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CHAPTER 1: THE MOUTH OF THE RIVER

The working vessel slid out of the Gulf under a sky the color of wet concrete and turned its bow
into the first brown water of the Mississippi.

No one on deck called it arrival. Arrival was a word for airports and border posts. This was
simply the next current.

They had left the last clean salt behind sometime after midnight. By the time the low, industrial
silhouette of the river’s mouth began to resolve itself out of the haze, the air had already
changed—thicker, sweeter, carrying the mixed scent of mud, diesel, and the faint metallic tang
of water that had already traveled two thousand miles. Riverboats still worked the lower reaches
the way they always had, their lights moving slow and steady against the dark banks like they
belonged to another century that had never fully ended.

Zion stood at the rail near the bow and watched the channel markers slide past. Austin came up
beside him without speaking, shoulder close enough that he felt the warmth of her through the
damp air. Behind them the rest of the team kept the quiet rhythm they had settled into on the
long run north from the isthmus: gear checks, watch rotations, the soft sounds of people who
had learned not to waste words when the work was still assembling itself.

New Orleans rose first—spread low and wide along both banks, a city that had never pretended
the river was anything other than its reason for existing. They passed it in the pre-dawn dark
under the cover of ordinary commercial traffic, the vessel’s profile unremarkable among the tugs
and barges that never fully slept. No one on board marked the moment with more than a shift in
posture. The city was a waypoint, not a destination. The real map began farther up.

By the time the sky started to lighten they were past the last of the big industrial spreads and the
river had narrowed into its long, deliberate bend toward Baton Rouge. The capital’s refineries
and docks showed themselves as a low orange glow against the morning haze, then fell away
astern. Austin watched them go without comment. She had already begun the quiet mental
accounting of every node they were leaving behind and every one still ahead.

Padre found a place on the opposite rail and opened the small notebook he carried more out of
habit than necessity. He did not write names. He never did this early. He only made the first
private marks that meant the human ledger had started again on new water.

Below decks the horses shifted in their temporary stalls as the vessel’s motion changed with the
current. Skywalker was already steady, ears forward, as if he understood the river the same way
he understood mountain trails. Coco stood quieter, still measuring the new sounds. The others
followed their lead. Tanner moved among them with the unhurried efficiency of a man who
treated the animals as part of the operational package rather than cargo. Esmeralda joined him
without being asked. They worked side by side in the low light, the long burn between them still
content to live in shared tasks and the absence of unnecessary words.



Sophia and Yves remained on the upper deck longer than the rest, not quite touching, but close
enough that the space between them had become a settled fact. Diana watched them once,
then looked away. Some things did not need commentary.

Onyx had already claimed a corner of the small operations space and was building the first
overlays of the lower river: commercial traffic patterns, known Funhouse echoes—the
not-so-funny name Vance Sterling gave his trafficking brothels—left over from Saint Ignace, and
the thin places where local power still overlapped with whatever Sterling’s architecture had left
behind. Sting sat across from him, silent, running his own quiet calculations. Neither of them
spoke about the fact that the fight had crossed onto water that belonged to the same country
that had issued their credentials.

No one needed to speak about the cruelty either. The same river corridors that had brutalized
young women from Central America carried older, deeper echoes—vile histories that had once
targeted African Americans and still left their residue of hate in places along these banks. The
recognition sat in the room anyway. Onyx did not budge from his screens. He had a bigger fight
in front of him, but he was prepared for that one too if it ever showed its face.

By mid-morning the vessel had nosed into a quiet slip well below the main commercial docks of
the lower Delta. Local Coast Guard and parish liaisons met them with the careful, tired
professionalism of people who had been asking for federal help with river traffic for years and
had learned not to expect it to arrive in this form. The conversations were short, practical, and
full of the things no one put in official reports: containers that moved on schedules that never
quite matched the paperwork, faces that appeared in the small towns along the banks and then
disappeared, the sense that something larger than ordinary smuggling had been using the
river’'s own noise as cover.

Zion listened more than he spoke. Austin asked the questions that needed asking. When the
liaisons left, the two of them stood together at the edge of the slip and looked north, where the
river kept moving under a sky that had finally decided to clear.

“Different water,” Austin said quietly.
“Same work,” Zion answered.
She nodded once. The distinction mattered and did not matter at the same time.

Behind them the team began the quiet process of turning a working vessel into a temporary
base: gear staged, communications checked, the horses led ashore to a rented barn that sat far
enough from the main roads to stay off casual maps. The daily rhythm of feed and water and
grooming reasserted itself as if they had never left solid ground. Skywalker took the new stall
like he had been born to it. Coco settled more slowly, then accepted Austin’s hand with the
same steady trust she always had.

Padre closed his notebook and slipped it back into his pocket. The first marks were enough for
now.



The Mississippi kept moving, brown and patient and older than any of the names they were
about to chase. Somewhere farther up its length the network that had once been only a distant
feeder from the isthmus was already adjusting to their presence. The team that had chosen to
keep showing up for every layer stood on its banks for the first time and began the work of
learning its currents.

No one called it homecoming.
It was simply the next place the fight had decided to live.

live.



CHAPTER 2: KINGS OF THE CURRENT

The rented barn sat far enough from the main parish roads that the only regular traffic was the
occasional shrimp truck and the slow barge wakes that reached them as soft, delayed thumps
against the bank. By the second morning the horses had already claimed the place. Skywalker
stood at the stall door as if he were part of the watch rotation. Coco had stopped measuring
every new sound. The others followed their lead.

Inside the small operations room that had once been a tack shed, the first real map of the river
began to take shape.

Onyx worked in the particular silence he brought to every new theater—screens low, data
layered without commentary until the picture was ready to speak for itself. Sting sat across from
him, running parallel signals work, the two of them occasionally exchanging a single word or a
nod that was enough. The rest of the team rotated through in the quiet rhythm of people who
understood that the early days of a new current were for listening more than moving.

What emerged was not a single organization. It was a coalition that had learned to live inside
the river’s own noise.

Harlan “River” Boone controlled the southernmost water from Venice up through Belle Chasse.
Intake and short-term holding. The old man had been moving people and product through the
lower Delta longer than most of the current players had been alive. He preferred continuity to
spectacle and was said to value a quiet ledger above almost everything else.

Marcus “Dock” Varela owned the New Orleans metro nodes—Industrial Canal, the Inner Harbor,
the warehouse corridors that still answered to local unions and mid-level city contacts more
readily than to any federal overlay. Port and political insulation. If something needed to
disappear into legitimate commercial traffic or reappear later with clean paperwork, Varela’s
people handled the transition.

Caleb “Bend” Rostov held the Baton Rouge stretch from Port Allen to Plaquemine. Mid-river
logistics, fuel, floating transfer points. Efficient, brutal when necessary, and uninterested in
anything that slowed the current between the lower and upper reaches.

Elias “King” Mercer ran the long corridor from Natchez to Vicksburg. Muscle and enforcement.
The name was not ironic. Mercer provided the armed weight that kept the other nodes from
being challenged by outsiders or by one another. The men who answered to him treated the
river as turf that had belonged to their people since long before any of the current federal maps
had been drawn. They killed when impeded. They did not give speeches about why.

Jonah “Upper” Harlan controlled the northern approaches around Helena and West Memphis.
Distribution and exit ramps into the broader network that had once reached as far as Saint
Ignace. Quiet, careful, and currently the man with the most to lose if the open seat below him
was filled by someone who answered to different priorities.



Between Vicksburg and Memphis the seat sat vacant. Contested. Everyone on the river knew it.
The coalition that called itself, when it called itself anything, the Mississippi Kings had not yet
decided who would claim the prize. Memphis itself—Beale Street, the blues clubs, Graceland,
the riverboat landings, the steady tourist money and the older, harder money that had always
moved underneath it—remained the largest urban magnet between the Delta and the long
empty stretch toward St. Louis. Crime had never needed a map to understand the city’s value.
The open seat made that value sharper.

Austin stood behind Onyx’s shoulder and studied the emerging picture in silence for a long time.
“Not a cartel,” she said finally. “A gentlemen’s agreement with guns.”

“And a vacant chair in the middle of it,” Zion added from the doorway. “Sterling will want that
chair filled with someone who answers to him.”

No one disagreed.

Outside, Esmeralda and Tanner took the first riverine surveillance run in a borrowed skiff that
looked like every other work boat on the lower water. They moved without conversation, the
long burn between them living in the easy way they divided the watch and the quiet competence
of two people who had stopped needing to prove anything to each other. When they returned at
dusk they smelled of river mud and diesel. Tanner checked the horses before he cleaned up.
Esmeralda stayed with him. The others noted it and left it alone.

Sophia and Yves worked lighter covers in the small towns that still answered more readily to
parish rumor than to any database. Their openness with each other remained a settled fact
rather than a performance. Diana watched them once from the barn doorway, then turned back
to her own lists. Some adjustments the team simply absorbed.

Padre made his second set of private marks that evening while the rest of the unit ate in shifts.
He did not share them. The human ledger was still in its early pages on this water.

Night settled over the Delta the way it always had—thick, loud with insects, the river itself never
fully dark. Somewhere farther north the vacant seat in Memphis waited. Somewhere behind the
names the team had begun to write down, Sterling’s remaining architecture was already
calculating the cost of their presence.

The Kings of the current had not yet decided whether the new players on the lower river were a
temporary inconvenience or a permanent change in the water.

The team that had chosen to keep showing up intended to answer that question for them.



CHAPTER 3: THE LEDGER OPENS

The vessel moved them farther upriver under the cover of ordinary commercial traffic. By late
afternoon they had tied up at a quiet slip well above the first barn, still a long way from Memphis
but no longer in the lower Delta. The horses came off first—Skywalker, Coco, and the others led
down the short ramp and into a small fenced paddock that belonged to the retired tug captain
whose house now served as their temporary safe site. The daily rhythm of feed, water, and
grooming reasserted itself before the last of the gear was even staged inside.

Evening care had already become the quiet ritual that held the days together. Skywalker took
the brush like a soldier accepting an inspection he already knew he would pass. Coco stood
with her weight cocked, patient under Austin’s hands. The others moved through the same
unhurried sequence. No one needed to name the regulation it gave them. After the long run
from the isthmus and the first sharp edges of the new theater, the simple physical work of
looking after the animals reset something that data and briefings could not reach.

Padre waited until the horses were settled and most of the team had drifted into the main room
before he spoke.

He did not stand. He rarely did when the ledger was open. He simply sat at the end of the long
table with the small notebook closed under one hand and waited until the conversations thinned
enough that his voice would not have to compete.

“We are on new water,” he said. “The work is the same. The people doing it are not static.”
No one pretended not to understand.

He did not lecture. He never did. He only named what was already visible, the way a man
checks the shoes on a horse before a long ride—not to invent problems, but to see clearly what
is already there.

Zion and Austin first. The axis. Still the center everything else turned on. Deeper now than they
had been in Costa Rica, quieter in the way they moved around each other, the private language
of command and care so thoroughly woven that the rest of the team had long since stopped
needing it explained. Padre left it there. Some things did not require further comment.

Marie and Alton, present only by secure link these days, remained the distant parental
frame—close enough to catch them if they fell, far enough to let them skin their knees. The
arrangement still held. It would be tested again. That was the nature of the frame.

Onyx and Chantelle. Still mostly private. Whatever was growing there had not asked for an
audience and did not need one. Padre noted the fact without pressing it.

Sophia and Yves. The bold risk of being known. They had chosen it in the open in Costa Rica
and had not retreated from the choice. The cost would come due eventually. So would the



return. Both were already visible in the way they occupied space near each other without
performance.

Esmeralda and Tanner. The slow chapter. Still being written at the pace that belonged to them
alone. Shared watches, shared work with the horses, the quiet narrowing of distance that
required no announcement. Padre smiled into the lamplight and did not rush them.

He closed the notebook.

“That is the human ledger for now,” he said. “The operational one is still being written in other
rooms.”

The operational one had, in fact, begun to speak more clearly that same afternoon.

Onyx and Sting had pulled the first hard confirmation out of the mid-river traffic patterns: a new
shipment window forming to replace the feeder the team had damaged in Panama. The
signatures were not identical—Sterling’s people had learned something from the last loss—but
the underlying rhythm was the same. Refrigerated units. Rotating personnel. Schedules that
never quite matched the legitimate manifests. The window was still days out, but it was real.

Austin stood over the main display for a long time after the others had stepped back.

“Limited victories,” she said quietly, more to Zion than to the room. “We keep buying time. We
haven’t yet bought an ending.”

Zion nodded once. The recognition had been sitting between them since the isthmus. It only
grew heavier on this water.

“Memphis,” he said.

The name had begun to surface in every working conversation. The vacant seat. The largest
urban magnet between the Delta and the long northern stretch. Beale Street. The blues. The
riverboat landings. The older, harder money that had always moved underneath the tourist
lights. Every fragment of intelligence they had gathered pointed to the same conclusion: if
Sterling intended to place one of his own into the coalition, Memphis was the ground he would
choose.

The team’s map of the Kings was still incomplete. Names and functions had faces now, but the
full weight of their agreements and their rivalries remained half in shadow. That would change.
The river did not keep secrets forever from people willing to stay on it long enough.

Night settled in the way of the mid-river country—thick, loud with insects, the water itself never
fully dark. In the paddock the horses stood quiet, already adjusted to the new ground.
Somewhere farther up the current the new shipment window continued to form. Somewhere
behind the names they had written down, Sterling’s remaining architecture calculated the cost of
their presence and began to answer it.



Padre left the notebook on the table when he finally stood. The first formal inventory was
complete. The rest of the ledger would be written the only way it ever was—by what the team
chose to do next, and by what the river chose to show them in



CHAPTER 4: THE UNSOLICITED PACKAGE

The message from Wolfen arrived without warning in the early hours, tagged with the particular
priority code he used only when something had landed on his desk that did not belong to any of
their existing channels.

Zion read it once in the operations room, then again. Austin was already awake. Within twenty
minutes the core of the team had gathered around the main display while the rest of the unit
held the perimeter and the horses remained quiet in the paddock outside.

Wolfen’s note was brief and uncharacteristically unsettled.

A physical package had been left at his private office in the Netherlands. No courier service he
recognized. No prior arrangement. Inside: a single sheet of heavy cream stock, a typed list of
names, and a short accompanying file. He had already run every technical check he could from
his end. The materials were clean of obvious tracking. He was forwarding the scanned contents
now and holding the originals in secure storage until further instruction.

The letter carried no letterhead.

THE MISSISSIPPI KINGS

We have watched the same disruption move through our older routes that now appears on your
river.

Both of our houses prefer the quiet that existed before the current architecture was imposed.
The thorn in the foot is the same. Its removal serves the return to the generational status quo
along the Balkan—Belgian—Dutch corridors.

We do not seek alliance. We seek the removal of a mutual inconvenience.
Ignore Antwerp and the gifts.
They just keep coming.

R.A.F.



Beneath it, the list.

Harlan “River” Boone — Lower Delta / Venice to Belle Chasse

Marcus “Dock” Varela — New Orleans metro / Industrial Canal & Inner Harbor
Caleb “Bend” Rostov — Baton Rouge stretch / Port Allen to Plaquemine

Elias “King” Mercer — Natchez to Vicksburg corridor

Jonah “Upper” Harlan — Memphis approaches / Helena to West Memphis
Vacant seat (contested) — Vicksburg to Memphis influence zone

The names matched the coalition the team had already begun to map. The vacant seat
matched the open ground they had already identified as the most likely point of pressure. The
precision was the part that landed hardest.

Wolfen had attached one additional file: Rajan Al-Fassad, third-in-command of MORCO. Dual
Belgian-Lebanese nationality. Financial and logistics architect rather than street enforcer. Known
for preferring long-term stability and predictable profit over expansionist risk. Rarely signed
communications with his full name; the initials R.A.F. appeared only on a limited number of
high-level, deniable directives. Wolfen’s own assessment was characteristically dry: Al-Fassad
was not offering partnership. He was pruning. The package fit his established method—identify
a mutual irritant, supply just enough information to accelerate its removal, then return to silence.
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FILE: RAJAN AL-FASSAD

Position: Third-in-command, MORCO

Aliases: R.A.F., “The Accountant,” “Fassad,” “The Quiet Belgian”
Nationality: Dual — Belgian / Lebanese (naturalized Belgian, 2007)
Date of Birth: 14 March 1979

Place of Birth: Beirut (family relocated to Antwerp, 1985)

Current Primary Residence: Antwerp (rotating set of safe apartments under corporate leases);
secondary presence in Rotterdam, Brussels, and occasional short stays in Lisbon

Languages: Dutch, French, Arabic, English (fluent, educated British register when he chooses),
German (functional)

Physical / Personal Notes

Height approximately 1.83 m. Lean build. Maintains a deliberately unremarkable
appearance—conservative European business dress, no visible tattoos or distinctive jewelry.
Known to favor classical music and first editions of 19th-century economic texts. No confirmed
romantic partnerships in the last decade; maintains strict compartmentalization between private
life and organizational role. Classically educated (economics and history, KU Leuven);
occasionally references this background when he wishes to signal cultivated distance from
street-level operators.

Background Summary

Al-Fassad entered MORCO through the financial and logistics side in the late 1990s, initially
handling currency movement and container documentation for the Balkan-to-Low Countries
corridors. After a series of high-visibility enforcement actions by European authorities against
the previous generation of MORCO leadership (2009-2013), he emerged as the principal
architect of the organization’s quieter, parallel-route model. He is credited internally with
redesigning the Balkan — Belgium — Netherlands flow so that it mirrored legitimate commercial
traffic closely enough to reduce interdiction rates by an estimated 40 percent over five years.

He deliberately avoids day-to-day violence and street enforcement, yet retains final authority
over major route decisions, external problem resolution, and the release of sensitive intelligence
to third parties. Within MORCO he is regarded as indispensable and slightly feared—Iess for
personal brutality than for the precision with which he can freeze or redirect resources.



Operational Profile

Specializes in parallel logistics systems that ride inside legitimate commercial traffic
(refrigerated goods, automotive parts, bulk agricultural shipments).

Strong preference for long-term stability and predictable multi-year profit over short-term
expansionist risk.

Views external disruptors—particularly those who impose new, aggressive architectures
on older European routes—as existential threats to MORCO'’s preferred status quo.
Maintains a small, highly trusted personal staff (estimated 6—8 core operators) who
handle sensitive communications and physical package delivery.

Rarely signs documents or messages with his full name. The initials R.A.F. appear only
on a limited number of high-level, deniable directives. When he does communicate
directly, the language is measured, slightly formal, and occasionally marked by classical
or historical allusion.

Known pattern of sending unsolicited “gifts” (curated intelligence, names, or limited
material support) to parties already engaged against a shared obstacle. These deliveries
are always deniable, never request acknowledgment, and are calibrated to accelerate
the removal of the obstacle without creating a formal relationship.

Financial Patterns

Controls or influences a layered set of holding companies registered in Belgium, the
Netherlands, and Luxembourg. Primary known vehicles move funds through agricultural export
firms, small logistics consultancies, and at least two art-investment entities. Estimated personal
liquidity access in the low nine figures (USD equivalent). Demonstrated ability to move
significant sums on short notice without triggering standard European financial red flags. No
evidence of flashy personal expenditure; wealth is treated as operational capacity rather than
lifestyle.

Recent Indicators

Marked increase in internal MORCO correspondence referencing “the American river
problem” and “the new architecture on the Mississippi.”

Direct interest in any actor capable of degrading the Mississippi pipeline without
installing a more aggressive successor network in its place.

Confirmed delivery of at least three prior unsolicited intelligence packages to European
and North American parties over the last eighteen months (contents still being mapped).
Recent short-notice travel between Antwerp, Rotterdam, and Lisbon consistent with
consultation of external information sources rather than routine route management.



Known Associates / Interfaces

e Maintains a long-standing, carefully distanced relationship with several mid-level
European logistics executives who remain unaware of his full MORCO role.

e Uses a small number of trusted cut-outs in Lisbon for South American and Lusophone
African information flows.

e No confirmed direct personal contact with Vance Sterling; assesses Sterling’s model as
destabilizing to older, quieter European arrangements.

Assessment (Wolfen’s attached note)

Al-Fassad is not offering partnership. He is pruning. The Mississippi Kings package is consistent
with his established method: identify a mutual irritant, supply just enough accurate information to
accelerate its removal, then return to silence while retaining the option to deliver further
material. The reference to Antwerp and “the gifts” functions as both acknowledgment of prior
unsolicited deliveries and a quiet signal that additional packages may arrive whether requested
or not.

Treat all information as high-value and provisionally accurate, but assume every gift is calibrated
to serve MORCO'’s long-term preference for a quieter status quo on its own routes. Al-Fassad
works for no one but the continuity of the system he has built. People with reliable access to
nine-figure liquidity rarely work for anyone else.

End of File

—]—-

The room stayed quiet for a long moment after the last page closed.
“High-value,” Austin said finally. “And untrusted.”

Zion nodded. “We use the names. We assume every gift carries its own cost.”
No one argued.

Onyx began cross-referencing the list against every fragment they had already collected. The
overlap was clean. The vacant seat between Vicksburg and Memphis sat at the center of it like
a held breath. Sterling would want that chair filled with someone who answered to him. The
letter from R.A.F. simply confirmed that other interested parties were watching the same ground.



Outside, the paddock remained dark and still. At first light Esmeralda and Tanner took two of the
horses for a short, silent reconnaissance along a wooded back channel that vehicles could not
work without announcing themselves for miles. They rode without conversation, the long burn
between them living in the easy division of attention and the quiet competence of two people
who no longer needed to fill the space with words. When they returned, the horses were cool
and settled, and the distance between rider and rider had narrowed another fraction.

Sophia and Yves received the package summary in the same briefing as the others. Their
reaction was professional, contained. The openness they had chosen in Costa Rica remained a
settled fact rather than a performance; it did not require re-negotiation every time new
intelligence arrived.

By midday the team had integrated the MORCO material into the working map without giving it
more weight than it had earned. The names were accurate. The motive remained opaque.
Memphis, already the largest urban magnet on their stretch of river, now carried the additional
pressure of an external player who claimed to want the same thorn removed.

Padre made no new marks in the ledger that morning. The human inventory could wait. The
operational one had just grown sharper edges.

The vessel stayed tied at the slip. The horses remained in the paddock, available. The current
kept moving north, and with it the quiet certainty that the vacant seat in Memphis would not stay
vacant much



CHAPTER 5: THE FUNHOUSE REVISITED

The node sat in a low industrial pocket between the river and a secondary rail spur, the kind of
place that looked abandoned until you counted the cameras and the tires that never stayed in
one set of ruts for long. Onyx’s overlays had flagged it three days earlier as a surviving
Funhouse echo—smaller than the Michigan sites, quieter, but still active. The confirmed Kings
list and the MORCO package had sharpened the picture: this was not simply a leftover
distribution point. It had been folded into the local coalition’s political and financial insulation.
Product moved through it. Money moved through it. Protection moved through it. The people
running it had never met Vance Sterling. They did not need to. The pipeline still paid.

The team hit it just before first light.

Zion took the land approach with Tanner and two of the horses—Skywalker and a steady bay
that had learned to work in low light without fuss. The animals covered the last wooded stretch
in silence, hooves muffled by damp ground, giving the entry team a final quiet angle that
vehicles could not match. Austin ran the river side with Diana and Sting, coming in low on a
borrowed work skiff that looked like every other early-morning hull on that stretch of water.
Esmeralda held overwatch from an elevated position with clear fields. Sophia and Yves
remained in support, covers still light, communications clean.

The confrontation was short and ugly.

Two armed men on the outer perimeter tried to run the moment the first door went. One made it
as far as the rail spur. Tanner dropped him with a controlled takedown that left him conscious
and talking. The second reached for a weapon and was put down harder. Inside, the node was
exactly what the intelligence had promised: a scaled-down Funhouse layout—holding rooms, a
small office with dual sets of books, refrigerated units that never appeared on the legitimate
manifests, and a short list of local names that matched the coalition the team had been
mapping. No Sterling loyalists. No speeches. Just people who had found a profitable
arrangement and intended to keep it.

They cleared the site in eleven minutes. Evidence bags filled. Hard drives pulled. The two living
men flex-cuffed and staged for local liaison handover. No team injuries beyond the usual bruises
and the sharp, familiar adrenaline dump that always followed controlled violence.

Extraction went the way the entry had—horses for the wooded leg, skiff for the river, vessel
waiting two bends down to take them all back aboard. By the time the sun cleared the tree line
the node was a controlled scene under joint parish and federal eyes, and the team was already
moving north again.

They did not go far. A pre-scouted farm slip and paddock waited another twenty miles upriver.
The horses came off first, then the gear, then the people. Morning care became something
closer to deliberate recovery practice. Skywalker stood quiet under Zion’s hands. Coco leaned
into Austin’s shoulder the way she did when the work had been hard. The others moved through



the same unhurried sequence of brush and water and low talk. No one needed to name what
the animals were giving back. After the first real blood on this river, the simple physical presence
of the horses reset the nervous system faster than any debrief.

Later, when the site was secure and the evidence package was already moving to Marie and
Sinclair, Zion and Austin stood alone at the edge of the paddock.

The fight had come home in a way that felt different from Marseille or Rotterdam or even the
isthmus. This water belonged to the same country that had issued their credentials. The people
they had just taken down were not foreign proxies. They were locals who had simply decided
Sterling’s architecture was good business. The personal weight of that settled between them
without needing many words.

“They’re defending a system most of them never designed,” Austin said quietly.

“And they’ll keep defending it until the money stops or someone makes the cost higher than the
return,” Zion answered.

She nodded once. The limited-victory math was already familiar. They had closed one more
node. The larger network would adjust. Memphis still sat upriver with its vacant seat and its
bright, brutal gravity.

Behind them the team worked in the quiet rhythm of people who had done this before and still
refused to treat any of it as routine. Esmeralda and Tanner finished the last of the horse care
side by side. The silence between them had begun to thin. Small comments first—compliments
on the way a horse stood or the clean efficiency of a task—then, over the course of an hour, a
question or two that carried actual weight. Not curiosity about the past or about each other’s
behavior. Things with meaning: what do you read when the work is quiet? Do you keep any kind
of faith? The questions stayed light, but they were no longer wordless. Something shared was
growing in the space between them, steady and unforced.

Sophia and Yves checked the support gear without performance. Onyx and Sting were already
building the next overlays from the recovered drives. Padre moved through the group once,
checking hands and eyes, then left them to the work.

The river kept moving, brown and patient. Somewhere farther north the vacant seat in Memphis
waited. Somewhere behind the names they now knew more clearly, Sterling’s remaining
architecture calculated the cost of another lost node and began to answer it.

The team that had chosen to keep showing up for every layer stood on the bank, the horses
quiet behind them, and prepared for the next current.



CHAPTER 6: THE AXIS

The paddock was quiet in the late afternoon light. The rest of the team had dispersed into the
usual post-action rhythm—gear checks, data work, the low conversations that followed
controlled violence. Zion and Austin remained at the rail, not quite finished with the day.

They did not debrief in the formal sense. They never needed to when it was only the two of
them. Austin spoke first, walking through the entry angles and the two perimeter men and the
dual books in the office, correcting one small timing assumption Zion had carried out of the
wooded approach. Zion listened, then adjusted the extraction sequence in turn, pointing out
where the skiff’'s arrival had given them a cleaner exit than the original plan had allowed. Neither
defended a position. Each simply offered the piece the other had not seen in real time.

It was the same quiet synergy that had carried them through every theater since the
beginning—two minds that had learned to sharpen each other without friction. Austin watched
him recalibrate the next set of contingencies and felt the familiar, unspoken recognition settle in
her chest: she was clearer, faster, more precise because he was standing there. Zion, studying
the way she had already begun to map the Memphis implications from a single recovered list of
names, felt the same thing from the opposite direction. They were better together. Not louder.
Simply better. They did not say it. They never had to.

When the operational thread ran down to its natural end, they walked the short distance to the
paddock. Skywalker came to the rail at once. Coco followed more slowly, still carrying the
morning’s work in the way she held herself. Austin ran her hands over the mare’s neck and
shoulder, checking for heat or tenderness out of long habit. Zion did the same with Skywalker,
the big horse leaning into the contact with the steady trust of an animal that had carried them
both out of harder ground than this. The few minutes of quiet care reset whatever the node had
left in their systems. No conversation required.

They left the horses settled and walked back toward the house as the light began to drop.
TEXAS FETISH

Several time zones and a carefully layered set of cut-outs away, Vance Sterling sat in a
windowless room that could have been anywhere. The table in front of him held a single tablet
and a thin paper file. No bottle. No glass. The air was cool and neutral.

He did not raise his voice. He never needed to when the facts were sufficient.

“Marseille,” he said. The name landed like an entry in a ledger. “Rotterdam. Saint Ignace. The
isthmus feeder. Now a mid-river node that should have remained invisible.”

He scrolled once, then continued in the same flat, precise tone.



“Four major arteries degraded or closed. Financial structures exposed that took years to bury.
Personnel removed or flipped. A parallel logistics model that was designed to be unremarkable
has been made remarkable by the same small unit every single time. They do not announce
themselves. They do not leave speeches. They simply appear, cut the line, and move on.”

He paused, eyes still on the tablet.
“And DiTerra.”

The name sat in the cool air for a moment. Sterling did not elaborate for effect. He simply placed
the fact on the table with the others.

“Gone. Not arrested. Not flipped that we can confirm. Simply removed from the board and never
returned. No body. No ransom. No residual traffic. One of the few men who understood both the
European corridors and the early American river model, and he has been fog for a long time
now. | do not know whether they took him, turned him, or buried him. | only know that every line
he once touched has become less reliable since he disappeared. That is also their work.
Whether by design or by opportunity, it is still their work.”

He looked up at the two intermediaries standing across the table. Both men had learned long
ago that silence was the only correct response until a question was asked.

“Memphis,” Sterling said. “The vacant seat. | want one of ours in it. Not a local who can be
reasoned with later. One of ours. The placement will secure the northern distribution and force
another of my remaining higher-ups into the open where he can be measured. Elias Mercer will
make the move. He already understands the cost of hesitation.”

One of the intermediaries inclined his head fractionally.
Sterling closed the tablet.

“One more thing. From the next group, pull three whores—little Maria, the tall one with the
dimples... you know, redhead with freckles, and the quiet girl who hides behind her at lineup
from Belize. Send them to me, ready for anything. They have to walk, not talk. We’ll see which
of them draws the unlucky hand tonight. Steers and Tears Baby! And most of all... don’t make
me wait.”

The words stayed flat and practical, the way a man might order supplies. Only the naming of
specific women and the requirement that they arrive ready for anything hinted at the private
hunger underneath.

The intermediaries left without further comment. Sterling stayed seated in the cool room, the
thin file still open in front of him, and began the next calculation. The team that kept cutting his
lines had just taken another one. DiTerra remained fog. Memphis would be the answer. And the
answer would reveal the next piece he needed to see.



CHAPTER 7: BEALE STREET BATTLEGROUND
Memphis rose out of the river haze like it had been waiting for them.

The vacant seat was no longer theoretical. Sterling’s order had moved through the coalition like
a current finding its channel. Elias “King” Mercer was already on the ground, pushing hard to
install one of Sterling’s own into the open northern distribution slot. The local networks that had
treated the river as turf since long before any federal map existed answered the way they
always had: anyone who impeded the play was removed. No speeches. No warnings. Just the
sudden, final arithmetic of armed men who had never needed ideology to justify a body in the
water.

The team staged from a quiet slip south of the city and went in under the noise.

Beale Street itself never fully slept. Blues spilled out of open doors, riverboat calliopes answered
from the water, and the steady tourist current gave cover that no amount of tradecraft could
have manufactured. Zion and Austin used it. The first contact came in a back corridor two
blocks off the main strip—Mercer’s men moving a package of documents and a short list of
names that would have locked the seat for Sterling’s candidate by morning. The confrontation
was fast, close, and ugly. Gunfire stayed short and controlled. One of Mercer’s shooters went
down hard. Another ran and made it as far as the river steps before Diana cut the angle.

Extraction pulled them west and south through the quieter industrial edges where the blues
noise thinned. Tanner and Esmeralda brought two of the horses in along a wooded back
channel for the final leg—Skywalker and the steady bay again—giving the team a silent path
vehicles could not match. By the time they reached the vessel the sky was starting to lighten
and the city behind them was already absorbing the night’s violence the way it had absorbed
every other kind.

They did not escape clean.

Sting took a deep graze across the upper arm that Padre cleaned and closed under battery light
while the vessel pushed farther downriver to the next pre-scouted slip. No one else was
seriously hurt, but the adrenaline dump left the whole unit quiet and sharp-edged. Morning care
of the horses became the first real decompression. Skywalker stood rock-steady under Zion’s
hands. Coco leaned her weight into Austin the way she did when the work had been close. The
simple physical presence of the animals pulled the residual violence out of their systems faster
than any formal stand-down.

Relationship threads tightened in the aftermath the way they always did when the cost became
personal.

Sophia and Yves stood together at the rail while Padre worked, not performing for the others but
making no effort to hide the fact of themselves either. Public solidarity, quiet and unapologetic.



Esmeralda and Tanner finished the last of the horse care side by side; the questions that had
begun in the previous paddock had settled into something steadier, the proximity now
impossible to miss even if neither of them named it. Onyx received a short, private message
from Chantelle during the stand-down—nothing operational, just her voice on a secure channel
asking if he was whole. He stepped away to answer it and came back quieter, more settled.

Austin found Zion alone near the paddock rail after the horses were cooled out.

“We could have pushed harder on the documents,” she said. “Might have rolled the whole
candidate list.”

Zion shook his head once. “We don’t trade team blood for a cleaner package. Not on this water.
Not on any other.”

She already knew the answer. She only needed to hear him say it again.

The recovered fragments were still enough. One name on the short list belonged to a higher-up
who had stepped forward to claim Memphis for Sterling—someone who had stayed in the fog
until the vacant seat forced him into the open. He was now marked. Future priority. The rest of
the coalition would feel the pressure and recalculate. Mercer had lost men and momentum in a
single night. The seat remained open, but the cost of filling it had just gone up.

Night settled again over the mid-river country. The vessel rode quiet against its lines.
Somewhere upriver Memphis kept its lights and its music and its older, harder currents.
Somewhere behind the new name they had pulled out of the fight, Sterling’s architecture
adjusted and began the next move.

The team that had chosen to keep showing up for every layer stood on the bank, the horses
quiet behind them, and prepared for whatever the river decided to send next.



CHAPTER 8: THE PARENTAL FRAME

Marie and Alton arrived without ceremony, stepping off a quiet charter at a private strip south of
the current slip just after dawn. No entourage. No formal briefing party. They carried the same
practical bags they had always used and the same steady, assessing eyes that had watched
this team grow from the beginning.

Their presence changed the air in the way a shift in barometric pressure changes it—nothing
dramatic, simply a new weight that everyone felt and no one needed to announce. Operational
reinforcement and emotional ballast in the same package. The team absorbed them the way it
absorbed every other necessary adjustment: with a nod, a brief clasp of hands, and the
immediate return to work.

Shared morning care of the horses became the first common ground. Skywalker and Coco took
the newcomers in stride. Alton ran a practiced hand down the bay’s leg while Marie stood with
Austin at Coco’s shoulder, the two women speaking in the low, practical tones of people who
had long since stopped needing to perform strength for each other. The animals, as always,
pulled the residual tension of the Memphis night out of the unit faster than conversation could.

Later, the private conversations happened the way they always had—quietly, in the margins.

Marie walked with Austin along the paddock rail after the horses were turned out. She did not
ask for a full after-action. She already had the reports. She asked instead about the weight
Austin was carrying that did not appear in any official summary—the particular cost of fighting
on home water, of watching locals defend a system they had never designed, of keeping the
team whole when the river itself seemed to demand blood. Austin answered without polish.
Marie listened the way she always had: completely, without rushing to fix what could not yet be
fixed. When she finally spoke, the words were plain.

“You skin your knees on this one and you still walk out with the evidence and the people. That is
the work. We will be here when the next layer shows itself. We are not taking the reins. We are
simply not leaving the fence line.”

Alton found Zion on the opposite side of the paddock. Their conversation was shorter, heavier
on the operational edges, but the undercurrent was the same. Alton did not second-guess the
decision to pull back from the documents in Memphis rather than trade further injury for a
cleaner package. He simply confirmed the frame: the team was expected to run hard, take the
scrapes that came with it, and know that the parental net remained in place without becoming a
cage. Zion accepted it with the same quiet nod he had always given the man who had helped
build the unit in the first place.



Padre’s session with both of them lasted longer. The three of them sat in the small operations
room after the others had rotated out to watches and data work. Padre did not present the
human ledger as a formal briefing. He simply opened the notebook, named the five relationships
as they currently stood, and let Marie and Alton see the living inventory the same way he had
shown it to the team days earlier. No sentimentality. No drama. Only the clear-eyed recognition
that the operational mission and the human one had become inseparable, and that the parental
frame existed to keep both intact without smothering either.

Marie closed the notebook when he finished and rested her hand on it once.

“Loving parents,” she said. “Not hovering ones. There is a difference. You have all earned the
right to skin your knees. We will still be standing here when you come back.”

Alton only nodded. The point required no further decoration.
While the personal frame was being reinforced, the operational one sharpened.

Onyx and Sting, working from the confirmed Kings list, the Memphis fragments, and the
recovered drives from the Funhouse node, isolated the next major seam: a logistics and
political-protection arrangement that tied three of the remaining Kings together through a single
mid-river financial cut-out. Break the cut-out and the coalition’s ability to move product and
protection between the lower Delta and the Memphis approaches would fracture. The window
was narrow. The risk was real. The alternative was allowing Sterling’s architecture to stabilize
around the vacant seat and become that much harder to root out later.

Zion and Austin listened to the full picture in the same room where Marie and Alton had sat an
hour earlier. The decision did not take long.

“We hit it,” Austin said.
Zion nodded once. “Hard. And we accept the consequences.”

No one in the room mistook the words for bravado. They were simply the next necessary
current.

Evening care of the horses closed the day the same way it had opened it. The full team moved
through the paddock in the fading light—Marie and Alton included—brush and feed and the low
talk that came with the work. The animals stood quiet, already adjusted to the expanded
presence. Somewhere upriver the seam they had decided to break continued to function for one
more night. Somewhere behind the names they now knew more clearly, Sterling’s remaining
architecture calculated the cost of the Memphis night and began to answer it.

The team that had chosen to keep showing up for every layer stood on the bank with the two
people who had helped build them, the horses quiet behind them, and prepared to move.



CHAPTER 9: BREAKING THE KINGS
They hit the seam at 0310 under a sky that had not yet decided whether to clear or rain.

The target was not a single warehouse or a single man. It was the financial and logistical cut-out
that tied three of the remaining Kings together—the quiet mechanism that moved product,
protection money, and political cover between the lower Delta and the Memphis approaches.
Break it cleanly and the coalition’s ability to function as a single current would fracture. Leave
the wrong people standing and the vacuum would refill before the sun was fully up. The plan
accepted both truths at once.

Zion took the river approach with Austin, Diana, and Sting on two work skiffs that looked like
every other pre-dawn hull on that stretch. Tanner and Esmeralda brought the horses in along
the wooded back channel for the silent land angle—Skywalker and the bay again, moving
through the dark as if the ground belonged to them. Onyx and the Canadian financial team
triggered the freeze on the cut-out accounts the moment the first door went. Marie and Alton
held the wider net from the vessel, ready to feed local liaison or pull the team out if the
arithmetic turned.

The confrontation was wider than the Funhouse node and colder than Beale Street.

Mercer’s remaining shooters tried to hold the primary building and failed in under four minutes.
Two of the mid-level Kings’ brokers were taken alive with their phones still unlocked. Hard
drives, ledgers, and a short list of political cut-outs came out of the office in evidence bags. The
financial freeze landed exactly on time; the accounts that had moved protection money for
months simply stopped answering. On the river side, one fleeing boat was forced to the bank
and cleared. The second disappeared into the dark and was allowed to go—deliberate choice.
Certain local figures were left standing so the vacuum would not immediately fill with something
worse or more desperate.

They did not get everyone.

The highest remaining King—the one who had never committed men or money to the Memphis
play—stayed outside the net. His absence was not luck. He had simply declined the seat and
the risk that came with it, and the night’'s work confirmed the wisdom of that decision. He would
have to be hunted later, on different ground. Vasquez’s name surfaced again in one of the
recovered phones: a short, encoded confirmation that resources had moved from Guatemala
into the river network within the last ten days. Shadow only. No location. No hand to close
around.



By 0440 the primary site was a controlled scene under joint federal and parish authority. The
pipeline that had moved product and people through this stretch of river was crippled for the
near term. Sterling’s architecture had lost another major joint. The cost had been real—Sting’s
earlier graze had reopened, one of the skiff crew from the local liaison side had taken a serious
hit to the leg, and the adrenaline dump left the whole unit vibrating—but no one from the core
team was lost.

Extraction used the same mixed paths as entry: horses for the wooded leg, skiffs for the river,
vessel waiting two bends down. The animals came off first at the next pre-scouted slip, then the
gear, then the people. Morning care was quieter than usual. Skywalker stood rock-steady under
Zion’s hands. Coco leaned into Austin and stayed there. The simple physical presence of the
horses pulled the residual violence out of their systems while Padre moved through the group
checking hands, eyes, and the small collection of new bruises.

Austin stood with Zion at the edge of the paddock as the light came up fully.
“Limited,” she said.
“‘Honest,” he answered.

They had broken the seam. They had not taken the last King. They had not touched Sterling.
Vasquez remained fog with a new set of coordinates that still led nowhere clean. The MORCO
package and the initials R.A.F. sat in the background like an unpaid debt—names that had
proven accurate, motive still opaque, the open question of what that organization would do with
the space the team had just created.

The river kept moving, brown and patient, already carrying the news of the night toward every
remaining node. Somewhere farther north the vacant seat in Memphis stayed vacant a little
longer. Somewhere behind the names they now knew more clearly, Sterling’s architecture
recalculated and began the next adjustment.

The team that had chosen to keep showing up for every layer stood on the bank, the horses
quiet behind them, and accepted the victory for exactly what it was.



CHAPTER 10: WHAT THE RIVER KEEPS

The evidence package left the vessel before noon under dual federal and parish seal. Hard
drives, unlocked phones, ledgers, the short list of political cut-outs, and the clean financial
freeze logs all traveled north in a locked case that Marie and Alton had already cleared for
immediate transmission. Local alliances recalibrated in the quiet way these things always did on
the river: certain mid-level figures who had been left standing received carefully worded visits;
others simply found their usual channels closed. No one on the team needed a formal briefing to
understand the arithmetic. The seam was broken. The pipeline was crippled for the near term.
The highest remaining King who had stayed outside the net was already moving to protect
whatever ground he still held.

Padre waited until the last of the official traffic had cleared and the team had settled into the
slow post-action rhythm before he opened the notebook again.

He sat at the long table in the operations room with the same unhurried patience he always
brought to the ledger. The others drifted in by ones and twos—Zion and Austin first, then Onyx,
Sting, Diana, Sophia and Yves together, Esmeralda and Tanner last after finishing the midday
horse check. No one was summoned. They simply arrived when the work allowed.

Padre did not stand. He rarely did when the inventory went deeper.
“Second reading,” he said. “Same water. Different weight.”
He named them one by one without ceremony.

Zion and Austin remained the axis. Deeper now than they had been even after Memphis. The
private language of command and care had tightened another turn under the pressure of home
ground and limited victories. Padre left it there. Some things did not require further mapping.

Onyx and Chantelle still mostly private, but the private had begun to ask for more time. Padre
noted the fact without pressing.

Sophia and Yves. The bold risk of being known had held through Beale Street and the seam.
Public solidarity without performance. The cost of distance would arrive eventually. Both of them
already understood that.

Esmeralda and Tanner. The slow chapter had lengthened. Shared watches, shared work with
the horses, questions that carried actual weight. The silence between them had thinned into
something that no longer needed to be protected by wordlessness.

Sting sat a little apart, as he often did. Padre’s gaze rested on him a moment longer than the
others, then moved on. The want was visible. The readiness to name it was not yet present.

He closed the notebook.



“That is the human ledger for now. The operational one is already moving into the next current.”
No one asked for elaboration. They already knew.

Chantelle’s message reached Onyx on the secure channel just after the inventory. A wedding.
Several consecutive days. Not a between-shift coffee or a short walk around the Sedona
perimeter. Real time. Real proximity. She had phrased it lightly, the way she always did, but the
invitation carried the clear weight of a step neither of them had taken before.

Onyx did not go to Alton first.

He found Padre alone near the paddock rail while the others rotated through gear checks. The
conversation was short and practical. Onyx asked the question without decoration: whether he
was ready for the extended time, for the visibility of it, for the possibility that the private thing
between him and Chantelle would no longer stay entirely private once the team saw him gone
for days instead of hours.

Padre did not give him a yes or a no. He only asked the questions that needed asking and then
waited while Onyx answered them for himself. When the answers settled, Padre simply nodded
once.

“Then ask for the leave. And mean it.”

Only after that conversation did Onyx request the time from Alton. The request was granted
without comment. Alton had already seen the shape of it coming.

Evening care of the horses became collective grounding the way it always did after a hard run.
The full team moved through the paddock in the fading light—brush, feed, water, the low talk
that came with the work. Skywalker stood rock-steady under Zion’s hands. Coco leaned into
Austin and stayed there. The others worked in the same unhurried sequence, the animals
pulling residual violence out of the nervous system faster than any formal stand-down.

Sophia and Yves finished the last of the support gear and stood together at the edge of the
paddock while the light dropped. Their choice had already been solidified in the open. Tonight
they simply confirmed it again without performance. Yves would be taking temporary separation
within the next forty-eight hours—operational necessity, a clean exit under a new legend that
would put him back into the European circuit where the MORCO threads still needed eyes. The
distance would be real. The choice remained the same.

They did not make a production of the coming separation. They simply stood close enough that
the space between them stayed a settled fact, and then Yves stepped away to begin the quiet
work of burning the current cover clean.

Esmeralda and Tanner finished the last of the horse care side by side. When the animals were
settled they remained at the rail a moment longer than necessary. No announcement. No



declaration. Only the clear, quiet step forward that both of them had been moving toward for
weeks. The long burn took its next natural length without needing an audience.

After the horses were turned out and the paddock settled, Austin and Zion remained near the
rail. The rest of the team had begun to drift toward the house in the usual post-care rotation.
Sting was still closing out a signals check near the open operations doorway, close enough to
hear without trying.

Austin’s voice stayed low.

“When this current finally lets us breathe for more than a night,” she said, “| want you to take me
to bed and show me the stars.”

Zion’s answer was quieter still.
“I will.”

The exchange landed clean and private. Sting heard it anyway. The moment sat on him like
fresh weight: surrounded by relationships that were moving forward—Onyx already cleared for
the wedding days, Sophia and Yves solid even with the coming distance, Esmeralda and Tanner
taking their next clear step—while he remained outside them. The want to be wanted was now
visible even if he was not yet ready to take it to Padre.

He closed the signals check without comment and walked the long way around the house so he
would not have to pass the paddock rail again.

Later, inside the operations room, the MORCO package received its quiet post-action
discussion. The names had proven accurate. Every one of them. The vacant seat, the coalition
structure, the pressure points—all of it had matched the ground truth the team had fought
through. The motive remained opaque. No one claimed to understand why R.A.F. had chosen to
accelerate the removal of a mutual inconvenience rather than simply wait for the river to settle
itself. The package was logged as high-value and still untrusted. No further speculation was
offered. No South American locations were mentioned. The river still held more questions than
answers on that particular front.

Austin stood alone near the edge of the operations table after the others had rotated out, staring
at a set of mid-river logistics overlays that refused to resolve cleanly. The data was not
horse-related. It was pure commercial traffic patterning, the kind of dry, repetitive cross-check
that usually lived on Onyx’s screens. Something in the sequencing kept slipping just out of
alignment. She frowned, shifted her weight, looked around the quiet room as if the missing
piece might be sitting in plain sight on one of the other displays.

Zion came through the doorway without announcing himself. He took in the set of her shoulders,
the small crease between her brows, the way her hands had gone still on the edge of the table.



He walked straight to her, turned her by the waist, and kissed her the way a man kisses a
woman when the only correct response to the moment is contact. Full, unhurried, claiming. No
preamble. No soft lead-in. Just the solid fact of his mouth on hers until the confusion about the
overlays dissolved into something simpler and far more immediate.

When he finally eased back, Austin’s eyes were darker and the crease between her brows was
gone.

“Sometimes,” he said, voice low, “you just need that.”
She did not argue.

Outside, the Mississippi kept moving, brown and patient, carrying the night’s residue and the
next set of questions toward whatever current waited upriver. The team that had chosen to keep
showing up for every layer stood on its banks with the horses quiet in the paddock and the
human ledger still open, already preparing for the next place the fight decided to live.



CHAPTER 11: THE NEXT CURRENT

They extracted before the second full day of quiet could settle into anything resembling
permanence. The vessel pushed off under the same commercial cover it had used since the
mouth of the river, horses loaded first, gear staged with the practiced economy of people who
had already learned that lingering on this water only invited the next adjustment. Local liaisons
received the final hand-off packages without ceremony. Certain alliances that had been
recalibrated after the seam stayed in place; others simply went dark. The Mississippi pipeline
was damaged—ifractured at the financial joint, stripped of several key nodes, forced to absorb
the loss of momentum around Memphis—but it was not erased. Sterling’s remaining layers were
already adapting. The team could feel the shift in the traffic patterns Onyx still watched on the
screens: quieter schedules, new cut-outs, the same patient current finding fresh channels
around the broken ones.

Final private moments arrived in the margins the way they always did.

Zion and Austin stood together at the rail as the lower banks fell away astern. No operational
talk. Only the quiet fact of proximity and the shared knowledge that the limited victory had
bought them time without buying them an ending. Austin’s hand rested against the small of his
back for a few steady breaths. Zion covered it with his own. That was enough.

Sophia and Yves took their separation without spectacle. He was already in the early stages of
the clean exit—new legend, European circuit, the Lisbon thread that would keep him useful
while the MORCO residue still needed eyes. They stood close on the upper deck for a final
stretch of river, the space between them still a settled fact even as the distance prepared to
open. When he finally stepped away to finish the burn of the current cover, Sophia watched him
go without calling him back. The choice remained solid. The temporary absence would be real.

Esmeralda and Tanner finished the last horse check of the current slip side by side. The step
they had taken the night before needed no further declaration. It simply lived in the easy division
of tasks and the way neither of them looked for an exit from the shared work.

Onyx remained quieter than usual, the wedding leave already approved and the days with
Chantelle sitting ahead of him like open water. Sting kept to the signals corner, the want still
visible and still unnamed.

Padre closed the ledger on the long table while the vessel settled into its northward rhythm. He
did not stand. He rarely did at the end of an inventory.

“The human side is no longer separate from the mission,” he said. “It is the mission’s condition.
Keep it intact and the work remains possible. Let it fracture and the operational map loses its
center.”

He shut the notebook. No one asked him to elaborate. The observation had already been lived.



The recorded video message arrived on the master encrypted hub less than an hour after the
ledger closed. It was addressed to the team as a whole, routed through the same deniable
channels Wolfen had used for the original package. Onyx isolated it, ran every technical check
available, and put it on the main display once the core unit had gathered.

Rajan Al-Fassad appeared in a neutral interior that could have been any of a dozen European
cities. He sat straight-backed, hands folded, expression openly pleased with himself. The
self-satisfaction was not crude. It was the quiet delight of a man who had calculated every angle
and found the result elegant.

He spoke at length.

The Mississippi disruption had served its purpose. The older routes preferred the quieter status
quo. The thorn had been addressed with acceptable efficiency. He congratulated the team
without warmth and without false humility, then spent several minutes outlining—still
smiling—the particular satisfaction of having accelerated an outcome without ever placing
himself in the path of the resulting friction. He referenced classical economic texts once, lightly,
the way a man references a shared language he expects only certain listeners to fully hear.

Alton, standing at the edge of the group, watched with the dry attention of someone who had
spent decades reading men who believed themselves more clever than the board they played
on.

“Maximum-grade double agent material,” he said quietly when Al-Fassad paused for effect.
“Except people with reliable access to a hundred million dollars work for no one but themselves.
Third entity. The espionage world has known the type since its inception.”

On the screen Al-Fassad smiled again, as if he had heard the assessment across the distance
and found it amusing.

He leaned slightly forward.

“The file should note,” he said in perfect, measured royal English, “that | am classically
educated.”

He waited a deliberate beat.

Then:

“Brazil. Angel Falls. Rio. Acapulco. Sdo Paulo. There you will find Carlos Vasquez.”
The message ended.

Silence held in the operations space for several long seconds.



The mix of locations landed like deliberate static—Angel Falls in Venezuela, Rio and Sao Paulo
in Brazil, Acapulco in Mexico, the whole list delivered with the same calm precision as the earlier
Mississippi Kings names. Onyx was already moving, fingers fast across the keyboards, pulling
every available feed, commercial flight data, known associate movements, and open-source
placement for Carlos Vasquez across those coordinates. The rest of the team, including Yves on
the secure link from his staging point and the Canadian side through Marie’s channel, came up
empty on any current, verifiable placement. No confirmed sightings. No traffic that matched. No
residual signal that placed Vasquez at any of the named sites in the recent window.

Yves’s voice came through clean.

‘I have a contact in Lisbon who monitors Brazilian intelligence flows. Quiet, reliable, and not
easily impressed. I'll reach out tonight. Report back as soon as there’s anything solid.”

No one claimed to understand the gift. There was no obvious reason for R.A.F. to volunteer the
information so freely after the Mississippi package had already done its work. Vasquez
remained at the top of the high-value target list for the same reason he always had: he was one
of the few who still interacted with Sterling in person. The lead was logged as high-priority and
unresolved.

The vessel kept its northward heading. The river continued its patient brown progress under a
sky that had finally decided to clear. Sterling’s remaining architecture was already adjusting
somewhere behind the damaged pipeline. The team that had chosen to keep showing up for
every layer stood in the quiet after the message, the horses settled below decks, and accepted
that the next current had just announced itself without yet revealing its true channel.

CHAPTER 12: WHAT WE CARRY FORWARD



The vessel had tied up at a quiet slip farther north, far enough from the last operational ground
that the residual noise of the seam and Memphis had thinned into ordinary river traffic. Evening
settled in the usual thick, insect-loud way of the mid-country. The horses were already in the
temporary paddock, settled after the short move. Most of the team had dispersed into the low
post-transit rhythm—gear checks, quiet conversations, the unhurried work of turning another
unfamiliar bank into temporary home.

Esmeralda and Tanner found the quiet moment without looking for it.

They had finished the last of the evening care side by side, the same shared competence that
had carried them through every paddock since the isthmus. When the others drifted toward the
house, the two of them remained at the rail a little longer than necessary. The long burn had
already taken its previous steps in silence and small questions and the narrowing of distance.
Tonight it simply continued.

Tanner turned first. Esmeralda met him halfway. The kiss was simple and unhurried—no
performance, no sudden heat, only the clear, mutual recognition that the space between them
had finally closed enough to allow it. Both of them liked it. When they eased back, the quiet held
without awkwardness.

“Traditional dinner,” Tanner said after a moment, voice low. “And bowling. When the tempo
allows.”

Esmeralda’s mouth curved. “Maybe another kiss at the end of the night.”

He nodded once. The agreement settled between them the same way the work always
had—practical, steady, and already in motion. The long burn took its next natural step without
needing an audience.

Nearby, Diana stood in the open doorway of the operations space and watched Sophia finish a
good-night conversation on the secure link. Yves’s voice came through clean and distant,
already operating under the new legend on the European side. The temporary separation was
real. The choice remained solid. Sophia closed the channel without drama and turned to find
Diana still there.

Diana did not soften the question.

“What's it like,” she asked, straightforward and sisterly, “thousands of miles apart? Not being
able to have the kind of crazy chair sex Esmeralda once confided she witnessed.”

Sophia answered without defensiveness. The honesty sat between them the way it always did
when the team was the right team.

Diana’s point landed quiet and clear.



“There are no secrets from sisters. And not from the team either. Not when it’s this one. The
family.”

Sophia held her gaze a moment longer, then nodded once. The acknowledgment required no
further decoration.

Zion and Austin headed for the horse lines as the light began to drop. Tanner met them at the
paddock gate with the short report that had waited until the evening check.

“Coco. When she was re-shod yesterday. Low-grade infection under the new shoe. Caught it
early.”

Austin was already moving. She went to the mare without hurry, calm and focused, hands gentle
as she lifted the hoof and examined the area. The infection was minor—heat and a thin line of
sensitivity along the white line, nothing that had progressed into deeper trouble. She cleaned it
thoroughly, applied the treatment from the kit, checked the shoe for any residual pressure, and
set the hoof down again. Coco stood quiet through the whole process, trusting the familiar
hands.

The infection was managed within minutes.

Austin and Zion exchanged a single look. They decided not to ask more of Coco that afternoon.
Skywalker stood ready at the rail, already sensing the shift in intention. Both of them mounted
him—Austin settling in front, Zion behind, the big horse accepting the double weight the way he
had accepted every other shared load they had asked of him.

They rode out together along the river track that followed the bank north. No conversation was
required. The simple fact of moving as one unit on an animal they both trusted became the last
private image of the case—Skywalker’s steady rhythm under them, the brown water moving
beside them, the quiet certainty that the work and the people doing it remained intact.

Behind them the rest of the team continued the ordinary closing work of the day. The unresolved
pressures—the MORCO package and the initials that had accompanied it, the confusing scatter
of locations attached to Vasquez's name, the remaining free King who had avoided
Memphis—sat in the background the way every unfinished current always did. They shaped the
space the team had just created and the road still ahead, but they did not define the moment.

The final image belonged to the river itself—still moving, still carrying whatever came
next—while Skywalker’s measured stride carried Zion and Austin out of the frame and into the
fading light.

Yves looked at the communication from his contact in Lisbon for a long time before he
forwarded the cleaned summary to the team.



Vasquez had been buying up property and shell holdings in Rio and Sao Paulo—quiet, layered
acquisitions through intermediaries that only became visible once the right local eyes started
looking. The pattern was recent and deliberate.

He had been born in Venezuela, walking distance from Angel Falls. Half the country still wanted
him dead, including the government. He was never going back.

Acapulco remained blank. No movement, no trace, no residual signal.
Yves added only one line of his own at the bottom of the report:
Lead still high-priority. Placement still unresolved. Will keep the Lisbon channel open.

When the summary landed on the master hub, the room went quiet in a different way than it had
after the original R.A.F. video. This was the first intelligence the man had given them that
actually contained something they had not already known or strongly suspected. The previous
“gift” had simply confirmed or accelerated work already in motion. This one opened a new map.

And that made it extremely dangerous. There was no way he was gonna let this become
MARCOM doing the criminals work for them even if it helped them get Vance Sterling.

Look Soon for Zion, Austin, Yves, and the team as they return in:

MARCOM Case 06: Corridors to Carnival



