. I used the system the way it used me. This mission isn’t just about money. It’s about taking control of my own destiny.”

Slater nodded. He knew arguing further would be useless. Kane played by his own rules now—but the decision to involve the Hero of Ramadi still troubled him deeply.

As Slater reached the door, Kane added, “Remember, Slater—we’re not just planning an operation. We’re shaping our future. Make sure Rainhorse remembers that too.”

Slater exhaled. “Understood, sir.” He said it, but he didn’t believe it. Kane was underestimating Rainhorse—men like him didn’t bend.

They broke you instead.
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Livingston, Montana

The early morning calls of the roosters, nature’s own alarm, were sounds Sam Steele cherished—a reminder of the serene life he and Elaine “Vandy” Vanderbilt had built far from the chaos of city living. The clock read 6:53 a.m., and the sky outside was painted in deep velvet purple, streaked with the first hints of orange. Vandy had risen early.

The cool, empty sheets beside him confirmed she’d been up for some time. Curious about her early start—unusual for someone who had grown fond of their quiet ranch mornings—Sam stretched and got out of bed. Before her retirement, Vandy had been the driving force behind PACNY Clothiers, one of the most successful women in America. Though still active on the board and occasionally consulting, she had embraced the tranquility of their Montana sanctuary.

He slipped into his novelty cowboy-boot slippers—a cheeky gift from Vandy—and grabbed his worn Stetson. As he wandered toward the promise of coffee, the house around him exuded rustic elegance. Their home, a sprawling contemporary log mansion, sat atop thousands of acres. Towering windows and an expansive porch provided sweeping views of lush pastures and the sleek, ultramodern barn housing their prized thoroughbreds.

As the Keurig hummed to life, Sam reflected on the day they met—how Vandy had insisted on installing the same coffee machine in his modest cabin. It felt like a lifetime ago.

“You know, watching you strut around in those slippers and that hat might be my new favorite pastime,” Vandy teased from behind.

Sam turned with a playful pose. “Think I’m ready for a fashion magazine?”

“Lose the boxers first,” she said, stepping close. Dressed in sweatpants and a tank top, she still carried an effortless allure. “You’d be a global sensation.”

Sam grinned and pulled her into an embrace. “Careful, my girlfriend might get jealous.”

“Oh, I’m terrified,” she laughed, leaning in for a kiss that was tender and teasing—a perfect echo of their connection.

Vandy had entered his life like a storm—beautiful and fierce. After a public and messy divorce from Cameron Vanderbilt, she found love with Sam, who was her bodyguard. She began developing a bond with him soon after they met. That connection solidified during an assassination attempt that changed everything. They became inseparable. They chose this ranch as their reset button, far from flashbulbs and scandal.

“Why the early start today?” Sam murmured.

Vandy brushed her hand over his chest. “It’s all about Lindsay. I want everything perfect for her visit.”

Sam held her a little tighter, offering silent support. Lindsay had been deeply affected by the divorce and the media circus surrounding it. Repairing that mother-daughter bond had been a slow, painful process.

“She’ll see it, Vandy,” Sam said. “It’s not about the past. It’s about what you’ve built.”

Vandy gave a faint smile, full of hope and uncertainty. “I just want her to choose this life with us—even if it’s just for a little while.”

Their conversation turned to Lindsay’s time at Cambridge, where she was thriving. Vandy was proud of her daughter’s accomplishments, even if it meant she was far from home.

She smiled. “Let’s take our coffee outside.”

They stepped onto the porch, the horizon now ignited with morning light. Settling into their rocking chairs, Vandy’s smile faltered.

“What is it?” Sam asked.

“Nothing,” she sighed. “Just thinking about the future... if Lindsay moves back to LA.”

“To live with Cameron,” Sam said gently.

“Yeah. Red carpets. Paparazzi. TMZ. It worries me.”

“She’s grown up. She can handle more than you think.”

Vandy nodded, her eyes reflecting both fear and resolve. “I know. You’re right.”

They watched the sunrise in silence, the beauty of the moment laced with bittersweet uncertainty, a peaceful life, hard-earned, and a future still unwritten.
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Friday-Midday

Chicago, Ill.

Rainhorse drummed his fingers against the van's armrest, the dull rhythm matching his mounting impatience. 

"Fish! Stop looking at your damn phone. You're driving me crazy. The target should've been here by now."

Late March in Chicago brought a deceptive mildness at forty-eight degrees, but nothing about this job felt mild to Rainhorse.

Fish's eyes lifted lazily from his screen, a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. "Settle down there, Chief."

"Do not call me Chief."

"Easy, big fella. Just checking flight arrivals." Fish stretched, seemingly oblivious to the tension radiating from the man beside him. "British Airways 295 landed fifteen minutes late. We're still good on time. Why was she in England, anyway?"

"Did you not listen to Kane's briefing? She attends Cambridge. First-year student."

"Oh. Yeah. I guess I miss that."

An hour in this van, watching and waiting, had done nothing to settle Rainhorse's discomfort. Kidnapping teenage girls wasn't his line. The distinction mattered to him more than it probably should have.

The memory surfaced like a stone working its way through soil—his father, dying, his heart failing. Three hundred thousand dollars standing between life and death. Money he didn't have.

Kane paid it. And that created the debt.

His first target had been a cartel leader—a trafficker of guns, drugs, and people. Rainhorse had slipped into the lavish estate like a shadow, past cameras and guards, his boots silent against marble floors, the silencer heavy in his grip.

The target snored softly, an empty tequila bottle leaning against a framed photo of a woman and child on the nightstand. Rainhorse looked down at his passed-out target—a killer, a trafficker.

When the man's eyes fluttered open, Rainhorse pulled the trigger. Blood bloomed across white silk pillows.

No different than the Butcher of Fallujah, he'd told himself. He wondered if he said it often enough, would he believe it?

That first kill resonated through the underworld. A Cheyenne ghost who came and went unseen, unseen by cameras, unseen by security. Crime lords whispered his nickname like a curse. The Cheyenne Assassin worked for one man, they said, and competitors gave Barnabas Kane wide berth.

More jobs followed. Each target, a man of evil—illegal arms traders mostly, but men who were also murderers, traffickers of drugs and of human flesh. Rainhorse justified his work as an extension of his Ranger duties. Still hunting predators. Just without the uniform.

But what he was doing now? Snatching an innocent college girl off the street? No honor here. No righteous cause.

He'd nearly walked away once. He considered making Kane his final target—after all, the man was an arms dealer at the highest level. But Rainhorse had accepted his money, and the debt remained. Once paid, there would be a reckoning.

He glanced at Fish, studying the man's slack expression. Until today, he'd worked alone. Fish was clearly a liability—a village idiot destined to get those around him killed. But Kane enforced chain of command like the general he'd once been. Slater was his right hand, Fish his field lieutenant.

"We're certain the cameras are disabled?"

Fish nodded, a little too enthusiastically. "Kane texted me. Cameras on Milwaukee Avenue and the station will be down another twenty minutes. We'll have the girl and be gone before they're back online." He tapped the dashboard with bravado. "Kane's a pro. Thought of everything."

Rainhorse suppressed a sigh. Two days to learn a plan he'd had no input in creating.

"Relax. Walk in the park." Fish nudged him with an elbow. "Just gotta get that bag on her head and into the van."

"Give me the bag. I want to check it again."

Fish reached over the wheel, grabbed the bag from the dash, tossed it over. "Thing's amazing. Slip it over her head, lock it under her chin—she can't remove it till you unlock it."

"How does she breathe?"

"Material's tough, can't rip through, but porous enough to breathe."

"And it will muffle her screams?"

Fish chuckled, revealing teeth stained from too much coffee and tobacco. "Yeah, but not completely. We'll understand her from a short distance if she speaks loud and clear. No one beyond five or seven feet hears a thing." He leaned closer, his breath sour. "But she'll hear us perfectly. Lighter netting by the ears. Gotta watch what you say. Those Chinese know their stuff."

"You have used this thing before?"

"I have."

"What for?"

A smirk. "None of your business. How you gonna slip it on without her seeing you?"

"It will have to be fast," Rainhorse replied, testing the fabric between calloused fingers. "From behind."

"That's how the Injuns did it, huh, Cochise?" Fish's laugh was a jackal's bark.

"Cochise was Apache. I am Cheyenne."

"Just funnin' with ya."

Rainhorse marveled how Fish had survived this long. Kane must find uses for idiots. The thought of snapping Fish's scrawny neck with his bare hands—which he could do easily—brought a fleeting smile to his face. Then his focus returned to the job.

"Dammit, where is she?"

"Will you relax? She probably grabbed coffee or hit the bathroom. O'Hare's always a zoo." Fish picked at his teeth with a fingernail. "Didn't know you were such a nervous Nellie."

"She is late."

"Still don't believe a high-profile teenager travels without security."

"It was in Kane's profile. The girl refuses security. Her mother appears to have the same attitude."

"Easy then." Fish grinned like he'd just won a prize at a carnival.

Rainhorse's jaw tightened. "This is not my kind of work."

"Oh?" Fish side-eyed him. "Not your kind of work? This job beneath the dignity of the Cheyenne Assassin? That what you're saying?"

"No innocent person deserves this."

"Whatever. Hey, Chief, do me a favor?"

"What?"

"Say 'don't.'"

Rainhorse stared at him. "No. Shut up."

Fish cackled. "That's what I thought! Can't even speak proper English. Don't talk in contradictions."

"It is contractions, you idiot. And no, I did not learn English that way."

Fish waved dismissively. "Don't worry. Kane brought you for muscle. I'm the brains."

"I can tell. You are a regular Einstein."

Rainhorse checked his watch, frustration mounting. By now, the girl should have reached the CTA Blue Line exit. He focused on Logan Square Station's entrance, scanning faces in the crowd.

Kane had mapped everything precisely. They'd follow her down North Milwaukee Avenue, just two blocks to the bus stop—a route few pedestrians took. If she appeared as planned, the snatch would be simple. Drive by, grab her, gone. But where was she?

The city's dull hum faded beneath his conflicted thoughts. Years of military service had honed his danger sense, but nothing prepared him for the war within. Each second passed like a boot fall in a march he no longer believed in.

He pulled out the target's photo again. Pretty. Petite but shapely. Long chestnut hair. She reminded him so much of... He pushed the thought away before it could form completely.

"Is that the girl?" Fish pointed through the windshield, interrupting his thoughts.

Rainhorse looked, his stomach knotting as he realized it wasn't. "No. Something is wrong. Call Kane. His information might be bad."

"Kane doesn't get bad information." Fish's confidence bordered on religious faith. "Call him now, he'll be pissed. Just hang tight a few more minutes."

The March wind whipped through the city's narrow corridors, carrying the whisper of coming rain. Traffic murmured in the distance while a nearby street sign clattered like an impatient drummer. Diesel fumes mingled with the bitter scent of street vendor coffee. Rain-slick concrete mirrored the dreary sky in silver shards. A neon sign from the corner deli pulsed through the haze, painting the wet pavement in erratic red strokes.

"I don't like this," Rainhorse muttered. "It feels off."

Fish rolled his eyes. "Since when do assassins get the heebie-jeebies?"

"Since they stop being soldiers and start being kidnappers."

"Listen to you, all high and mighty. You think those cartel bosses didn't have families? Kids who cried when daddy didn't come home?"

Rainhorse's gaze hardened. "Those men chose their path. They knew the risks. This girl—"

"—is a bargaining chip." Fish checked his phone again. "Nothing personal. Just business."

"Just business," Rainhorse echoed, the words tasting like ash. "Is that what you tell yourself?"

Fish's eyes narrowed. "I don't tell myself anything. I do the job, collect the money, go home. The rest is Kane's problem."

"And if Kane's problems become our problems?"

"Then we solve them." Fish tapped the dashboard with nervous energy. "That's what we're paid for, isn't it?"
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