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MARCOM Case 04: The Switchboard Strategy
CHAPTER 1: THE QUIET COUNTRY

The cloud forest at four thousand feet didn't announce anything. That was, Ana Solano had
come to understand after eleven years working this stretch of border wilderness, both the mercy
and the curse of La Amistad — a place so vast and so rugged that it kept its secrets not through
concealment but through sheer, indifferent scale. A man could disappear into this country and
simply never be found again, not because anyone was hiding him, but because the mountains
themselves had never once been fully mapped by anyone who'd actually walked them.

She moved along the ridge trail with the unhurried, economical pace of someone who'd learned
long ago that the forest punished haste, her park service radio clipped low on her vest, her
boots finding footing on wet stone and root without needing to look down for it anymore. Behind
her, twenty meters back and closing the gap only when the trail narrowed, walked Sargento
Rafael Aguirre of the Panamanian side — a broad, patient man with a face weathered by twenty
years of exactly this kind of work, carrying the same quiet, practiced vigilance she did.

The joint patrols had run this sector for years, a small, unglamorous diplomatic success story
that neither government much bothered to publicize — two countries agreeing, in a wilderness
too large and too poor for either to police alone, that cooperation cost less than pride. Ana had
walked this exact stretch of the Sixaola headwaters with three different Panamanian
counterparts over the years, and Aguirre was, by a wide margin, the best of them: patient,
sharp-eyed, willing to stop and actually look at something rather than simply log it and move on.

"There," Aguirre said quietly, raising a hand.

Ana stopped, following his gaze to a shallow clearing forty meters off the main trail — nothing
dramatic, nothing that would have caught a less careful eye. Just a patch of undergrowth
trampled flatter than the surrounding forest floor, and beside it, half-buried under leaf litter, the
corner of something dark and synthetic that didn't belong to any plant or animal this park had
ever produced on its own.

It took them twenty minutes of careful, methodical searching to understand what they'd actually
found, and by the end of it, both of them stood in a silence that had nothing to do with forest
discipline and everything to do with genuine unease.

Not a cultivation plot. Ana had found dozens of those over the years — small, hopeful plantings
tucked into whatever sunlit gaps the canopy allowed, run by desperate men from the nearest
hillside villages trying to squeeze a living out of ground that belonged, technically, to no one and,
practically, to whoever was willing to risk the hike. This was different. Buried supply caches,
three of them within a hundred meters of each other, stocked not with cultivation equipment but
with dry rations, water purification tablets, and clothing sized for adults rather than children —
the kind of methodical staging a person did when they were moving people through terrain, not
growing something in it.



"How many sets," Aguirre asked, crouched over the third cache, counting folded garments with
a professional's flat efficiency.

"Enough for a group," Ana said. "Not a family. Not a single smuggler's run." She looked up at
him, something cold settling behind her eyes that eleven years of this job had never quite fully
armored her against. "This is logistics, Rafael. Somebody's supplying a route through here, and
they're doing it well enough that we've walked past three of these caches over the last six
months without ever once connecting them."

Aguirre stood slowly, looking out at the dense, unbroken green stretching toward the invisible
line that separated his country from hers — a border that existed, out here, only on a map
neither government could fully enforce against a mountain range this determined to remain its
own authority.

"I've noticed something else," he said, quiet, choosing his words the way a careful man chooses
words he's not entirely certain he should be saying out loud yet. "New faces. Not many. But
enough, over the last two months, moving through the villages near Almirante and Changuinola
— people who don't work the banana fincas, don't fish, don't fit into any pattern the local police
already understand. They don't cause trouble. They simply pass through, and then they're gone,
and new ones eventually replace them."

"You've filed a report."

"I've filed three," Aguirre said, something tired and frustrated entering his voice for the first time
all morning. "Nothing came of any of them. My superiors see cultivation numbers holding steady
and assume the border is behaving itself. They don't have a category on their forms for
'something's different, and | can't prove what."

Ana looked back down at the supply cache, at the careful, deliberate staging of it, and felt the
particular, cold certainty of someone who had just watched a shape finally resolve itself out of a
pattern she'd been half-seeing for months without ever quite trusting her own eyes about it.

"Neither do mine," she said quietly. "But I'm filing one anyway."

Three days later and forty kilometers north, in a modest concrete building on the outskirts of
Changuinola that any passerby would have assumed belonged to a legitimate refrigerated
logistics contractor, a man named Osvaldo Reyes reviewed a shipment manifest with the same
bored, practiced efficiency he brought to every Tuesday of his working life.

He did not think of himself as a trafficker. He thought of himself, when he thought about it at all,
as a facilitator — a man who moved cargo from one point to another, asked no questions about
the cargo's contents that weren't strictly necessary for the paperwork, and collected a payment
considerably larger than his official salary would ever have suggested he was capable of
earning. The arrangement had begun three years earlier, quietly, through a cousin who'd worked
the docks at Almirante, and it had grown, in the particular slow, patient way these arrangements
always seemed to grow, from occasional favors into something considerably more structural.



He didn't know the name Vance Sterling. He'd never once heard it spoken in this building. What
he knew was a supply chain — routes, schedules, handoff points, a rotating cast of quiet men
who arrived with instructions and left without lingering — and he had learned, over three years,
exactly how much of that chain was his to understand and exactly how much was better left
alone.

His phone buzzed once, a text from an unlisted number he'd learned to recognize by rhythm
rather than name.

Two rangers on the ridge trail. Found cache three. Contained, but relocate the northern route by
Friday.

Reyes typed back a single word of confirmation, set the phone face-down on his desk, and
returned to the manifest in front of him without a flicker of concern crossing his face — a man for
whom two forest rangers finding a supply cache was not an alarm, merely an inconvenience,
the kind of small, manageable friction that a well-run operation simply adjusted around, the
same way water finds a new channel the instant the old one narrows.

Ana's report reached a desk in San José two days after that, filed alongside seventeen other
routine border observations that week, and sat, unremarkable among them, exactly where every
one of her prior reports had sat before it — noted, logged, and not, by any measure her own
government's overburdened intelligence apparatus currently possessed, connected to anything
larger than what it appeared to be on its own.

It would take another several weeks, and a considerably larger and better-resourced set of eyes
than Costa Rica's border service currently had pointed at this particular stretch of mountain,
before anyone fully understood what Ana Solano and Rafael Aguirre had actually found that
morning on the ridge trail above the Sixaola headwaters.

For now, the forest simply closed back over the clearing the way it always did, patient and
indifferent, keeping its secrets the only way it ever had — not through concealment, but through
sheer, overwhelming scale, and the quiet, persistent hope of the men moving through it that
scale alone would be enough to keep them hidden a little longer.



CHAPTER 2: THE SWITCHBOARD

The report from a Costa Rican park ranger named Ana Solano arrived at Sinclair's desk buried
inside a routine liaison packet, one data point among dozens shared under the
counter-trafficking cooperation agreement the team had quietly built with Costa Rican authorities
in the weeks since Rosie's Hideaway. On its own, it would have meant nothing to anyone
reading it. Folded into everything else the team already knew, it meant considerably more.

"Supply caches," Sinclair said, laying the translated report on the oak table alongside the port
charts and financial trails that had followed the team home from Michigan. "Staged for adults,
not families. Not a smuggler's run. A logistics operation, moving people rather than product,
through a stretch of border wilderness two governments barely have the resources to patrol
together, let alone separately." He looked around the table. "A Panamanian sergeant on the
same joint patrol has filed three reports of his own on new, unexplained population movement
through the villages near Almirante and Changuinola. Nobody connected either report to
anything, because nobody had the rest of the picture yet."

"We have the rest of the picture," Austin said quietly, pulling up the geography on the main
display — the long chain of Costa Rican and Panamanian ports curling along both coastlines.
"Moin and Limén on the Caribbean side. Caldera, Puntarenas, and Golfito on the Pacific.
Legitimate container gateways, all of them, which is exactly why they work so well for what
Sterling's actually using them for."

Sinclair let the map sit a moment before he said the part that had kept the whole team up late
the previous two nights, working through what Sting's forensic instincts and Austin's financial
reconstruction had both, independently, arrived at from different directions.

"Every trafficker who's ever worked this region has done the same thing," Sinclair said. "Used
the existing switchboard. Paid the tolls, bribed the right customs officer, hidden the product in
someone else's legitimate cargo, and moved through a system built and maintained by
somebody else. That's the entire traditional model, on both sides of it — drugs by container to
Europe and North America, people overland through six countries to the U.S. border. Different
cargo, different route, same underlying logic. You use what's already there."

"Sterling's not using what's already there," Zion said, standing at the window the way he always
did when a thing needed room to settle. "He's building his own."

"He's building his own," Sinclair confirmed. "A parallel switchboard, running alongside the
legitimate one closely enough to hide inside its noise, but operating under rules nobody's written
a countermeasure for yet — because nobody's ever tried this particular inversion before. Drugs
still move the traditional way, container to port to distribution. But people, on this network, move
the way cargo does. Straight by water. Not overland through Mexico. Straight up, into the Gulf,
and from there —"

"The Mississippi,” Onyx finished, quiet, the shape of it landing fully in the room for the first time.
"Into the Funhouse network we already know exists all along that river."



Nobody said anything for a long moment. It was, everyone at the table understood without
needing it spelled out further, the single most dangerous idea Sterling had built yet — not
because it was more violent than anything that came before it, but because it was quieter, more
efficient, and considerably harder for anyone downstream to ever notice happening at all.

"Assignments," Sinclair said, and the room shifted, visibly, from absorbing the shape of the
threat to preparing to actually meet it.

"Diana, you're working the port side directly — Moin and Limén, cargo inspection patterns,
concealment methods, building the same kind of ground-level financial and logistics picture
Austin built for Rotterdam." Diana nodded once, already turning the assignment over in her
head the way she always did, calculating angles before anyone finished briefing her.

Sinclair's gaze moved to Sophia, and something in his posture shifted — not hesitation, exactly,
but the particular weight of a commander about to ask something considerably heavier than a
standard field assignment.

"Sophia," he said. "Ana Solano's report and everything downstream of it points to a staging
operation somewhere along that border corridor — a holding network feeding the maritime
pipeline before it ever reaches a port. We need eyes inside it. Not surveillance from outside.
Inside a village where almost every structure is a part of the brothel." He held her gaze steadily.
"You know exactly what kind of assignment that is. Padre gave you clearance, but | need to
know that you’ve recovered sufficiently. I'm not going to dress it up as anything smaller than it
actually is, and | want you to say the word out loud yourself if you're taking it, not just nod at me
across a table."

"I'm taking it," Sophia said, without a beat of hesitation, though something behind her eyes
carried the full understanding of what she'd just agreed to.

"Then you'll have full support," Sinclair said. "Extraction on a hair trigger, no matter what it costs
to pull you out fast if this goes wrong. Nobody on this team is spending more time in that kind of
danger than the mission strictly requires."

"Yves," Sinclair continued, and the monitor carrying his feed flickered to attention. "Your cover's
still burning daylight on a fashion circuit that has nothing left to offer this operation. | want you
positioned in-country, under a new legend, in time to support whatever Sophia and Diana turn
up on the ground. However you need to make that exit happen, make it clean."

"Understood," Yves said, something already calculating behind his easy composure — the
particular, practiced look of a man beginning to build an exit strategy in real time, several moves
ahead of the sentence he'd just been given.

"Esmeralda," Sinclair said, "you're going to Costa Rica working out of the safe house there while
uplinked remotely working the border wilderness data coordinating with Onyx stateside—
cross-referencing Ana Solano's cache locations against everything Sting's already pulled from
the Saint Ignace ledgers. If there's a pattern connecting La Amistad's geography to the



corridor's operational rhythm, | want you to be the one who finds it before we ever put boots
back on that mountain. With Diana at the port and Sophia at the village, | need you ready at any
time as they’re back up. Anybody misses check-in for five minutes you move out immediately
got it?”

Esmeralda nodded, quiet as always, though something in her posture suggested she'd have
preferred the infiltration assignment — an impulse Sinclair, watching her carefully, chose not to
comment on directly.

"Zion, Austin — command and coordination, same as always, plus whatever direct field work the
data ends up demanding of you once we actually understand the shape of what we're fighting."
Sinclair closed the folder in front of him, the gesture that, by now, every member of the team
understood as the true end of a briefing regardless of how much longer the conversation itself
continued.

"Sterling spent years building a switchboard nobody else even knew to look for," Sinclair said,
looking around the table one final time. "We're not shutting down a route this time. We're
shutting down an entire idea before it finishes proving itself. Let's make sure it never gets the
chance to."

CHAPTER 3: BLOOD AND BORDER



The heat hit differently in Costa Rica than it had anywhere else the Seagulls had worked — not
the dry, radiant furnace of the Arizona high desert, not the damp gray chill of a North Sea port,
but something thick and green and alive, the kind of heat that seemed to come up out of the
ground itself rather than down from the sky.

Diana felt it settle over her the moment she stepped off the charter at a small regional strip
outside Limén, and something in her chest settled with it, quiet and unexpected. She had grown
up considerably north of here, in a city that shared a language with this one and almost nothing
else, but there was a cadence to the air, a rhythm in the way voices carried across the tarmac,
that felt closer to home than any European capital ever had, no matter how fluently she'd
learned to move through those rooms too.

"You're smiling," Sophia said, falling into step beside her, duffel slung easy over one shoulder.
"Am L."

"You never smile at an airport." Sophia glanced sideways, something warm and knowing in her
expression. "This one's different for you."

Diana didn't answer right away, watching the palm trees shift lazy in the wind beyond the
chain-link fence, listening to a ground crew shout back and forth in a Spanish that carried
different music in it than her own family's had, but not so different that it didn't reach something
old and familiar in her anyway.

"My grandmother used to talk about a place that smelled like this," Diana said finally, quiet.
"Never told me exactly where. | always assumed it was somewhere she made up, to have
something beautiful to hand down to a granddaughter growing up somewhere considerably less
green." She shouldered her own bag, already moving toward the waiting vehicle. "Doesn't
matter. We're not here for that."

"No," Sophia agreed, gentler than her usual bright edge. "But it's allowed to matter a little
anyway, Diana. Even on the job."

Diana's cover took root at Moin within two days — a logistics consultant, ostensibly
independent, ostensibly hired by a shipping insurer nervous about concealment patterns in
refrigerated cargo, a legend built specifically to give her legitimate reason to walk container
yards, ask pointed questions, and read customs manifests without raising a single alarm among
port officials who had, by now, grown accustomed to exactly this kind of nervous corporate
oversight.

What she found, over those first days, confirmed everything Austin's financial reconstruction had
predicted and added texture no financial trail could ever have supplied on its own. Refrigerated
units flagged and re-flagged across multiple inspection cycles without ever quite triggering a full
search. A rotating handful of customs personnel whose shift assignments correlated, with
uncomfortable precision, to specific shipping windows. A logistics contractor — Reyes, the
paperwork listed him, though nobody at the port seemed to know him personally beyond his



signature — whose name recurred across an improbable number of otherwise unrelated
manifests.

She fed all of it back to Austin in careful, methodical bursts, the same unhurried discipline she
brought to every job, never rushing a thread before it was ready to be pulled.

It was harder, considerably harder, to keep that same discipline steady when she thought about
what Sophia was preparing to walk into forty kilometers south.

Sophia spent those same two days in a rented room above a hardware store in a town small
enough that nobody asked questions about a quiet foreign woman keeping to herself, building
the character she was about to become with the same exacting care Sting brought to a rifle.

The leg brace arrived through a contact of Onyx's, heavy and convincingly rigid, engineered to
look precisely like the mark of a recruit who'd been beaten into submission and held in reserve
— the universal, ugly signature the compound's own guards would recognize on sight and stop
questioning the moment they saw it. She practiced the limp for hours in the small room's
cracked mirror until it stopped feeling like performance and started feeling like the only way she
knew how to walk.

Diana found her there the evening before the insertion, sitting on the narrow bed with the brace
laid out beside her like a piece of surgical equipment waiting to be used.

"You don't have to do the vacant stare tonight," Diana said, closing the door quietly behind her.
"It's just me."

Sophia looked up, and for a moment the careful, guarded composure she'd been building all
week cracked just slightly at the edges — not fear, exactly, but the particular, honest exhaustion
of a woman about to hand her body and her voice over to a character built entirely out of other
people's suffering.

"l keep thinking about what Esmeralda told me once," Sophia said quietly. "About the mountain.
About the oath none of us are supposed to talk about." She looked down at the brace. "l
understand it better tonight than | ever have before. Some things you carry because somebody
made you carry them. And some things you carry because carrying them yourself is the only
way to make sure nobody else has to."

Diana crossed the room and sat down beside her, saying nothing for a long moment, letting the
silence hold the weight instead of trying to talk it smaller than it actually was.

"Extraction's a phone call away," Diana said finally. "Real one, not a figure of speech. You feel
the ground shift under you even slightly wrong, you signal, and | promise you, Sophia — | will
walk through however many armed men stand between us to get you out of there myself."



"l know," Sophia said, and meant it, the same unshakeable trust the whole team had built into
each other, book after book, operation after operation, now carrying weight in a room that had
nothing to do with tactics at all. "That's the only reason | can actually do this tomorrow."

They sat together a while longer, two women who shared a language and a heritage but not a
single detail of the actual families that had given it to them, carrying the particular, sisterly
closeness of people who had chosen each other so thoroughly that blood had simply stopped
being the only thing that counted as family.

Word reached Zion and Austin that same evening, back at the staging house outside San José,
that Sophia's insertion would proceed at first light.

Austin read the operational summary twice, quiet, before setting it down.

"There's a jungle interior route Onyx flagged," she said, pulling up a secondary map — dense
green terrain climbing away from the coast toward the same rugged interior the border rangers
had been quietly patrolling for years. "If Esmeralda's data ends up connecting La Amistad's
geography to the staging network the way we think it will, we're going to need ground mobility
that doesn't depend on roads Sterling's people can watch."

Zion studied the terrain a long moment, something settling into focus behind his eyes.
"Horses," he said.

Austin looked up, surprised for exactly a second before the idea's obvious rightness caught up
with her. "In triple-canopy jungle."

"Selle Francgais and Criollo lines have worked mountain trails rougher than this for two hundred
years," Zion said. "Skywalker's bred tougher than most of them. If the terrain won't let a vehicle
through quiet, it'll still let the right horse through — same reason it works in Sedona, same
reason it worked in the Gulf." He looked out toward the dark line of interior mountains, barely
visible now against the last of the evening light. "Something to keep in the back pocket. Not
tonight's problem. But soon, | think, it's going to be exactly the answer nobody on the other side
is expecting."

Austin smiled despite the weight the whole day had carried, reaching over to lace her fingers
through his.

"Only you," she said softly, "would find a reason to bring the horses to the jungle."

"Only me," Zion agreed, and for a moment, before the night's work pulled them both back under,
they simply sat together in the dark, watching the mountains that were, very soon, going to
matter considerably more than either of them yet fully understood.



CHAPTER 4: JOINING THE FRAY

The departures board in the terminal at Leonardo da Vinci—Fiumicino Airport flickering another
thirty-minute delay was the final straw. Yves sat amidst the polished chrome of the gate area,
surrounded by the rest of the campaign's frontliners—Gizella, Truffle Sky, and Angus Palmer.
They had just wrapped the main European leg of a high-visibility fashion tour, with only one last
scheduled stop in Ibiza.

Looking around at the chaotic energy of the terminal, Yves knew with absolute certainty that
there were far better uses of his time than stepping onto a jet bound for an island built on
industrial-scale hedonism. The shoot meant nothing to him. His true work—the quiet,
shadow-bound operations he ran away from the flashbulbs—demanded his presence
elsewhere. In an instant, his mind mapped an escape route. He needed a distraction, an
immediate incident loud enough to sever his contractual obligations on the spot and get him off
the tour without raising agency suspicions.

He glanced at Gizella seated beside him, leaning in until his lips almost touched her ear. "Do
you still want me to get you that sit-down with Wilhelmina?" he whispered, his voice low and
smooth. "I need a favor."

Gizella’s eyes flicked to him, a sharp spark of interest cutting through her fatigue. "Finally.
Anything, handsome."

Yves kept his voice to a thread, outlining the brief, violent piece of theater he needed her to
execute. "l need to get off this tour," he murmured.

She processed the request in a fraction of a second, gave him a subtle nod, and waited for his
cue. Yves reached over, placing a heavy, deliberate hand high on her thigh.

"Dammit, Yves! That is the absolute last time, do you understand me?!"

Gizella’s voice pierced the hum of the first-class lounge. Before anyone could blink, she brought
her open palm across his face with a crack that echoed off the glass walls. Heads snapped
around. Phones were instantly drawn, video apps rolling as onlookers realized two of the world’s
most recognizable faces were having a public meltdown.

Ignoring the sudden sea of recording screens, Yves stood up, smoothed down his jacket, and
walked directly over to their lead agency handler. "Change my flight," Yves said, his voice
ice-cold and entirely unbothered by the red mark spreading across his cheek. "I’'m going back to
London immediately. | quit."

By the time his flight touched down at London Heathrow, the incident was already devouring
social media. Pundits on entertainment channels were breathlessly analyzing the clip, marveling
that the notoriously untouchable, squeaky-clean model had finally been dragged into his very
first public scandal.



During the short flight across the Channel, Yves had spent twenty minutes on an encrypted line
with Marie back in Quebec’s Ice Cube”, breaking down the exact nature of his sudden exit and
setting his next move in motion. As he stepped off the jetway into the international arrivals hall at
Heathrow, a wall of paparazzi exploded into motion, lenses whirring and flashes firing like strobe
lights.

A quiet man in a tailored suit—someone Yves recognized instantly from European Union liaison
services—stepped smoothly out of the crowd, matching his stride and handing him a fresh
boarding envelope without a word.

"Yves! Over here!" the press shouted, pushing against the security barriers. "Are you and
Gizella together? Was it a spat? Give us something, man—we’ve been waiting forever for you to
give us anything. Are you a *"MODEL OR MOLESTER*?" holding up the fresh front page
headlines. He smiled, having already spoken with Gizella confirming their plan while turning
back to face the flashing cameras one last time. He gave them an enigmatic smile. "I'm taking a
sabbatical. Surfing in Central America."

On his way to the gate,Yves strolled into a pharmacy with all sorts of cosmetics, as you find in
airports. He took a box of hair dye off of the shelf, took one good look at himself in a cosmetic
mirror, paid at the register and walked out. He paused just before the security gates. Without
uttering a word, he scanned the ticket from the EU operative and walked through the gate for his
connecting flight to Costa Rica.

Back in Costa Rica, the safe house sat in the dense, muggy heart of a border territory where
law enforcement had long since ceded control to human traffickers and cartel proxies. The
entire village functioned as an open-air brothel—an amusement park designed explicitly to use
human beings. Heavy military-style jeeps guarded the perimeter roads, but inside the
settlement, every second structure was a motel, a bar, or a holding house for young women
coerced into service.

Sophia’s assigned room sat back from the dusty main strip in a detached wooden cottage. Her

operational cover was grim: she played a newly acquired victim, her right leg encased in a fake
heavy, rigid brace stretching from ankle to thigh—the universal signature of a recruit beaten into
submission and held in reserve until her bones mended enough for the street.

While the cuts and bruises healed quickly, shattered bones took months to knit. In this corner of
the world, that delay was the time for scaring and starving in deliberate lesson of the trade: step
out of line, and the physical price would linger forever.

Despite the brace, Sophia spent her days interacting with them in the streets, quietly gathering
intelligence from the young women who had been brought in from across Costa Rica, Panama,
and Belize. Most had been lured by false promises of hospitality or service work, only to
discover a horrific reality upon arrival. In particular, she had struck up a quiet rapport with a
young Portuguese girl who had been abducted directly off a beach in Belize during a
vacation—enticed into a walk near the tree line before being grabbed.



"They bring us here first," the girl explained to Sophia, her voice barely above a whisper. "Then,
every few weeks, large groups disappear all at once. The rooms empty out, and new girls trickle
in to fill them back up. They take them down to the container ships on the coast. After that...
nobody knows."

Later that afternoon, Sophia slipped away to a secure briefing location to relay the new leads to
the team. To her absolute delight, her operational partner was already waiting for her. Yves had
arrived by surprise, thoroughly transformed. He wore an immaculate white linen suit, a white
Panama hat, and had slicked back his newly dyed blonde hair. He looked every bit like the slick
Euro-finance money that regularly washed through Central American vice capitals to launder
illicit capital.

As she entered the room, Sophia intentionally leaned into her limp, letting her heavy leg brace
knock sharply into the back of his knee.

Yves stumbled forward a half-step. "Oh my gosh! I'm so sorry Cutie, you ok there mister?” she
gasped with exaggerated concern as he drew a huge proud smile hearing her youngster tone

playfully.

She took three slow steps past him toward the table before Yves said "Chica..you are so
beautiful darling, admiring talent. All that you will find that’s real in that wallet you lifted is cash,
and everything else is forged." As he was already aware that she had used a sophisticated lift to
remove his billfold.

He was a seasoned professional, but Sophia was a ghost when she wanted to be; a normal
mark wouldn't have noticed a thing. She looked back over her shoulder, a brilliant grin breaking
across her face as she slid his wallet from her sleeve. "Oh, Papi... you're really good at this,
aren't you?" She tossed the leather billfold back to him. He smiled and looked at her saying “I
teach people to do this.”

Sophia replied teasing “Maybe you’re so busy teaching you're missing out on learning a thing or
two. “ and walked away.

Fifteen minutes after the meeting, Sophia hopped into a local taxi to head back to her cottage at
the brothel compound, casually buckling Yves’ heavy luxury watch onto her wrist like a prize of
war. 7:30pm she saw. It took Yves another hour to realize his wrist was bare—and when he did,
he couldn't help but smile at how cleanly she had played him.

Two hours later, an encrypted ping vibrated on his burner phone. It was Marie.

*|s there a reason you’ve spent the last ninety minutes running in circles around a Costa Rican
brothel?*

The Canadian team back in Quebec had been tracking the watch's location—not via a active
radio transmitter, but through an analog safeguard built into the piece. Threaded through the



center of the strap's metal pins was a micro-weave of two rare mineral substances that emitted
a distinct, unmistakable signature.

Yves didn't bother offering a cover story. "l got pickpocketed by Sophia," he replied into the mic
yet, knowing the slight tinge of embarrassment that would be coming from team members
because of it. "She took it with her when she left the briefing."

On the other end of the line, Marie laughed knowing Sophia had found herself a reason to have
Yves need to speak with her. "Well, then. | suggest you go get it back and finish the
conversation." She caught herself in a moment with a brief thought that came through her head
and left as soon as it came hinting this might be more complicated than Chantel and Onyx
decided to keep it to herself.



CHAPTER 5: SECRETS SERVICE

Across the dusty road from Sophia’s cottage, a young woman named Yasmin sat near the
window of her room in the strip motel. Yasmin spoke broken English and had taken a liking to
the quiet woman in the leg brace across the courtyard. The property's armed guards usually sat
nearby to ensure none of the women attempted to run, but tonight they had shifted their patrol
out to the perimeter of the village, leaving the inner courtyard quiet.

Late that evening, Yasmin watched a dark car pull up near the edge of the dirt lane. A
broad-shouldered man in a European-cut suit stepped out and began walking directly toward
Sophia’s cottage. Knowing that Sophia’s severe leg injury meant she couldn't service clients
without risking further harm, Yasmin felt a knot of worry tighten in her chest, fearing the stranger
might force himself on her. But as the man knocked, the cottage door swung open—and to
Yasmin'’s surprise, Sophia reacted jubilantly, pulling the man inside with a broad smile. If there
was one thing that was out of place in hell hole like this, it was a smile.

Yves pushed the heavy wooden door open, stepping out of the thick, oppressive heat of the
village street and into the quiet dimness of the cottage. The latch clicked shut behind him.

Sophia leaned against the small timber table in the center of the room, her eyes sparkling with
playful mischief.

“What brings you out here, gorgeous?” she asked, her voice low and velvet.

“There’s a tracker in the wristband,” Yves said softly, stepping closer until the space between
them vanished. “Not just for the agency to keep eyes on me, either. | model for brands that hand
me watches worth ten times what this one costs, but *that* one... that’s the one | wear whenever
| specifically don't want to be noticed.”

Sophia tilted her head up, looking into his eyes with an unmasked intensity that tore right
through his usual composure. “Either way... it's good to see you.”

Yves reached out, his hand tracing the curve of her jaw, feeling the warmth of her skin under his
thumb. The noise of the airport, the fake scandal, the endless noise of his dual lives—it all
burned away in an instant.

‘I need it back,” he murmured. “Name your price. And feel free to improvise a solution” opening
the door, flirting, letting his feelings for her out cautiously.

Sophia unbuckled the watch from her wrist with one quick movement and tossed it onto the
nightstand. She reached down, hit the quick-release latches on the heavy leg brace, and
stripped the metal frame entirely off her right leg, letting it clatter harmlessly onto the
floorboards. She stood completely unhindered, flexing her uninjured leg with a subtle smirk—her
cover story shed in an instant.



Then she wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him down into a slow, deliberate embrace,
her lips brushing against his.

“Why don’t you stroll with me over here so you can negotiate my offer.”

She didn't give him room to answer. Her mouth caught his in a deep, hungry kiss, tasting of heat
and salt. Yves wrapped his arms around her waist, lifting her effortlessly off her feet. He moved
across the small room and sat down in the heavy, low-backed wooden chair facing the side
window.

Sophia unbuttoned his linen jacket, letting it drop to the floor, her fingers tearing at his shirt as
his hands found the hem of her loose dress. In seconds, the fabric pooled on the wooden
floorboards around them.

With both legs fully mobile, she swung over his lap, straddling him completely in the center of
the dark room. Yves’ hands gripped her hips, pulling her body down against his as she aligned
them, sinking onto him in one continuous, agonizingly slow motion that drew a sharp gasp from
his throat.

Outside, unbeknownst to the lovers, just past the thin wooden frame of the shuttered window, a
faint shadow shifted into the darkness—there was Esmeralda watching. Her heart was pounding
while mesmerized, yet remaining silent watching this girl, her sister, from the side of the
house—but inside the cottage, the world had shrunk to just the two of them.

Sophia began to move, riding him with a slow, deliberate, punishing riding rhythm that left no
room for tradecraft, weapons, or secrets. Every single movement of her hips right now was
learned on horseback. Her hands held tight to his shoulders, her head thrown back as her dark
hair swept across her bare back with every rise and fall.

Yves locked his eyes onto hers, his fingers digging into the soft flesh of her waist, matching her
breath for breath, pace for pace. The chiseled, untouchable model facade broke completely,
replaced by a raw, desperate human being who had spent far too long living as a ghost.

“You feel so incredible” Yves gasped, his voice cracked with raw desire, his hips lifting up to
meet her with every stroke. “Take it! That’s it, All of it! Yes! Ride me Amor. just like that Chica!”

Sophia flexed against him, her chest heaving, completely undone by the friction and the heat of
his grip. “*Si, Papi... si, amor!* Give it to me. You're so big. So big...”

The rhythm built, relentless and intense, until both of them crested together in a fierce,
breathless orgasm, holding each other tightly as if letting go meant falling back into the cold
world outside. Hour after hour, the entire time neither uttering the others actual name. That
person wasn’t needed in the room, they needed the lustful beast inside each other that night.
There was no other name for the way to describe it, they simply devoured each other. And
maybe this was the first step they took together towards something much much bigger.



Across the courtyard, Yasmin remained by her window, utterly fascinated. The man who had
entered the cottage clearly hadn't come for the usual transactions that defined the village. Hours
passed. As Yasmin stepped out to see off a late customer, her eyes drifted back toward the
cottage.

She wasn't the only one watching.

Esmeralda, working her way along the trees following the perimeter, had come to check on
Sophia after she missed a check-in signal. Approaching the cottage, Esmeralda slowed her
pace as the distinct, unmistakable sounds of intense passion reached her through the thin
wooden walls. Curious, she stepped carefully around the side of the structure and glanced
through a gap in the shuttered window.

What she saw took her breath away.

Yves was sitting in a low, heavy wooden chair in the center of the room. Sophia, entirely bare
and unbothered by any brace on her leg, was positioned face-to-face over his lap, riding him
with slow, deliberate, punishing rhythm that left no room for tradecraft, weapons, or secrets. Her
hands held tight to his shoulders, her head thrown back as her dark hair swept across her bare
back with every rise and fall.

Yves locked his eyes onto hers, his fingers digging into the soft flesh of her waist, matching her
breath for breath, pace for pace.

Sophia flexed against him, her chest heaving, completely undone by the friction and the heat of
his grip. “*Si, Papi... si, amor!* Give it to me. You'’re so big. So big...” and moments later
watched them both climax writhing together as if sex was an Olympic sport.

Esmeralda had never seen something more erotic in her life. She knew them like “Family” and
now they were going to be something completely different. She watched as Sophia lifted up
turned her back to him and sat onto his hard flesh.

Sophia turned around and sat back in his lap threw her head back as he grabbed her breasts
from behind, her dark hair sweeping over her shoulders as she surrendered to him. His hand
eased up her back, grabbing her hair in a fist like the reins on a horse.

Esmeralda watched, spellbound, as both of them together, in a fierce, breathless orgasm that
seemed to burn away every trace of the cold, violent world outside. When the wave passed,
Sophia uncoiled herself, taking Yves by the hand as he stood up. She led him toward the small
bed, bending over the frame as he stepped up behind her.

At that, Esmeralda turned her head, a soft smile touching her lips as she stepped quietly away
into the night. It was one of the most intensely private, deeply erotic things she had ever
withessed—a raw, desperate connection between two people whose lives were constantly
consumed by gunfire and false identities. They didn't just want each other; in that chaotic world,
they needed each other.



Five minutes before the first rays of dawn began to paint the eastern horizon, Yasmin had
already left her window cracked to catch the morning breeze. Across the way, the cottage door
finally squeaked open.

Yasmin was in the middle of seeing out her final customer of the night—a local contractor
named Pepe. As Pepe stepped onto the porch, his eyes caught the movement across the
courtyard. Yves and Sophia stood framed in the warm doorway, locked in a deep, impassioned
kiss that looked entirely out of place in a village built on cold transactions.

Pepe stopped dead in his tracks. He stared at the tall blonde man in the tailored suit stepping
down off the porch.

"It can't be..." Pepe whispered under his breath. He pulled his smartphone from his pocket,
aimed the lens across the dim yard, and snapped a sharp photo of the pair kissing. As Yves
turned to walk toward a waiting taxi at the end of the lane, Pepe snapped a second photo
capturing his profile in the morning light.

Yasmin stepped up beside him, frowning. "Who is that?"

Pepe turned to her, his eyes wide with disbelief. "I think that's *Yves*. And if I'm right... these
photos are going to be worth a fortune."

Before he even reached his truck, Pepe brought up his messaging app, attached the two
high-resolution photos, and hit send to his cousin.

*Take a look at your messages,* he typed rapidly. *I'm sending you something that’s about to
solve all our money problems.*

The message sent with a quiet chime, launching two photographs into the digital ether that
would instantly unravel Yves' carefully constructed cover—and alter the trajectory of both his
and Sophia's lives forever

Gizella’s public statement hit the wire at 6:00 AM, instantly sending shockwaves through the
global fashion media.

“This is a business filled with vile people with violent intentions, no morals, and terrible, terrible
consequences for so many people who enter this business naive,” the statement read. “| have
been groped and solicited so many times | have reached my breaking point. | have friends that
have reviewed the security footage, and after long and contemplative thought, | would like to
express a deep-hearted apology publicly to my friend Yves, who in a moment paid the price for
anger | unleashed that had been earned by others. It was obvious that when he set his hand
down, it was right next to his bag and hit my thigh towards the knee by complete accident, and
I’'m sorry he had to suffer for this. | had a reflex reaction to an intrusion on my body. I'm told he’s
on sabbatical and he’s well and has received my apology and responded back with grateful
thanks, but chooses not to speak to the press right now as he is in rejuvenation. So let’s let him
rest, and that’s all. Thank you.”



The media immediately shifted gears, praise pouring in for Gizella’s candor while clearing Yves’
squeaky-clean reputation in one fell swoop. To the public, the case of the Rome airport slap was
closed.

Meanwhile, thousands of miles away in Quebec, a completely different machine had already
roared to life.

The exact millisecond Pepe hit send on his smartphone, the encrypted surveillance protocols
built into the local Central American network tripped a high-priority alarm. Within thirty seconds,
a crimson light was flashing rhythmically on Marie Tremblay’s desk at the Secret Intelligence
Section headquarters in Montreal.

Marie’s fingers flew across her terminal with practiced, lethal efficiency. Within sixty seconds flat,
the outgoing data packet containing the two high-resolution photos of Yves and Sophia was
intercepted, scrubbed, and completely evaporated from the cellular server before it could ever
reach Pepe’s cousin’s inbox. To his sister, the text arrived as an empty, glitched transmission.

Marie leaned back into her desk chair, her eyes narrowing as she studied the geotargeting
telemetry flickering on her dual monitors. The leak had been contained on the network end, but
the physical evidence was still out there.

"Cover blown by a local opportunist or at least his whereabouts and what he was doing," Marie
muttered under her breath, reaching for her secure com-link. "We need eyes on the ground
immediately. Somebody get to that brothel lane and secure Pepe’s phone before he realizes the
photos didn't go through."

Yves stepped out of the back of the SUV, the heavy heat of the morning settling onto his
shoulders like wet canvas. He stared up at the heavy wooden doors of the safe house, his jaw
tight, his chest hollowed out by a rare, toxic mix of self-loathing and panic.

His call with Marie had been brief, surgical, and brutal. The network breach had been contained,
but the damage to his operational discipline was absolute. A local contractor with a cell phone
had caught him flat-footed. Not only had he compromised his own cover, but he had exposed
Sophia, jeopardized the entire human trafficking operation, and handed the bureau its biggest
security liability in a decade. It was, by his own cold estimation, the single stupidest, most
amateurish act of his entire career. He had let a moment of long-denied humanity blind him to
his craft.

As he reached for the iron handle of the door, he opened it, and standing there talking together,
were Zion and Austin. They didn’t have an expression other than concern, but that was also
their professionalism.

Zion was the anchor—the strategist who demanded total clarity, unwavering focus, and zero
collateral damage. Yves had no script for what he was about to say. He didn't know how to
articulate the sudden, terrifying shift inside him, nor how a lifelong wallflower had managed to
burn down his own defenses in a single night in Costa Rica.



Whatever words came out of his mouth, Yves was prepared to pay his penance. He would take
the reprimand, accept the fallout, and do whatever was necessary to keep the team intact and
the mission alive—even if the price of fixing this meant walking away from Sophia. Even if it
meant letting go of the very first woman he had ever truly started to fall in love with.

The door clicked shut, leaving Yves standing in the center of the safe house next to Zion, the
tension hanging in the muggy morning air like a tight wire. Austin Range stepped away from the
perimeter window, her dark eyes cutting through the room with absolute, unyielding focus.

Yves braced himself for the professional execution—the tactical breakdown, the reprimand for
the breach, the immediate order to sever ties with Sophia for the good of the division.

Instead, Austin crossed her arms, leaning back against the edge of the heavy oak table. Her
tone wasn't sharp or accusatory; it was measured, probing, and entirely serious.

"Yves... | only have one question for you if you're going to stay on this team," Austin said, her
gaze locked onto his. "l need you to be completely honest with yourself, and with us. Describe
the sex."

Both Yves and Zion froze. The silence in the room stretched out, thick and stunned. Zion
blinked, taking a half-step back, thoroughly caught off guard by the direction of the interrogation.
Yves stared at her, his jaw set, waiting for the punchline that never came. Austin didn't blink.
She stood there, perfectly patient, waiting for his answer.

After a long, heavy moment of shock, Yves realized she wasn't testing his tradecraft—she was
testing his reality.

He swallowed hard, the cold, detached model persona slipping away entirely. He looked down
at his hands, then back up into her eyes.

"It was... magnificent," Yves said, his voice dropping to a low, quiet rasp. "It was deeply
emotional. It was... a love akin to things I've only ever read about in books, or observed from a
distance in other people's lives."

He paused, the weight of the confession settling on his shoulders. He had lived his life
surrounded by the most desired women on earth—glamour icons, supermodels, cover
stars—and had left every single one of them at arm's length because behind the gloss, the
world they inhabited was hollow. But this? What had happened in that cottage with Sophia
wasn't vice, and it wasn't a tactical distraction. It was the first time in his life he had ever felt
connected to another human soul. He used the word *love* without even realizing it had slipped
out.

Hearing that word come from the lips of the ageless, untouchable Adonis of the intelligence
world was a revelation to everyone in the room. Zion smiled and said, “Austin you need to take
this one. I'll go with whatever you say.”



Austin studied Yves face, reading every nuance of his expression. This was her metric. She
needed to know if this relationship was a reckless, hedonistic hazard that would get people
killed, or if it was something genuine—something grounded in real substance that could anchor
two operatives in a brutal trade.

A small, decisive calm settled over Austin’s features.

"Alright," Austin said, stepping forward and clapping a hand firmly on his shoulder. "We are
going to fix this problem together."

She checked her watch, glancing up at the wall clock.

"l want to see you and Sophia at 6:00 PM. It is currently 7:45 AM. By the time we sit down for
dinner tonight, you watch—this is going to turn out to be a completely different day than the one
you think you're having right now."



CHAPTER 6: THE FULL SHAPE OF IT

Sophia's intelligence came out in careful, coded fragments over the following week — a woman
with a fake leg brace and a real gift for patience, gathering pieces from frightened girls who
trusted her precisely because she never once pushed harder than their fear could bear. Each
fragment arrived through Yves's relay looking like nothing at all on its own. Onyx arrived that
afternoon. When the team laid the intelligence across the oak table.

He had set up his gear in the San José staging house, they stopped looking like nothing very
quickly.

"Every few weeks, large groups disappear at once," Austin read aloud, tracing the translated
transcript with one finger. "Down to the container ships on the coast. After that, nobody knows."
She looked up at Zion, something cold settling behind her eyes. "That's not one compound
running one operation, Zion. That's a schedule. Scheduled clearances mean a scheduled
destination."

"Diana's port data gives us the other half," Onyx said, pulling up a second overlay beside the
transcript — Reyes's name recurring across manifest after manifest, a rotation of customs
personnel timed with uncomfortable precision to specific shipping windows.

"Refrigerated containers, flagged and re-flagged without ever triggering full inspection. If people
are moving the same way the containers are, we're not looking at trafficking hidden inside
legitimate cargo anymore. We're looking at trafficking running on its own dedicated schedule,
using the legitimate system purely as camouflage."

It was Austin who finally connected the last piece, an hour later, cross-referencing Diana's
shipping windows against the maritime routes Sting had already flagged out of Saint Ignace
months earlier — the same corridor logic, the same patient, industrial patience, now revealing
its true destination.

"Gulf of Mexico," she said quietly, watching the route resolve itself on the display, curling up
from the Costa Rican coast, through open water, toward a river mouth neither of them needed
labeled to recognize. "Straight into the Mississippi delta. From there, upriver, node by node, into
every Funhouse we already mapped out of the Saint Ignace ledgers." She sat back slowly, the
full architecture of it finally standing complete in front of her. "This was never separate from what
we found in Michigan, Zion. It's the supply line. Michigan was where the network processed
what already arrived. This is where it originates."

Zion didn't say anything for a long moment. He stood at the window, looking out over a city he'd
barely had time to notice since they'd arrived, turning the shape of it over the way he always did
when a thing needed room to finish settling before he trusted himself to speak on it.

"Marseille," he said finally, low. "Rotterdam. Saint Ignace. Now this." He turned back to the table,
something hard and entirely certain in his face. "It's not four separate operations we've been
chasing across four separate books, Austin. It's one man's entire life's work, built one parasitic



layer at a time, and we've been walking its spine backward without ever once seeing the whole
animal until right now."

"Systemic," Austin said quietly. "Not incidental. Every case connects to every other case
because Sterling built it that way on purpose — one continuous architecture, disguised as a
series of unrelated regional problems specifically so nobody chasing any single piece of it would
ever see the whole design."

The urgency in the room sharpened considerably when Onyx pulled the last thread through.

"There's a shipment window flagged for eleven days from now," he said, cross-referencing
Diana's port surveillance against the pattern Sophia's testimony had confirmed. "Same rotation,
same personnel, same refrigerated unit class already reserved. If the schedule holds the way
it's held every previous cycle, that's the next group moving."

"Eleven days," Zion repeated. "Sophia's still inside."

"Sophia's extraction trigger doesn't wait for our timeline," Austin said immediately, sharp and
certain. "The moment this gets dangerous for her, she pulls it, and we move heaven and earth
to get her out, operation or no operation. But if she can hold position safely until we're ready to
move on that shipment window—"

"She stays exactly as long as it's safe and not one hour longer," Zion said, cutting across it, his
voice carrying the particular flat finality that meant the point wasn't actually open for debate. "
don't care what intelligence we lose by pulling her early. We already have enough to act. We are
not trading her safety for a cleaner case file."

Austin met his eyes, and something in her expression softened, the sharp tactical focus giving
way, just for a moment, to the same fierce protectiveness that had defined every choice either of
them had ever made about the people under their care.

"You're right," she said quietly. "I know you're right. | just watched a schedule confirm itself in
front of us and forgot, for one second, that there's a person standing inside the thing we just
turned into a data point." She reached out, resting her hand over his on the table. "We move
fast. Faster than eleven days, if we can manage it. Nobody on this team waits around inside
danger a single hour longer than they have to."

Later that night, alone on the staging house's narrow balcony, Zion looked out at the dark shape
of the mountains rising away from the city — the same interior terrain, he knew now, that held
both the answer to Sterling's entire operation and, somewhere inside it, the physical route that
would finally let this team reach it on their own terms instead of his.

Austin found him there, wrapping her arms around him from behind, resting her cheek against
his back.



"Four Cases," she murmured. "Four battles that turned out to be one war the whole time. Do
you ever wonder how many more layers there actually are underneath this thing?"

"Every time," Zion said quietly. "But I've stopped letting the size of it scare me. It scared me
once, back in Dallas, when | thought it was just my family and yours tangled up in something
ugly and personal."

He turned in her arms, looking down at her with something steady and entirely unshaken in his
eyes despite everything the day had just confirmed. "It's not personal anymore, Austin. It's just
wrong, at a scale most people never let themselves imagine. And wrong, at any scale, still only
ever needs the same thing to finally stop."

"What's that," she asked softly, already knowing the answer, wanting to hear him say it anyway.
"Somebody willing to keep showing up," Zion said, "for as many layers as it takes."

He pulled her close, and for a long moment, the two of them simply stood together on the
balcony, the mountains dark and waiting in front of them, eleven days suddenly feeling like both
entirely too much time and nowhere near enough.

"Inside," Austin whispered into the notch of his collarbone, her breath warm against his skin. "No
maps tonight. No Sterling. No Clothes, Just us."

Zion didn't answer with words. He cupped the back of her neck, his thumb tracing the soft skin
behind her ear, and pulled her into a slow, deep kiss that tasted of night air and quiet devotion.

He guided her backward through the doorway, using his foot to gently nudge the heavy wooden
doors shut, sealing out the dark expanse of the mountains and the relentless pressure of the
coming days.

The bedroom was illuminated only by the faint silver moonlight filtering through the high transom
windows. In the quiet gloom, the weight of their command, the endless tactical variables, and
the relentless noise of their trade dissolved entirely.

Zion’s hands moved to the hem of her shirt, his touch reverent yet heavy with a sudden, surging
hunger. Austin lifted her arms, helping him pull the garment over her head before her fingers
went straight to the buttons of his shirt, opening them one by one with practiced, deliberate
speed.

When the fabric fell away, she pressed her open palms flat against his chest, leaning in to brush
her lips across his collarbone, then his neck, until he let out a low, gravelly sigh that vibrated
straight through her chest.

"l love you, Zion," she breathed, her voice a soft, undeniable truth in the quiet room. "Every part
of you."



"You are my whole world, Austin," he answered, his voice thick with emotion as he brought his
mouth down to meet hers again, fiercer this time, locking his fingers into her dark hair.

He clenched around her waist, her legs instantly wrapping around his waist as he carried her
the few steps to the broad timber bed hands firmly clenching her cheeks. They tumbled onto the
mattress together in a tangle of limbs, laughter, and breathless kisses.

There was no hesitation between them, no lingering armor. They were lovers engaged, bound
by a shared history of survival and an unyielding commitment that went far deeper than any
rank or assignment.

They were soulmates in every sense of the word, completely attuned to each other's bodies and
deepest desires.

Austin rolled onto her back, pulling him down with her, her eyes dark and glowing in the
moonlight. "Don't hold back tonight, Zion. Show me."

Zion's hands traced the curve of her ribs, sliding down to her hips as he stripped away the
remaining barriers between them. He knelt between her thighs, his eyes lingering over the
athletic, breathtaking line of her body before rising to meet her gaze.

He leaned down, pressing his forehead against hers just as they had taught their operatives to
do in moments of absolute truth. "You're my anchor, Austin. Always."

When he moved into her, it was with a smooth, deep power that drew a long, shivering gasp
from her throat. Her fingers dug into the muscles of his shoulders, her back arching off the
mattress as she met his momentum stroke for stroke.

The rhythm they built was both wild and profoundly intimate—a seamless dance perfected over

every moment together in shared trust. Zion shifted his weight, pulling her up onto his lap so she
straddled him in the dark, her hands framing his face as she rocked against him with deliberate,

intoxicating precision.

"Look at me," she whispered, her lips hovering an inch from his.

Zion kept his eyes locked on hers, completely consumed by the intensity of her gaze and the
searing heat of her body moving over his. He reached down, his hands guiding her hips, driving
them both higher with every breath, every rise and fall.

They spoke in broken, passionate promises—words spoken only for each other, detailing every
unspoken fantasy, every deep-seated affection they had harbored through the long months of
shadow warfare.

As the pace quickened, Austin leaned back, supporting herself with one hand against his chest
while Zion braced her with an iron arm around her waist. The angle drove her wild, her breath



coming in ragged, ecstatic hitches as he matched her energy, lifting to meet her until the tension
in the room coiled to an absolute breaking point.

With a soft, choked cry, Austin surrendered to the wave, her body tightening around his in a
violent, beautiful release that shattered her breath entirely.

Zion followed her seconds later, holding her tightly against his chest, his own deep groan
echoing off the wooden beams of the ceiling as he poured everything he had into her. He stayed
there inside her in an intoxicated daze.

He remained there for what may have been a minute or two yet seemed so much more intimate
and longer kissing each other before he withdrew.

They collapsed back onto the pillows together, locked in a tight embrace, their chests heaving,
skin slick with sweat in the cool night air.

Zion pulled the heavy blanket up over them both, tucking her head under his chin and tangling
his fingers in her hair. Austin rested her hand over his heart, listening to its heavy, steady rhythm
gradually slow down.

"Eleven days," she murmured softly against his skin, a gentle smile touching her lips.

Zion kissed the top of her head, his grip on her tightening just a fraction. "Eleven days. And
whatever comes after, we face it together.”

Austin smiled, “Ready to go again yet cowboy?” Her hand down his chest under the blanket.



CHAPTER 7: VASQUEZ
The call came in just after first light on the Sedona ranch.

Austin was already at the long oak table in the war room, coffee cooling beside three open
overlays—Diana’s port manifests, Sophia’s coded fragments, and the Saint Ignace ledger
cross-references Onyx had pushed overnight. Zion stood at the window the way he always did
when the picture was still assembling itself, watching the red rock catch the early sun.

Onyx’s voice came through the secure speaker, flat and precise.
“We’ve got a name.”
Austin’s head lifted. Zion turned.

“Carlos Vasquez,” Onyx continued. “Panamanian national. Former logistics officer for a major
banana exporter out of Bocas. Disappeared from the legitimate payroll eighteen months ago.
Reappeared three months later in Almirante under a shell company tied to Reyes’s refrigerated
network. Sting pulled the financials. Someone is paying him in layered transfers that bounce
through the same Cayman structures we saw in Rotterdam and Saint Ignace.”

Austin pulled the file onto the main display. A still image resolved: mid-forties, dark hair going
silver at the temples, the kind of face that looked like it belonged in a boardroom until you
noticed the eyes.

“Sterling’s man?” Zion asked.

“More than that,” Onyx said. “The language in the intercepts is personal. Vasquez isn’t being
managed from a distance. He’s being directed. The last message we cracked was short:
‘Expand the northern staging. The pipeline must be ready before the next Mississippi window.
Do not fail me in this.” Signed only with a single initial. V.”

Silence held for a beat.
Austin spoke first. “He’s not just running the Panama expansion. Sterling put him there himself.”

Zion’s jaw tightened. “Latin heritage. Local networks. Language. Trust. Sterling finally used
something he doesn’t have.”

Onyx’s voice dropped a fraction. “There’s more. Vasquez has been moving through the villages
near Changuinola and the Sixaola corridor under the cover of agricultural inspections. Ana
Solano’s reports line up with his travel pattern. Aguirre’s unexplained faces match the same
windows. He’s not abstract anymore. He's the pressure point on the ground.”

Austin looked at Zion. “Sophia is still inside the village. Diana is still at Moin. Yves is with them.
Esmeralda is holding the safe-house line. If Vasquez is tightening the schedule the way these



intercepts suggest, the next clearance window is the one Onyx flagged—eleven days out,
maybe less.”

Zion didn’t answer immediately. He walked to the table, rested both palms on the wood, and
studied the map that now stretched from La Amistad all the way to the Mississippi delta.

“We’re not watching this from Sedona any longer,” he said. “Full team. We go.”
Austin was already reaching for the secure handset that would wake the rest of the Vanguard.

Three thousand miles south, in a windowless office above a legitimate-looking logistics
warehouse on the edge of Almirante, Carlos Vasquez reviewed the same schedule.

He did not think of himself as a criminal. He thought of himself as a man who had finally been
given the authority his talent deserved. Sterling had found him the way Sterling found most of
the people who mattered: carefully, quietly, and with an offer that made the previous life look
small.

Vasquez’s Spanish was the soft, coastal kind spoken around Bocas and Coldn. His English was
flawless. Both were assets. He could walk into a banana finca office or a customs shed and be
treated as one of their own. He could sit across from a European money man and never once
look out of place. That dual fluency was the reason Sterling had sent him personally to build the
Panama side of the switchboard.

Tonight the northern caches had been relocated on schedule. The next group of women was
already being staged. The refrigerated units at Moin were flagged and waiting. Everything was
moving the way the architecture required.

His phone buzzed once.

A single line of text from an unlisted number:

The rangers filed again. Contain the noise. The window does not move.
Vasquez typed a short confirmation and set the phone face-down.

He did not know that half a continent away a hybrid task force had just put his name on the
board. He did not know that the quiet woman with the leg brace in the village compound had
already mapped the clearance rhythm. He only knew that the pipeline was nearly ready, and
that Sterling did not tolerate delays.

Outside, the Caribbean night pressed against the warehouse walls, heavy and indifferent.
Back on the ranch, the Vanguard began to move.

Tanner was already in the gear bay, checking the analog kits that never left the property. Sting
had the latest satellite passes of the Sixaola corridor and the approaches to Almirante spread



across two monitors. Padre stood in the doorway of the main house with a travel mug, watching
the controlled chaos with the quiet satisfaction of a man who had seen this team form from
nothing and was still slightly astonished it existed.

Austin finished the last secure call and turned to Zion.

“Sinclair has the air package ready. We can be on the ground in Costa Rica inside eighteen
hours. Marie is looping in the Canadian side for the financial trail. Esmeralda already knows
we’re coming.”

Zion nodded once. “Tell Sophia and Yves we land at the staging house outside San José. Full
team. No one stays behind.”

He paused, looking at the map one more time—the long green spine of the border wilderness,
the ports, the invisible line that led north into the Gulf and then up the Mississippi.

“Sterling built this switchboard to be invisible,” he said quietly. “We’re going to make sure the
first time anyone sees it clearly is the last time it ever operates.”

Austin’s hand found his for a brief second.
“Let’'s go bring our people home.”

Outside, the first of the matte-black SUVs growled to life in the pre-dawn dark. The ranch that
had always been their sanctuary was, for the next stretch of days, simply the place they left
behind.

The real work was waiting in the heat and the green, where a man named Vasquez was still
certain the scale of the country would keep his secrets safe a little longer.

It would not.



CHAPTER 8: THE FLIP

The staging house outside San José smelled of wet concrete, strong coffee, and the particular
metallic tang of gear that had just come out of long-haul cases. By the time the last of the
Vanguard walked through the door, the sun was already high and the air outside felt thick
enough to drink.

Zion came in first, followed by Austin, Tanner, Sting, and Padre. Onyx had arrived an hour
earlier and already had three laptops open on the central table. Esmeralda stood near the far
wall, quiet as always, but her posture shifted the moment the door opened—relief, recognition,
and something that looked almost like pride.

Then the side door from the inner hallway swung wide.

Sophia stepped through first, no brace, moving with the easy confidence of someone who had
spent the last week living inside a role and had finally been allowed to set it down. Yves was half
a step behind her. His hair was still the pale blonde of the cover, but the white linen suit was
gone, replaced by dark field clothes that somehow still looked expensive. Their hands were
linked. When they saw the team, Sophia didn’t drop his hand. She simply lifted it, kissed the
back of his knuckles once, casual and unhurried, and then walked forward into the room with
him still attached to her side.

The silence that followed was not long, but it was complete.

Tanner’s eyebrows rose. Sting’s mouth twitched. Padre made a small, private sound that might
have been a laugh or a prayer. Austin’s expression didn’t change, but the corner of her mouth
softened in the way it only did when something unexpected had still somehow managed to feel
right.

Zion was the first to speak.
“You're both still breathing. That’s the part that matters.”
Sophia’s grin was quick and real. “Barely. But yes.”

Yves met Zion’s eyes without flinching. “The cover is intact. Marie cleaned the photo leak. We're
operational.”

Austin stepped forward, studied them both for a long second, then simply said, “Good. Brief us.”
They did.

Diana’s port data came first—refrigerated units cycling through Moin and Limén on a schedule
that never quite triggered full inspection. Reyes’s name appearing on manifests that should
have had nothing in common. Then Sophia’s fragments from the village: the clearance rhythm,



the Portuguese girl, the way entire rooms emptied every few weeks and the women were taken
toward the coast in the dark.

Onyx layered the financials over the geography. The banana export routes out of Bocas del Toro
and Almirante glowed on the main display in soft green. Legitimate. Documented. Worth billions.
And running through the exact same infrastructure Sterling had been quietly parasitizing.

Austin leaned over the table, tracing the line from the Sixaola corridor down to the ports, then
east toward Colén and Cristébal.

“That’s the flip,” she said quietly. “We kept looking at this as a regional smuggling
problem—caches in the mountains, a holding village, a few corrupted customs officers. But the
real scale only appears when you follow the refrigerated trail all the way to the Caribbean side of
the Canal.”

Sting nodded. “Banana boats. Legitimate carriers. They move product that has to stay cold.
Customs looks at temperature logs and phytosanitary certificates, not at whether the unit next to
the fruit is carrying people.”

“And once you’re in Coldn,” Onyx added, “you’re inside the largest transshipment ecosystem in
the Western Hemisphere. Containers that leave Cristébal can be anywhere in the world in three
weeks. Sterling isn’t trying to take the Canal. He’s building a parallel switchboard that uses the
Canal’s noise as camouflage.”

Zion stood at the head of the table, arms folded, eyes on the map.
“Vasquez,” he said.

Esmeralda pulled up the latest intercept. “He’s been in Almirante for the last forty-eight hours.
Moving between the docks and a warehouse that shares a loading bay with a legitimate banana
exporter. Aguirre’s latest report puts new faces in the villages near Changuinola again—same
pattern as before, only tighter. Ana Solano confirms the northern caches were relocated exactly
when Vasquez’s travel log said they would be.”

Austin looked at Zion. “He’s the seam. Local enough to walk the docks without raising flags.
Connected enough to Sterling that the money still moves when he says move.”

Sophia spoke from where she stood beside Yves, their shoulders touching.

“The next clearance is still scheduled. The women in the village know it's coming. They’re
already being told to be ready.”

Zion’s voice was quiet, but it carried the finality everyone in the room had learned to recognize.



“Then we hit the seam before the window opens. Almirante and the approaches to Colén. We
take what we can of the logistics chain, we take Vasquez if he’s still there, and we make sure
the pipeline never feeds another Mississippi window.”

Tanner cracked his neck once. “Horses still an option for the interior approaches?”

Zion’s mouth almost smiled. “Skywalker’s already on the transport. We're not leaving the analog
advantage on the ranch.”

Austin closed the folder in front of her.

“Gear check in two hours. We move at last light. Diana stays on the port side with local cover.
Sophia and Yves rotate back into support—no more deep cover inside the village once we start
making noise. Esmeralda, you're with the Vanguard for the raid package. Padre, you’re on
medical and extraction coordination from the staging house.”

She looked around the table one last time.

“Sterling built this to be invisible. We’re about to make the first part of it very visible. After that,
the trail leads north—onto American water for the first time. Let's make sure what we leave
behind in Panama can’t be rebuilt.”

Outside, the afternoon rain started, soft and steady, the kind that turned the green hills into
something almost luminous. Inside the staging house the team began to move with the quiet,
practiced efficiency of people who had done this before and still refused to treat any of it as
routine.

Somewhere on the Caribbean side of the isthmus, Carlos Vasquez was still certain the scale of
the country and the legitimacy of the banana trade would keep his operation hidden a little
longer.

He was wrong about the timeline.



CHAPTER 9: THE SEAM
They hit the seam at 0340.
Two teams.

Zion took the interior approach with Tanner, Sting, Esmeralda, and a small contingent of
Aguirre’s most trusted Panamanian rangers. Horses for the first six kilometers of triple-canopy
trail that no vehicle could work without announcing itself for miles. Skywalker moved like he had
been born to the mud and root, quiet as rumor. Ana Solano walked point with Aguirre on the
Costa Rican side of the line, the same ridge trail where the first caches had been found weeks
earlier.

Austin took the coastal package with Diana, Onyx, and local maritime assets that Marie had
quietly arranged through Canadian and U.S. liaison channels. Their target was the warehouse
complex on the edge of Almirante that shared a loading bay with the legitimate banana
exporter—the place Vasquez had been using as both office and staging node.

The plan was simple on paper and brutal in execution: collapse the logistics node and the
mountain staging network in the same hour so neither side could warn the other.

It almost worked perfectly.

In the mountains the caches were exactly where Esmeralda’s cross-referenced data said they
would be. Three more buried supply points, dry rations, clothing, water purification tablets, and a
short-wave radio still warm from recent use. Aguirre’s men moved with the quiet fury of people
who had been filing reports into a void for months and had finally been given permission to do
something about it. Ana Solano personally cut the locks on the last cache and stood over the
contents for a long moment, rain running down her face, before she looked at Zion and simply
nodded once.

No words required.

They took seven men alive in the staging village that fed the mountain route. None of them were
decision-makers. All of them had phones that, once cracked, pointed further down the chain
toward Almirante and the refrigerated units waiting at the docks.

By the time the mountain team linked back up with the coastal element, the warehouse raid was
already in its final minutes.

Austin’s team had gone in clean.

Diana’s weeks of patient work on the port side paid off in the first ninety seconds: the rotating
customs personnel who had been clearing the special refrigerated units were on shift exactly as
predicted. Two of them tried to run. One made it as far as the loading apron before



Tanner—redeployed from the interior once the caches were secure—put him on the ground with
a controlled takedown that left the man conscious and talking.

Inside the warehouse they found the seam laid out in physical form.

Rows of refrigerated containers with dual manifests. One set of paperwork for bananas and
pineapple. A second, internal set that never left the building—unit numbers, temperature logs,
and coded passenger counts. Onyx photographed everything, then pulled the hard drives from
the two machines that still had power.

Vasquez was not among the men they took.

The last confirmed sighting put him on the warehouse roof twelve minutes before the breach
team went through the side door. A single payment had moved through a local fixer twenty
minutes before that—enough to buy a helicopter lift out of a private strip east of town. By the
time Austin’s people reached the roof, the bird was already a fading sound over the Caribbean,
running low and fast toward the Guatemalan border.

Austin stood in the rain on the flat warehouse roof, earpiece pressed to her ear, listening to the
after-action reports stack up.

Seven low-level facilitators from the mountain side.
Four dock workers and two corrupted customs officers from the port side.

A complete set of dual manifests and the financial trail that tied the refrigerated units to the
same Cayman structures they already knew.

No Vasquez.
Zion’s voice came through the net, calm and flat.
“Status.”

“We have the seam,” Austin answered. “We don’t have the man who was holding it together. He
bought a helicopter and ran for Guatemala. Marie is already working the flight path, but once
he’s across that border the recovery window gets narrow fast.”

A short silence.

“Then we take what we have and we burn the rest,” Zion said. “No half measures. Every
container on those manifests gets locked down. Every phone gets imaged. Every name goes to
Sinclair and Marie before sunrise. This node is finished.”

By 0600 the warehouse was a controlled scene under joint Panamanian and Costa Rican
authority. Ana Solano and Sargento Aguirre stood with the local commanders, both of them
looking like people who had waited a long time to see their own reports finally matter. The



credibility the team had just earned with the host nations was quiet, solid, and lasting—the kind
that would open doors on future operations without anyone having to ask twice.

At the staging house outside San José the full team reconvened as the sun came up hard and
clean.

Sophia and Yves were already there. They had stayed in the support role once the raid
packages were locked, exactly as ordered. When Zion and Austin walked in, Sophia simply
stepped forward and wrapped Austin in a brief, fierce hug. Yves met Zion’s eyes and gave a
single nod that carried more weight than most verbal reports.

Padre moved through the room with the medical kit, checking hands and shoulders and the
small collection of bruises that always accompanied a night like this. No one had been seriously
hurt. That fact alone felt like a minor miracle.

Onyx laid the recovered hard drives on the table.

“We have enough to map the next three nodes up the chain,” he said. “The refrigerated trail still
points north. Gulf of Mexico. Mississippi delta. The Funhouse network we already know. This
was the supply line. We just cut the primary feeder.”

Austin looked at Zion across the table.

“Limited victory. Honest one. We didn’t get Vasquez. We didn’t get Sterling. But the Panama
side of the switchboard is offline, and the people who were moving through it aren’t going to be
loaded onto any ship in the next window.”

Zion nodded once.

“That’s enough for tonight. We extract clean, we get the evidence package to Sinclair and Marie,
and we follow the trail where it actually leads.”

He glanced at the map one last time—the long green spine of the isthmus, the ports, the
invisible line that now ran north into American water.

“For the first time,” he said quietly, “the next fight is on our own river.”

Outside, the morning rain had stopped. The air smelled of wet earth and diesel and the faint,
clean salt of the Caribbean.

Somewhere over the Guatemalan highlands a helicopter was still flying, carrying a man who
believed he had escaped the consequences of the night.

He had only delayed them.



CHAPTER 10: WHAT WE CARRY HOME

The staging house outside San José felt different once the gear was packed and the last of the
joint after-action reports had been signed.

Ana Solano and Sargento Aguirre stood with Sinclair’s local liaison on the veranda, the three of
them speaking in the quiet, practical tones of people who had just watched months of ignored
reports finally turn into results. The credibility the team had earned was not loud. It did not need
to be. Doors that had been politely closed would open more easily the next time MARCOM
needed to move through this stretch of the isthmus. That was enough.

Inside, the full team gathered one last time around the oak table that had become the temporary
heart of the operation.

Onyx finished the final data package and slid the encrypted drive across to Austin.

“Everything we took from the warehouse and the mountain caches is here. Dual manifests,
financial trails, the clearance schedule, Vasquez’s travel pattern up to the moment he bought the
helicopter. Marie already has the mirror copy. Sinclair will have the executive summary before
we wheels-up.”

Austin nodded. “Limited win. We shut down the primary feeder. We did not get the architect or
his local proxy. The pipeline north still exists. We just forced it to find a new seam.”

Zion stood at the head of the table, hands resting on the wood.

“That’s the honest version,” he said. “We don’t inflate it. We don’t pretend the switchboard is
dead. We cut one major node, we made the next Mississippi window harder to fill, and we left
the host nations with proof that their own people had been right all along. That is what we carry
home.”

No one argued.

The personal inventory happened the way it always did when Padre was in the room—quietly,
without ceremony, and with the particular attention of a man who understood that the
operational score was only half the ledger.

He watched Zion and Austin first. The two of them moved around each other with the same
unshowy certainty they always had, but something in the set of Austin’s shoulders had eased
since the balcony night before the raid. The weight of command was still there. The fear of
losing people inside the machine was still there. But the private language between them had
deepened another degree. Padre made a small mental note and left it alone.

Marie and Alton Sinclair appeared only by secure video, both of them in the Montreal office,
both of them looking like people who had not slept much. Their conversation with Zion and
Austin was professional, measured, and edged with the particular care of senior operators who



understood they were watching a team grow past the point where pure oversight was useful.
Alton’s final comment was quiet and telling:

“You skinned your knees on this one and still walked out with the evidence. That’s how it works.
We'll be here when the next layer shows itself.”

Marie added only, “The financial trail is clean enough to follow. We’ll be ready when you turn
north.”

Padre watched the screen go dark and added another quiet mark to the ledger.

Onyx and Chantelle had spoken only once during the entire Costa Rica deployment—an
encrypted call that lasted eleven minutes. Whatever had passed between them left Onyx quieter
than usual and, somehow, more settled. Padre did not ask. Some things revealed themselves in
their own time.

Sophia and Yves sat together on the low couch near the window, not performing for the room,
simply existing in the new shape they had chosen. Their hands found each other without
looking. When Sophia laughed at something Yves murmured, the sound was unguarded. The
team had already absorbed the surprise of it. What remained was the quieter recognition that
two people who lived inside false names and high-risk covers had decided the risk of being
known by each other was worth taking. Padre had spent years writing about exactly this kind of
choice. Seeing it take root inside the unit still moved him.

And at the far end of the room, Esmeralda and Tanner stood side by side checking the last of
the analog kits. They did not touch. They did not need to. The long burn between them had
always been more posture and proximity than declaration. Tonight the space between their
shoulders had narrowed by another few inches. Padre noticed. He always did.

He closed the mental inventory with the same care he brought to every after-action.
Four relationships, each at a different stage of becoming.

One team that still chose to keep showing up.

One limited victory that had still managed to matter.

Later, when the others had drifted into the final packing and the quiet conversations that always
followed a successful extraction, Zion found Austin on the small balcony that looked toward the
dark line of mountains.

She didn’t turn when he stepped up behind her. She simply leaned back into his chest the way
she had on another balcony only days earlier.

“We go home tomorrow,” she said.

“We do.”



“And then we follow the trail onto our own river.”

Zion rested his chin against the top of her head.

“First time the fight moves onto American water in this series of cases. Feels different.”
Austin was quiet for a long moment.

“Padre’s going to have a field day with the relationship ledger once we're back on the boat.”
Zion almost smiled. “He already is. | saw him watching.”

She turned in his arms so she could see his face.

“Limited win,” she said again, as if testing the words for residual bitterness. Finding none, she
nodded once. “I'll take it. As long as we keep the next layer from becoming someone else’s
problem.”

“We will.”

They stood like that until the last of the daylight left the hills. Below them the staging house
settled into the particular quiet of a team that had finished the work it came to do and was
already turning its attention to the work still waiting.

Somewhere north of them the Mississippi kept moving, patient and vast, carrying whatever the
next node of Sterling’s architecture had already put into its current.

For the first time, the team would be moving with it instead of against a foreign coastline.

That recognition settled over the balcony like the evening itself—unhurried, irreversible, and
already shaping the shape of everything that would come next.



CHAPTER 11: THE RIVER AHEAD
The boat that carried them north was not beautiful.

It was a working vessel—steel, practical, and quiet enough in the right sea state to keep a small
team and four horses below the notice of most coastal traffic. They had boarded her in the dark
off a stretch of coast that still belonged more to the jungle than to any government, slipping
away from the isthmus the same way Sterling’s people had once moved product: inside the
noise of legitimate traffic.

By the second night the Caribbean had given way to the long, open run toward the Gulf. The air
changed. The water changed. The sense of operating on foreign ground finally began to loosen
its hold.

Most of the team slept in shifts. Gear was checked and re-checked. The evidence package sat
in a locked case under Austin’s bunk like a live thing that still needed guarding.

Padre kept his own counsel for the first day and a half. On the evening of the second day he
found a quiet stretch of railing near the bow and simply stood there, watching the dark water
move past. One by one the others drifted into his orbit the way they always did when the
operational tempo dropped and the human ledger needed tending.

He did not lecture. He never did.

He only took inventory out loud, soft enough that the words belonged to the night and the
people standing near him.

“Zion and Austin,” he said. “Still the axis everything else turns on. Deeper now. Not louder. Just
deeper.”

A small pause.

“Marie and Alton. They stay at the distance that lets the rest of you run. Loving parents who
understand that skinned knees are part of the education. They will not always like what they
see. They will still be there when you come back.”

Another pause.

“Onyx and Chantelle. Whatever is growing there is still mostly private. That is allowed. Some
things do not need an audience to be real.”

He glanced toward the stern where Sophia and Yves stood close together, not performing,
simply existing in the new shape they had chosen.

“Those two. They decided the risk of being known was worth taking. That decision will cost them
something eventually. It will also give them something the covers never could.”



Finally his eyes found Esmeralda and Tanner near the hatch that led down to the makeshift
stables. They were not touching. They did not need to. The space between them had narrowed
another degree since Costa Rica, the long burn still content to move at its own pace.

Padre smiled into the dark.
“And those two. Still writing the slow chapter. | will not rush them.”

He fell silent after that. The inventory was complete for now. The work of keeping the human
side of the unit intact would continue the same way it always had—quietly, without ceremony,
and with the understanding that every relationship inside the team was also part of the
operational readiness.

Near midnight Zion and Austin stood alone at the rail farther aft.

The Gulf stretched out black and endless under a sky thick with stars. Somewhere ahead the
Mississippi was already moving, carrying whatever the next layer of Sterling’s architecture had
put into its current.

Austin spoke first.

“We cut the feeder. We did not kill the system. The trail leads onto our own water now.”
Zion nodded.

“First time the fight comes home like this. Feels different.”

“It should.” She leaned her shoulder into his. “Limited victory. Honest one. I'll take it.”
He rested his hand over hers on the rail.

“Padre’s already working the next ledger,” he said. “Mississippi is going to give him plenty to
write about.”

Austin almost smiled.
“Let him. As long as we keep showing up for whatever layer comes next.”

They stood like that until the watch changed and the soft sound of boots on steel told them the
night was still being kept by people who understood the cost of looking away.

At first light the boat turned toward the long approach that would eventually put them inside the
river’s mouth. The team gathered on the small open deck without being called—nhabit, ritual, the
quiet need to mark the moment together.

No speeches.



Only the shared recognition that the foreign coastline was behind them and the next fight would
be fought on water that belonged to the same country that had issued their badges.

Zion looked once at each of them, then at the horizon where the river waited.
“We go home,” he said. “Then we go to work.”
That was all...the boat kept moving north.

Behind them the switchboard they had damaged in Panama was already trying to reroute itself.
Ahead of them the Mississippi carried the next piece of the architecture Sterling had spent years
building in plain sight.

The team that had chosen to keep showing up for every layer would meet it there.
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