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I dedicate this book to Brian Preston

We didn't walk the same path in the military,

but you walk this one with me now.

Thank you for having my six, long after the battlefields fell silent.

This one’s for the veterans who never leave a soldier behind.
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Prologue
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November 22, 1963 - Dealey Plaza

That day in Dallas, there were two shooters.

The first one was Lee Harvey Oswald, up in the book depository window. He was nervous, an amateur. When the president's car turned onto Elm Street, he fired a shot and missed. He fired again and hit the governor. It was messy and chaotic.

The second shooter was a professional. A government ghost operative codenamed The Lion. He was hidden behind a fence on the grassy knoll. He’d been told this was just a show, a scare. That Oswald’s shots were meant to be the whole performance.

But as The Lion watched the limousine gradually slowdown in all the confusion, his orders changed. He saw the president's head, right there in his crosshairs. His breathing stayed steady. His finger squeezed the trigger.

His shot was perfect. He saw the pink mist in the bright sun.

In that one horrible second, The Lion knew. He hadn’t been part of a scare tactic. He’d been used for an execution. Oswald was the fall guy, and he was the real killer.

November 24, 1963 - Dallas Police Headquarters

Two days later, The Lion—a man who would soon be given a new name, Leo—watched a tiny TV in a motel room. He saw a man named Jack Ruby step out of a crowd and shoot Lee Harvey Oswald dead in the police station basement.

Just like that, the only other person who knew the full story was gone.

A cold quiet settled over him. It was over. The loose end was tied up. The world had its lone nut gunman. The case was closed for good.

He was a ghost. They gave him a new life, a new name, and hid him away. He truly believed he would never, ever be found out.

He was wrong.
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Chapter One
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The air in the Evergreen Oaks Assisted Living always smelled the same—like cleaning supplies and overcooked vegetables. It was the smell of waiting around, and it made Jake’s shoulders tense up the second he walked in. He’d just gotten back from overseas, and his body was still buzzing. This quiet place felt all wrong.

“Afternoon, Captain,” said Ray, the security guard by the door. He was a big guy, and the gun on his hip was the same model the Army used.

“Ray,” Jake nodded. He signed the clipboard like he always did. Visitor: Jake Corbin. Resident: Leonard Crone. Relation: Son. 

He looked down at the name Leonard Crone and thought to himself that he’d been writing that lie for so long, it felt like the truth now.

He found his dad in the sunroom, sitting in his wheelchair and staring out at a lawn that was too perfect to be interesting. Leo looked small, swallowed up by his bathrobe. His hands—which Jake had always been told were for fixing delicate missile parts—now just shook in his lap.

“Hey, Dad.”

Leo didn’t turn. He was watching a squirrel.

Jake pulled up a chair, the scrape of it way too loud on the floor. He put his hand over his dad’s. The skin felt thin and cool. “It’s Jake.”

Slowly, Leo turned his head. He looked confused for a second, then his eyes cleared. “Johnny?”

“It’s Jake, Dad. Your son.”

“Jake,” Leo repeated, like he was trying the name out. Then he smiled a little. “They’re cutting the hedges back. Too early. A frost will kill the new growth.”

“Yeah, probably,” Jake said, settling in. This was the good version. The quiet, mixed-up version.

They sat for a while, not talking. Jake’s mind was already drifting back to the base.

Then, his dad’s hand jerked under his. The old man sat up straighter.

“The window was open,” Leo whispered. His voice was different. Clear and sharp.

Jake looked at him. “What window, Dad?”

“In the book building. It was so hot that day.” Leo’s eyes weren’t looking at the lawn anymore. They were looking at something sixty years old. “They told me it would be a miss. Just a scare. A warning shot.”

A cold feeling started creeping up Jake’s spine. 

“Dad, let’s not do this—”

“The rifle felt good. Solid.” Leo’s right hand came up, shaping itself like he was holding a stock. And just like that, the shaking was gone. His hand was perfectly steady. “The car came into the sun. He was smiling.”

“Leo, stop it,” Jake said, his voice low. He glanced around. They were alone.

“My finger on the trigger... easy... then he moved. His head. Jerked.” Leo’s eyes went wide, filled with a horror so fresh it seemed to suck the air right out of the room. “It wasn’t a miss. It was a hit. Oh, God, I saw the pink mist in the sun.”

The words hung between them, ugly and impossible. Pink mist. It was soldier talk. A gritty, simple way to describe something awful. A phrase a regular missile tech from the sixties would never, ever use.

“Dad, you’re remembering a movie,” Jake said, his heart hammering now. He stood up and put a hand on his dad’s shoulder. “You’re getting confused.”

Leo’s head snapped toward him. For one terrifying second, he was completely there. “I’m not confused, son. They used me. Then they hid me. And now... I think they’re listening.”

Right on cue, a nurse walked in. Her scrubs had little flowers on them.

“Everything okay in here?” she asked, her voice sweet and practiced. It was Amelia. She was new, and she was the only one who looked at Leo like a person, not a piece of furniture.

“Fine,” Jake said, a little too quickly. He made himself relax. “Just... talking about the old days.”

Amelia gave Leo a soft smile. He was just a confused old man again, mumbling about the frost.

“He’s had a tough morning,” she said, coming over to straighten his blanket. As she leaned past Jake, her voice dropped to a whisper only he could hear. “He’s been going on about umbrellas and bad angels all day. More than usual.”

Umbrellas. Bad angels. The words meant nothing to Jake, but they sat in his gut like a cold stone.

He stayed another twenty minutes, making pointless small talk until his dad fell asleep. The whole thing had left him deeply unsettled.

He was almost at the front doors, almost free, when his personal phone buzzed. A number he didn’t know.

“Corbin,” he answered.

The voice on the other end was rushed, panicked. “Jake? It’s Mike. Mike Evers.”

Mike. An old buddy from his Ranger days, now doing some contract work for the government.

“Mike? What’s going on?”

“Listen, I don’t have long. I saw a flag. A burn notice. An internal one.” Mike’s words were tumbling out in a hushed, frantic whisper. “It’s for your old man, Jake. They’re cleaning house.”

The world seemed to slow down. Cleaning house. He knew what that meant. Tying up loose ends. Permanently.

“What are you talking about?” Jake asked, his voice dangerously calm.

“They think he’s a liability. His file got tagged for ‘immediate sanitization.’ Jake, you need to—shit.”

There was a muffled sound, a sharp gasp, and then the call died.

Jake stood frozen in the bright lobby, the phone still pressed to his ear. He turned slowly, looking back down the long hallway he’d just come from.

That’s when he saw him. A man in a cheap blue blazer stepped out of an office. He had a clean-cut, professional look. He didn’t even glance at Jake. He just fixed his tie, checked his watch, and started walking with a clear purpose down the hall.

Right toward the sunroom.

Right toward his father.

The cold feeling in Jake’s spine turned into an ice bath.

He was a Ranger. He knew a threat when he saw one. And every instinct he had was screaming that the fight had just been brought to his doorstep.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]




For a second, everything froze. Then Jake's training took over. The guy in the blue blazer was already halfway down the hall, walking with the calm, sure step of someone who knew exactly what he was there to do.

Sanitization. The word echoed in Jake's head, cold and final.

Ray, the security guard, was watching him. "Forget something, Captain?"

Jake forced a relaxed smile. "Left my keys in his room. Be right back."

He didn't wait for an answer. Turning back down the hall, he moved fast but didn't run. He passed the empty sunroom and headed for his dad's actual room, #114. He was moving sideways, trying to cut the guy off.

He pushed into the room. Leo was asleep in bed, breathing rough and shaky. The place was full of fake memories - photos of strangers, a medal for a war he never fought.

"Dad," Jake said, his voice low and sharp. "We gotta go."

Leo's eyes fluttered open. "Johnny? Is it time for the parade?"

"Yeah, Dad. It's time for the parade." Jake's hands were already moving. He grabbed the go-bag he always kept ready from the closet and tossed in the only real things - an old photo of his mom, a worn pocket watch. He left all the government-issued junk.

He crushed the emergency call button on Leo's robe under his boot. No alarms. No fuss.

"Come on, up you go." He hauled his dad out of bed. The old man was light, just skin and bones. Jake got him into a sturdy wheelchair.

"My slippers," Leo mumbled.

"No time." Jake wrapped a thick blanket around his father, covering his face and body. Now he just looked like any sick old man being taken for a walk.

He cracked the door. The hall was clear, but he could hear footsteps coming from the service corridor. The guy in the blazer was close.

Think. How do we get out?

The front door was a trap. The loading dock around back was probably covered. That left one option.

He pushed the wheelchair fast and quiet toward the physical therapy wing. It had a fire exit to the staff parking lot.

He heard a door open behind him. "Sir?" a voice called. The man in the blazer. Polite, but not a question.

Jake ignored him, shoving through the double doors into the physical therapy room. Exercise equipment stood silent. The red EXIT sign glowed twenty feet away.

"Sir, you can't take that patient out this way."

The voice was closer now, harder.

Jake hit the bar on the fire exit. It should have set off an alarm, but didn't. Silence. They'd disabled it. That's how he knew they were serious.
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Some secrets are meant to die.
His Father is not going to be one of them.

W.G. DAVIS
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