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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            WASHINGTON, DC

          

        

      

    

    
      It was just after 4 a.m. in Washington, D.C., when Greene’s cell phone buzzed him awake. Instantly alert, he rolled over, grabbed the phone, and swung his legs off the side of the bed. Accepting the call with a swipe, he raised it to his ear and said, simply, “What.”

      A voice he didn’t recognize spoke without a greeting: “You’re up.” Then the line went dead.

      For Captain Cyrus Greene—CG to everyone who knew him—it was nothing unusual. Since joining the government’s elite HRC, the Homicide Response Command, these cryptic calls had become routine. They always meant the same thing: log on to the secure site, get the assignment, move.

      As he started to fully wake up, he heard the sounds of the city in the background, cars, delivery trucks, a siren fading far off. He had grown up in the suburbs about 25 miles east of San Francisco but now he found the city sounds comforting no matter where he was.

      Before HRC, Greene had spent five years on the streets of Los Angeles, first as a patrol cop, then in homicide, eventually leading the Major Crimes Unit. He had been recruited away with promises of higher pay and the appeal of serving his country. No one had promised better hours. At least the work let him travel.

      He glanced around the sparse bedroom of his overpriced, government-subsidized apartment—two bedrooms in a cookie-cutter building not far from HRC headquarters. His last relationship ended a little over a year ago, now instead of perfume there was just the smell of last night pizza.

      The second bedroom served as his office. It held little more than an IKEA desk, a chair, and the one thing he could count on: secure, high-speed internet. He’d centered the desk for clean sightlines with dawn breaking through the window on his right, the door to his left. Habits drilled into him.

      Greene had spent a year at “The Farm,” the CIA’s training ground, and he carried those lessons into every detail of his life. He had once been just another cop, but HRC was something different. Born out of the post-9/11 homeland readiness agenda, the unit deployed military investigators to “assist” local authorities with homicides deemed critical to national security or public confidence. The military police weren’t equipped for murders outside their system, so HRC had filled its ranks by recruiting seasoned detectives like Greene.

      His badge read Captain, but in this unit the chain of command cut short. Greene reported directly to the General. The call meant the General had a new assignment. Another body. Another homicide. That was what he did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            ON THE ROAD TO CENTERPOINT, NEBRASKA

          

        

      

    

    
      Pulling out of Denver International in his rental, he set the destination in Google Maps. The drive to the murder site would take about five hours—plenty of time to review the case and shape an approach.

      The four-a.m. call had been followed by a dossier sent to his laptop. The basics were simple: a body found outside the tiny town of Centerpoint, Nebraska, about ten miles north of Thedford, in the Sandhills region. Time of death was within forty-eight hours. When the Thomas County sheriff ran the fingerprints, the system lit up, triggering HRC involvement. Greene’s assignment was to oversee the investigation under federal authority, determine whether the victim posed a threat to the United States, and assess “what if” scenarios as needed.

      Before diving into the body details, Greene couldn’t resist looking up Centerpoint. Trivia was his weakness. He learned the place sat exactly halfway between the geographic centers of the country—Belle Fourche, South Dakota, for all fifty states, and Lebanon, Kansas, for the lower forty-eight. Centerpoint barely made the map with a population of around two hundred. Founded in 1898 by two surveyors who claimed the spot marked the exact middle of America, the name stuck long after the railroad forgot it. Interesting, if not useful. Maybe that was why his relationships never lasted.

      Curiosity pushed him further. What exactly were the Sandhills? More trivia, more isolation. An ocean of grass-covered dunes rolling under a vast Nebraska sky. The soil was too sandy for crops, but beneath it lay the Ogallala Aquifer, feeding lakes and wetlands tucked into the folds. Scattered towns like Centerpoint clung to two-lane highways, the land at once empty and alive with wind, cattle, and wildlife.

      He crossed the state line into Nebraska, and his mind finally settled on the details of the murder. The victim was a thirty-four-year-old male named Ayton Sokolov. He’d come to the United States on a consular visa five years earlier, which explained why his fingerprints were on file.

      Officially, Sokolov was a low-level functionary attached to the Russian consulate in Houston. Records described him as working in the oil and gas sector on behalf of his government, but at the margins—organizing meetings, arranging schedules, handling receptions when needed. Nothing senior. Nothing important. At least nothing the files showed.

      Yet he’d died a thousand miles from where he was supposed to be. The body showed signs of torture, but nothing extensive—more like a beating. The preliminary report listed the cause of death as a crushed larynx leading to suffocation. Whether it happened deliberately or in the course of the assault wasn’t yet clear. The body was found ten feet from a rental car. The car wasn’t in his name; it was signed out to a major Houston oil company. The scene sat just off Highway 83 North, as close as you could get to a main thoroughfare out here. No trace evidence of note, according to the report filed by Deputy Sheriff Kate Bauer.

      The sheriff had assigned Bauer as liaison to support the investigation. She’d texted Greene with a suggestion to meet at the 83 Grill, central in town and next door to the aptly named 83 Inn, where he’d be staying.

      The drive began to wear on him. Endless fields stretched to the horizon, broken by windmills and distant grain silos. When he lowered the window, a grassy scent drifted in with the cool October air. Temperature: sixty-five degrees, about average for the time of year. The highway ran straight as a ruler, flanked by flat land and sky that made him feel small.

      With about an hour left on the GPS, he pulled over to stretch his legs and text Bauer his ETA. Fifty-eight minutes later, he rolled into Centerpoint, the smallest, most out-of-the-way place he’d ever been assigned. He eased down Main Street, passing an old weather-worn sign that read: Centerpoint – The Heart of America. A minute later, he turned off the main drag and parked in front of the restaurant.

      Greene never wore a uniform. Day to day, it was polos and slacks. But for first meetings and serious business, he wore a full-length black leather coat. As a licensed federal officer, he carried two weapons at all times. His primary was a Belgian-made FN Five-seveN holstered in a Milt Sparks 55BN at the small of his back. It fired 5.7×28mm rounds, twenty to a magazine, known simply as the FN 57. His secondary was a tactical knife he’d learned to use with precision during his time at The Farm.

      Armed and wearing the coat, it was midafternoon when he pushed through the door of the restaurant to meet the deputy and start the investigation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            THE 83 GRILL

          

        

      

    

    
      He was ready for the attention as he stepped inside. Conversation stopped and heads turned, every eye on him as he paused by the door. The smell of meat on the grill hit immediately.

      Straight ahead, the counter doubled as a bar, bottles lined neatly in front of a mirrored wall with 83 Grill stenciled across the glass. To his left, two rows of four-person booths stretched back, separated by an aisle wide enough for a waitress to carry heavy trays. On the right, a scatter of tables could be linked or split depending on the crowd drifting in off Highway 83.

      At a table near the back, close to a pair of doors he assumed were the restrooms, sat Deputy Kate Bauer.

      As he made his way through the tables, she stood to greet him. Her height caught him off guard—easily five-ten, maybe more. She was fit, her uniform telling him she was not someone to underestimate. Blonde hair tied back for her hat, makeup minimal, skin showing the hours she spent outdoors. Blue eyes fixed on him, sharp and unflinching, her expression more smirk than smile as she extended her hand.

      “Welcome to Centerpoint, Captain Greene,” she said as she sat again.

      “You can call me CG—it’s easier,” he replied, shrugging off the leather coat and hanging it on the back of the chair. He settled in, angling his chair just enough to keep the entrance in view.

      “This place is a long way from just about everywhere,” he added. “But I’ll admit, the Sandhills are new to me. So, Deputy, bring me up to date. What have you got so far?”

      Bauer glanced around the room. An older couple worked on cheeseburgers. A young man nursed an iced tea while tapping at a laptop. The waitress leaned against the bar. A cook stood half-hidden in the kitchen doorway. All of them were staring.

      She raised her voice.

      “You all go back to what you were doing! Nothing to see here!”

      It worked. The room resumed motion. Forks clinked, keys tapped, the cook disappeared. Bauer turned back to CG.

      “We got the call at 11:12 a.m. Monday. Car and person in trouble on the side of Highway 83, about a mile north of here. Caller was Jud Turner, a local rancher heading in for lunch. Folks notice anything unusual and call the sheriff. We sent a patrolman from Thedford to check. At 11:32 he called back saying the subject was deceased and requested backup. He was told to secure the scene. I arrived at 11:54, confirmed the subject was dead, and called the county coroner.”

      She slid her phone across the table, photos unlocked.

      “The first one shows obvious signs of a struggle—bruises and lacerations. The rest show the position of the car. We searched the area and bagged what we could. At 12:47 the coroner arrived and took the body. I had the car towed to our impound.”

      Kate watched Greene study the photos, noting the quiet confidence in the way he worked. Competence without the usual edge of ego she’d come to expect from men in law enforcement. It surprised her. And, if she was honest, it was a little refreshing.

      She eased back in her chair.

      “This county covers seven hundred fourteen square miles,” she said. “We don’t get murders. Traffic accidents, sure. But if this is homicide, it’s the first since I’ve been here.”

      CG took it all in. His focus was always the same at this stage—the body photos and the undisturbed scene. From the look of it, the victim wasn’t killed where he was found. The area around the body didn’t match the violence on the corpse. Someone had dumped him deliberately.

      CG slid the phone back across the table.

      “Seems obvious where we start. We need to figure out what brought Sokolov here and who he talked to. I’d like to see the body. I’m guessing it’s not held locally?”

      She shook her head. “No. We’d need to go seventy miles southwest to North Platte. I can arrange that for tomorrow.”

      CG nodded. “Good. In the meantime, I want to get a feel for the place. Is there someone around here who’s been in town forever? Someone who knows the backstories, someone who notices things other people miss?”

      The deputy smirked. “Yeah. I’ve got just the person.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            THE BAUER RANCH

          

        

      

    

    
      Stepping out of his room at the far end of the 83 Inn, CG noted the time. It was now just after 8 p.m. local time, and he had been up eighteen hours at this point. The air had cooled, but the scent of sunbaked grass and dust still lingered. He had asked for the end unit on purpose, away from the lobby and ice machine where there would be fewer eyes and fewer interruptions.

      The room itself was exactly what he expected: about two hundred square feet of utilitarian forgettable. A sagging bed, a laminate dresser with a ten-year-old TV bolted to it, and a narrow bathroom where the shower pressure could barely rinse soap off your hands. The kind of place designed to feel like nowhere.

      He had bypassed the motel Wi-Fi; it was slow, unsecured, and likely shared with half the town. Instead, he ran his own satellite uplink via his sat phone, a secure connection that let him dig without interference.

      What started as routine background research spiraled into something deeper. Trivia had always been a reliable doorway, exposing a pattern, a thread, something someone else missed. In this case, every path kept leading back to the same thing.

      Water.

      The Ogallala Aquifer. The lifeblood under the Sandhills. No matter what search string he used—history, agriculture, land disputes, investment patterns—it all circled back to water rights. And more specifically, local control of those rights.

      That thread showed up again and again.

      He was not sure what he would get out of this contact, so he kept his signature leather coat on. Out of habit, he felt for his weapons, present and secure. As he stepped outside, he took the chance to stretch out his six-foot-four frame. He was shaking off the travel fatigue just as Deputy Bauer pulled up.

      She was behind the wheel of a Ford F-150, no surprise. After what he had seen across the state, the F-150 might as well have been Nebraska’s official vehicle. In this case, he was grateful. Compact cars were not built for his size. The truck, at least, gave him some breathing room.

      They rolled down Main Street, heading west, and were out of town in under a minute. The sun was long gone now, the horizon swallowed by darkness. Nothing but the occasional flicker of a fence post in the headlights. Fifteen minutes later, Bauer turned off the highway onto a dirt road.

      After another two or three miles, an old ranch house appeared ahead, glowing faintly in the dark. Two more F-150s were parked out front, nose-in at odd angles like someone had pulled in fast and never bothered to straighten out. A dog barked nearby, low, insistent, and territorial.

      They stepped out of the truck. The air here was still, carrying the faint scent of manure and dry grass. CG took in the house: nothing remarkable. Not rundown, not modern. Just a square-built home with a weathered front porch, two empty chairs, and a yellowed porch light that cast long shadows across the steps.

      As they approached, the door was already opening to greet them.

      CG had expected a man in his eighties—overweight, in overalls, the stereotypical image of a grizzled Midwest rancher. Instead, the man who stepped onto the porch looked to be in his late fifties. Gray at the temples, lean, dressed in khakis and a quarter-zip pullover, like he had just come off a golf course. The man gestured for them to enter.

      Once again, to CG’s surprise, this was not what one expected from a Nebraska ranch house. Standing in the foyer, he might as well have been stepping into a Manhattan penthouse. The walls were a crisp white, the floor plan wide and flowing. From the entrance, he could see the open kitchen gleaming with Viking appliances, anchored by a broad counter set for casual dining. Beyond that, a glass-topped table stood ready to serve twelve in the dining area, which opened into an expansive living space with multiple seating arrangements.

      The living area exposed an entire wall of glass that framed the grounds beyond. At night, only what was lit revealed itself: a pool glowing in soft architectural light, paths marked by discreet fixtures leading off into the dark. This was no struggling rancher’s home. At sunset, CG imagined, the glass would turn the horizon into a living mural.

      Bauer stepped forward, embracing the man with genuine warmth before turning back.

      “CG, this is my father, Maxwell Bauer.”

      “Dad, this is Captain Cyrus Greene, but he goes by CG.”

      “Cyrus Greene,” Maxwell repeated with a smile, extending his hand. His grip was steady, practiced. “But CG it is. I like a man who makes things simple.”

      “Good to meet you,” CG said.

      “Let’s get comfortable,” Maxwell said easily, gesturing toward a cluster of furniture arranged in the heart of the room. “Can I tempt you with a drink? Or maybe a bite? Our cook is far better than I deserve.”

      “No, thank you,” CG replied, following him across the polished floor.

      Settling into a low chair, Maxwell leaned back. “I can see from your face this is not what you expected. I will confess, I may have been influenced by my years in New York. Venture capital, long days, late nights, making deals. When I came back here, I thought: why not bring some of that refinement home?” He gestured around the room with an open palm, smiling broadly.

      Then his tone shifted, a bit more intense. “Other than those ten years in the city, my family has been here since the first settlers broke the ground. My daughter says you are looking for someone who knows the history of this place.” He leaned in slightly, the smile still there but the eyes sharper. “What is it you would like to know?”

      “I’m just building background. A body by the road is not the sort of thing that happens in a town where everyone knows everyone. A stranger stands out here, no matter how quiet he tries to be. That is the first part. The second is figuring out who the players are in this area. If he was killed here, someone had a stake in it. In my experience, it always circles back to money or love. And right now, I do not see anyone grieving for him.”

      Deputy Bauer had been quiet up to this point. She felt the shift in tone and was not going to let things slide that way. She cut in.

      “Dad, maybe it is best if you run down some of the political and financial leaders in the area. You grew up with most of them. That’s why we came.”

      “That is her. Always direct.” His tone carried a trace of dry amusement, nothing warm. “Harvard, sociology, crime and justice. I did not figure she would circle back here and end up a cop.”

      Kate had been staring at the table while he talked. When he finished, she raised her head, her expression hardened.

      “Let’s get on with it,” she said flatly. “We do not need to be here all night.”

      “Fine.” Max leaned back, voice steady but clipped. “Starting with me. I hold about a hundred thousand acres, the largest in the county. Been in the family from the start. Next is the Martins, just under my spread. Jed Martin. Our land borders. We are the founding families. Then you have the O’Briens and the Facellies. They came in later. Both have around seventy-five thousand acres. Riley O’Brien. Tony Facellie. That is who matters.”

      “Any with money trouble that you know of? And along with that, any ongoing disputes?” CG asked.

      “Disputes? Absolutely. None of us get along and I have known them all forever. We disagree on everything from politics to what the weather will be tomorrow. But we sit down for breakfast every Friday morning like clockwork and have for twenty years. Our kids grew up side by side, so we have always managed to keep the peace.”

      He leaned back slightly, considering his words. “The next generation may do better. They all went off to the best schools—Harvard, Stanford, Columbia, Oxford. They learned to think their own way, did not inherit our blind spots. They come back from school with a wider vision of the world than I ever had. That connects them. Except, of course, Jed’s kid, but that is another story.”

      Maxwell let the thought settle before shifting. “As for money, that is the one subject no one puts on the table. But if you press me, my guess is Facellie is carrying weight. He has been upgrading his entire operation, throwing cash at infrastructure. That kind of outlay does not pay off for years. I learned in the venture capital world that the burn rate can kill you.”

      He stopped there, gaze holding on CG a fraction too long. The hint was deliberate. He wanted to make sure it landed.

      CG stood. He had gotten the hint, and he was tired. Better to start fresh in the morning.

      “Good to meet you, Max. That is a solid start. We will let you have the rest of your evening. Deputy, let us hit the road. Thanks for the time.”

      With that, they stepped out the front door and back toward Kate’s car. Once they were strapped in and on the road, he had to ask.

      “So, a Harvard grad ends up a local deputy in a small town in Nebraska. How does that happen?”

      “I would not have told you any of this if my father had not brought it up,” she said, her eyes following a truck rumbling past them. The distant rumble lingered for a moment before fading into the quiet.

      “It’s a familiar story. My mom got sick while I was away, so I came back to be here when she passed.”

      She paused, as if deciding how much more to share.

      “I actually studied the psychology of crime, not law enforcement. It always intrigued me. I had planned to teach.”

      Another car passed, tires hissing over the asphalt.

      “When I got back, the sheriff—well, he was a friend of my dad’s—offered me a job. He did not know the difference between what I studied and actual law enforcement. I think he just wanted to help.” She gave a half-shrug. “I was looking for a distraction, so I took it.”

      She looked over at him briefly before continuing.

      “Turns out, I can apply some of what I learned in a hands-on way. Dragging in drunks is not exactly my calling, but I get called in on cases around the state. I am good at the investigative side of things.”

      They stayed quiet the rest of the way to his hotel. As she dropped him off, they agreed to meet at the sheriff’s station at 9:00 a.m. and head to see the body at the coroner’s.
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