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Railhead Widow’s Map

Jeff kept his shoulders loose. Loose read as
harmless. Tight read as guilty.

“Courier,” the coupon leader had called, like
the word was a handle he could grab. The
man stood by the drum with his clipboard
held high to keep it out of the grit, coat

bleached to the color of old bone. His seal
ring flashed when he turned the page. The
lock on the drum sat bright and new. Wrong
on this siding. Wrong like a clean boot in a
latrine.

Jeff looked at the drum once, then at the
railhead keeper’s hands. Empty. The key
wasn’t on his belt. It sat in the coupon man’s
pocket like a pistol.

“Delivery,” Jeff said. He pitched it bored.
“Done.”

“To who.” Not a question. A demand
dressed as paperwork.

Jeff picked a name that wouldn’t pull a file
fast. “Switch office. South relay.”

The switchman flinched without moving his
feet. That was the cost of a lie. Jeff logged it
and kept going. He shifted his pack strap with
a thumb. The folded map inside his shirt rode
against his ribs, salt grit scratching. It made
him breathe shallow. He swallowed. Alkali
dust stuck to his teeth.
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He’d have to run on poles and wind marks.
The telegraph line was his spine. He could
keep it on his left and cut when the stakes
changed. If he got to the scrub line before the
bikes fanned, he could vanish into broken
terrain. If.

The coupon leader’s voice rose again,
carrying over the ticking sand. “Hold him.”

Not yelled. Filed.

Jeff’s throat went dry in one hard step. His
private rule tightened around his ribs with the
map. Don’t trade a person’s water for your

own safety. He'd already taken the map off a
dying man and left the rest of the spur to an
audit. Math that wouldn't settle.

He shifted his pack as if settling it for a long
walk. His fingers found the grit-packed bolt on
his own strap buckle and turned it a fraction,
loosening. If hands came for him, he could
drop the pack as bait. Lose gear, keep lungs.
Cost later. Always.

A boot scuffed behind him. Close. Too close
for coincidence.

Jeff didn’t turn. Turning would seal it.
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He took one step out from the shed’s shade
into the glare, like he meant to obey, and let
the light wash his face clean for the eyes on
him. Then he planted his heel, ready to pivot
into the scrap iron, ready to abandon weight,
ready to run on poles and dust—while the
tracker’s signal hung in the air and the first
hand reached for his arm.

Laleh’s Last Fan Belt

Jeff let the reaching hand commit.
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He shrugged his shoulder forward like he
meant to comply. At the same time he rolled
the strap buckle with his thumb. The grit-
packed bolt gave. The pack slid off his back
and hung for half a second on his elbow.

The hand closed on canvas instead of bone.
Jeff stepped out of the grab, boot scraping
hard-packed dirt, and shoved the pack toward
the gunman’s chest. Weight hit him. The man

staggered. A magazine clacked loose and
skittered in the dust. Somebody cursed. Metal
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black and shiny, refusing to sit. It squealed
once, a short complaint, then went quiet as a
hand clamped it.

Laleh Sato had her forearm jammed against
the belt to keep tension. Grease striped her
wrist. Her other hand worked a spanner in
tight arcs. Every movement was measured
against the belt’s urge to slip back off and
steal another minute.

Jeff's boots hit the concrete. The sound
made her head snap toward him without her

body shifting. She kept herself between him
and the cab like it was muscle memory.

“Close the door,” she said, voice fast, not
loud.

Jeff grabbed the hanging tarp at the bay
mouth and yanked it down. Sand ticked
against it, trapped. Outside noise dropped.
Not gone. Just muffled.

Laleh’s eyes flicked to his hands, then to his
beltline, then to the corners of the bay where
scrap sat ready to become weapons. “You
bring a tail?”
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“Not by choice.” Jeff’s chest rose and fell in
short pulls. His throat burned with dust. He
kept his hands open, palms out, nothing in
them. "I need a ride out past the pump
stations. Now.”

Her spanner stopped for half a beat. The
belt tried to walk off the pulley. She shoved
her elbow harder, body leaning into the
engine like a brace. “"Everyone needs a ride.
Everyone needs past the pumps. What are
you paying with?”

Jeff reached into his shirt, slow enough to
be insulting, and drew out the folded map
wrapped in oilcloth. He didn’t unfold it all. He
let her see the edges: salt stains that had
bled through the paper, the ink lines laid
down by a steady hand, keyed marks in tight
survey notation. He kept his thumb over the
corner that mattered.

Laleh didn't step closer. She watched the
paper like it might spit. *“Who'd you lift that
from?”

20
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“Paper.” She spat the word like it left a film.
“Show me a corner.”

Jeff unfolded just enough to expose a
cluster of marks near the railhead slag pile: a
grid reference, a note in cramped script, a
line traced along a wash with a small triangle
and a number that looked like depth or
elevation. Not a treasure scribble. Work.

Laleh didn’t touch it. “Voss's bait maps
mark false wells with a double notch on the
north tick. Keeps fools chasing holes until
their lips split.”
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Jeff looked at the tick marks and shook his
head once. “Double notch fails here. Wind
scours off the slag pile drift iron dust into the
wash. North tick gets pulled by compass drift
and bad feet. You’d miss the cut by half a
league.”

Her eyes held his for a beat. No softness.
Just the shift that comes when a test gives an
answer she didn’t want but needed.

Outside, the loudhailer barked again. Closer
now, words still smeared. The sand truck’s
engine bay held its own noise: belt squeal, a
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fan blade ticking as it settled, the hollow
knock of a wrench set down and picked up.

Laleh leaned in and gave the belt a hard
pull with a radiator rag wrapped around her
hand for grip. The belt snapped into its
groove with a sound like a slap. She released
it slow, watching for creep. It held.

She wiped her hands on the rag, grease
streaking the fabric dark. Then she reached
up and slapped the hood down, not gentle.
The latch caught on the second hit.
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“Proof and payment up front,” she said.
“Proof you’re not walking me into a coupon
stop. Payment that doesn’t drag me into
Voss's book.”

Jeff kept the map close to his chest. "Name
it.”

Laleh’s gaze flicked to the empty canteen
again. Not pity. Inventory. “Payment is the
map’s copy, not the original. I don’t hold your
leash. Proof is you tell me where they’ll cut us
off”

28
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“Get in,” she said. "And don’t make me
stop.”

The bay stank of hot rubber and leaking
fuel, the kind that sat in the back of your
throat and made you swallow more than you
had. Sun-heated tires lay stacked like black
coins against the far wall. A drip line ran from
a cut hose into a tin pan, tick-tick-tick, steady
as a metronome.

Laleh didn't let Jeff drift. She moved him
with a palm to his shoulder blade, not rough,
not gentle. Placement. She kept his body
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between the truck and her tool wall, between
the passenger door and her parts shelf. Her
eyes never stopped counting.

The truck was a stitched-together animal.
Weld beads across the cab seam. A fender
from one make, a door from another. Bolts
packed with grit that had to be punched out
with a nail. Near the dash, someone had
mounted a brass compass in a bent bracket.
Its glass had a crack like a hair laid across it.
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“Proof,” Laleh said again. She leaned close
enough that he caught the sharp edge of
gasoline on her clothes. “Not words.”

Jeff’s jaw set. His hands went to the
satchel. He unbuckled it slow, as if the leather
might squeal and call the patrol in. He laid a
strip of canvas on the bench—old shade cloth,
frayed at the edge—and upended the bag.

Metal clinked, dull and tired. Survey coins
rolled and settled, stamped faces flashing in
the light. A coupon book hit with a flat slap;
half its pages were missing, torn out in
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ragged bites. The brass compass came last,
heavier than it looked, and skated an inch
before the crack in its face caught the light
and pinned attention.

Laleh’s fingers went for the coin stack. Jeff
put two fingers down on the canvas between
her and the compass, not to stop her, to mark
his line.

“Take the coins,” he said. “Take that
compass.” He nodded at the brass on the
canvas, not the one on her dash. “You get
paid now. I keep the paper.”

36
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Laleh jerked her chin at the wall beside the
truck. A grease-stained sketch was tacked
there, drawn with a stub of charcoal on
cardboard. Alleys, scrap fences, a culvert line
marked with a thick black stroke. A coupon
checkpoint drawn like a box with teeth.
Beyond it, a slag berm with an arrow that
bent behind it.

“Ten minutes,” she said. “Coupon patrol
sweeps the junk-lot exits in under that. Once
a flag goes up, they lock pump stations and
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start checking radiator caps. Fresh water theft
leaves a ring. Voss’s boys know the smell.”

Jeff’s eyes tracked the sketch, and behind it
he saw the yard as a map: lanes of scrap,
choke points, places a truck could bog. His
mind took the telegraph poles he’d named
and pulled a line through them. He tasted
alkali dust on his teeth without opening his
mouth.

“The berm,” he said, pointing with two
fingers, never touching the cardboard. “Wind
scours on the face mean there’s a gap that
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stays clear. Sand doesn’t pile there. You can
cut through without sinking an axle.”

Laleh looked at him, then past him, as if
seeing the berm through metal walls. “You
read dirt like a ledger.”

He didn’t smile. He swallowed. His empty
canteen sat on the bench by the canvas like a
question he wouldn’t ask.

She grabbed a rag and wiped a semicircle
on the truck’s dash, then threw a piece of
cloth over the rest to cut the glare. The cloth
snapped once as it caught on a bolt head.
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She yanked it free and tucked it under the
compass bracket.

“Listen,” she said, voice clipped. “This motor
runs hot even on good days. I'll short-shift,
keep the RPM low, and if the gauge climbs I’ll
run the heater core full open as an auxiliary
radiator while we move, but that means you
keep your side window cracked and you don't
complain when it blows furnace air in your
face.”

One long sentence. A plan made of parts
and costs.
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Laleh stomped the clutch. The truck
lurched. Weld seams groaned like an old
hinge. She eased it into gear with care that
looked like impatience.

“Clock’s on,” she said.

The tarp lifted as the truck nosed out, the
bay’s stink replaced by hotter air and the
sharper bite of fuel from the yard’s drums.
Junk-lot lanes opened ahead in narrow cuts
between piled metal, and somewhere beyond
them the patrol sweep was already turning in.

The truck talked through the wheel.
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Not the engine note—Laleh had that held in
a hard, flat band. It was the vibration up the
steering column, the small tremors that said
the front end wanted to wander and she
wasn't letting it. Every weld seam answered
as they cut between stacks of rusted bed
frames and corrugated siding. The column
buzzed, then smoothed, then buzzed again as
the tires crossed from hard pack to a patch of
loose grit.

A belt chirped once. High and quick. Laleh’s
left hand snapped to the dash and tapped the
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gauge. The needle quivered like it was tired of
the truth.

“Hold,” she said. Not to Jeff. To the truck.

Jeff kept his head low and his eyes on gaps.
Fence line on the right—chain link patched
with sheet metal. Beyond it, telegraph poles,
their spacing a ruler the yard couldn’t hide.
He counted without moving his lips. Two poles
in the gap. Turn. One pole. Short straight.
Turn again. If they broke out on the third gap,
they’d hit the perimeter road. If they broke
out on the fourth, they’d run straight into the
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pump station lane where the patrol liked to sit
with their books and stamps.

He braced his bruised knuckles against the
door frame. The satchel cord dug into his
wrist each time the truck jolted. The map
under his shirt stayed flat, warm with his
skin. He didn’t touch it. Touching turned it
into a decision.

Laleh drove like she could read the ground’s
history. She avoided the pale drifts where
sand had pooled against scrap piles. She
stayed on darker lanes where old tires had
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Gain came as noise. Metal on metal. Laleh
clipped another hanging chain—deliberate this
time—just enough to make it swing down in a
lazy arc. It slapped the lead sidecar’s front
fender with a dull clang. The rider jerked,
over-corrected, and had to brake to keep the
bike upright. His rear wheel skated in loose
grit and threw a fan of sand.

Jeff watched the gap open, counted it in
truck lengths, then watched it shrink again.

Because the exit they’d aimed for—third
gap, perimeter road—wasn’t empty.
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A second patrol vehicle slid across it from
behind a stack of freight pallets, blocking the
lane with calm precision. A man stood in its
bed with a coupon book in one hand like it
was a badge, rifle in the other like it was a
stamp.

Loss hit like a door shutting. No clean line.
No straight run.

A shot cracked. Not thunder. A flat, hard
sound that made Jeff’s jaw clamp before his
brain caught up. The round hit the truck bed
with a sharp ping and tore a bright line in the
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paint. Another hit scrap nearby, sparks
spitting, and one ricochet rang the cab like a
hammer on a drum.

Jeff’s ears went hot. Sound narrowed. The
loudhailer turned into a distant insect.

He flinched once—couldn’t stop it—then
forced his hands back to the door frame. He
took the wheel'’s vibration through the cab, let
it anchor him. He tasted iron where he’d
bitten his cheek.
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Laleh saw the wide lane ahead—clear lines,
long sight. Death by paperwork and bullets.
She didn't take it.

Instead she yanked them toward the spill
field.

“Laleh—" Jeff started, because he saw it
too: shredded panels, broken pipe, jagged
sheet metal half-buried under sand like teeth.

“Shut,” she said, and drove into it anyway.

The truck bounced. Hard. The steering
wheel kicked like an animal in a trap. Laleh
locked her forearms, jaw set, shoulders rigid.
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yard'’s fence. The chain link here was broken
and folded back, an old service breach for
forklifts. The tires hit firmer ground and the
truck skidded sideways, fishtailing once as the
soft-slapping corner fought for grip.

Laleh corrected with a fast hands-and-feet
rhythm. The engine held. The belt stayed
quiet. The vibration settled into a steady, ugly
shake.

Jeff looked back through the rear glass.
Patrol vehicles clustered at the spill field’s
edge, unwilling to commit deep. For the first
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time in minutes, the loudhailer didn't fill the
air.

The truck rode low on one corner, wobbling
with each rotation. The smell of hot rubber
pushed through the cab.

Laleh kept her eyes forward. “We bought
seconds.”

Jeff swallowed and got sand and blood for
it. He pressed his palm to his ribs, checking
the map’s hard fold lines without pulling it
free.
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The service track ran straight toward open
country, telegraph poles marching alongside
like a set of counted steps, and the truck’s
wounded tire started to slap faster as they
picked up speed.

Laleh tore a strip of canvas from behind the
seat and snapped it up against the window
frame. The cloth hit the metal lip with a sharp
slap, then she hooked it over the top edge
and jammed the loose end under the dash
with her knuckles. The truck shuddered as
she did it. The canvas pulled tight, bowed
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once, then held, cutting the sand blast down
to a gritty hiss instead of a full-face scrape.
Jeff wiped his mouth with the back of his
hand and tasted alkali and old blood.
“You're losing it,” Laleh said, eyes on the
track and the telegraph poles ticking past. No
glance at the tire, no glance at him. “Rear
right’s shredded. Rear left’s chewed.
Steering’s tugging. If I let it hunt, we roll.”
A shot cracked behind them. Another. The
sound came flat over the open country, then
the ping as a round kissed the bed rail. Jeff
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“You've got tools,” Laleh shouted back,
voice steady, truck weaving in a shallow S to
spoil the line behind them.

Jeff slid his hand into the toolbox. The latch
was stiff. When it gave, it took skin with it. He
hissed, then pulled out a flat bar and a small
hammer. He wedged the bar under the buckle
lever and tapped. Nothing. He tapped harder.
The strap fibers creaked.

A burst of fire from behind, quicker now,
not aimed shots but a string, like someone
spending fear. Two rounds hit the bed. One

73

punched through a scrap bracket and threw a
bright fleck of metal past Jeff’s cheek. He
flattened, then forced himself back up.

His tongue stuck to his palate. He spat into
the buckle. The spit came out thick and short.
It darkened the grit, made a paste. Water you
didn’t get back.

He worked the bar again, grinding. The
lever shifted a hair. He breathed through his
nose, counted taps to keep his hands from
shaking: one, two, three, four. The truck
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bucked. The buckle bit his knuckles. He
ignored it.

The lever finally snapped up. The sound
was small but clean. Jeff yanked the strap
free and dragged the spare out, rolling it
toward the tailgate. It bumped his knee and
he caught it before it could bounce out.

He couldn’t mount it at speed. He knew it
the same way he knew the distance between
telegraph poles: as fact. No jack on a moving
bed. No lug wrench with the rim bouncing.
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Try and the wheel would take his hand or take
his head.

“Need a crawl,” he yelled.

Laleh swung the truck toward a low berm of
dumped rail ties, dark wood stacked like
broken teeth. She tucked them behind the
pile and bled speed without braking hard. The
patrol engines were louder now, a clustered
growl on the service track. Close enough that
Jeff could separate notes—two heavier, one
lighter, the lighter riding high like it wanted to
come around.
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loose and it would tear. Too tight and it would
cut into the boot and fail early.

A round hit a tie behind them. Wood chips
jumped. Another whined off metal in the
yard. The patrol had a sight line again.

“Engine,” Jeff said, not as a request.

“Not yet,” Laleh said. “Two more.”

Jeff’s mouth was paper. He swallowed and
got nothing. He forced himself to count the
wire turns instead. Eleven. Twelve. Thirteen.
The twist stick bit into his bruised rib when he
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leaned in, and the pain steadied him. Pain
was clean math.

Laleh finished the last twist, snapped the
stick off, and tucked the sharp wire end back
into the boot so it wouldn’t flay the fender.
She slapped the tire once, listening with her
hand.

“Down,” she said. “Jack.”

Jeff cranked the jack down fast. It wanted
to fold again, the bent arms complaining. He
kept pressure on the base with his boot until
the tire took weight.
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“Go,” Laleh said.

She was already in the cab. Jeff threw the
spare back into the bed with no strap, no
time. He hauled himself over the side, hit the
running board, and shoved into the seat as
Laleh hit the ignition.

The engine caught on the second crank.
She dumped the clutch and the truck lunged,
booted tire thumping like a bad heartbeat.
The patrol engines flared behind the ties,
closer, angry. A sidecar silhouette cut left,
trying to get around the berm.
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Laleh didn't stay on the service track. She
cut off it, over a lip of hardpack into open
sand where ruts vanished and every line had
to be made fresh. The truck wallowed, then
found bite. Jeff felt the vibration climb
through the steering column, a strained
tremor.

She aimed away from the pump stations,
away from any flag or tower that could be
claimed. Kept the promise without saying it.

For half a minute the boot held. The thump
stayed steady. The canvas at the window
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at the windows snapped on its frame. Fine
grains hissed against it and found seams.

Laleh reached across the dash and pinched
the radiator rag where it was tied to the cap.
She tugged once, testing. Her fingers came
away damp and dark.

“Steam?” Jeff asked.

“Not now.” She nodded at the gauge. The
needle sat lower than it had, but not calm. “If
it climbs again we stop. If we stop, we cook.”

Jeff lifted his dented canteen, shook it by
his ear. A shallow slosh. He did the math
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without speaking. Two people. Half a day of
glare and engine heat. One swallow each
every twenty minutes if they wanted to stay
sharp. One swallow each if they didn't.

He tipped the canteen and took his ration.
Three pulls, small. Alkali taste, like licking the
inside of a cold pan that had held bleach. He
passed it to Laleh. She drank less, then wiped
her mouth with the back of her wrist and set
the canteen between them where it would be
seen and counted.
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Fuel next. She flicked open the under-seat
flap and shoved two fingers into the jerry can
mouth, checked wet line on skin, sniffed. Hot
rubber and a trace of leaking fuel lived in the
cab now, baked in.

“Half,” she said.

Jeff looked out through the windshield and
forced his focus to the only usable detail:
faint ripples on the salt where wind had
shaved it. Wind scours ran in long, shallow
arcs like pencil marks drawn by a tired hand.
They all leaned the same way. That told him
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the wind direction and the wind direction told
him what would drift, what would fill, and
what would stay hard.

“Keep off the smooth,” he said. "Smooth is
soft under. It looks strong. It breaks.”

“Copy.” Laleh eased left, letting the truck
climb onto a patch with a fine stippled
texture. The tire thump changed pitch. Still
ugly. More controlled.

Jeff took out the brass compass. It was a
compact piece, good weight, cracked glass in
a crescent on the north edge. Salt dust had
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here. A line of work. That means a line of
eyes.”

They followed the stakes, offset, letting
their own track run parallel but not obvious.
The flats gave nothing back. No rocks, no
brush, no dunes, only the occasional patch
where salt had crusted like broken glaze and
the truck would skid for a breath and then
catch again.

Jeff kept his gaze moving, building a map
from absence. Wind scours told him where
the crust was thin. Tire ruts—old, ghosted—
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told him where someone had dared it before,
and where they had gotten away. A patch of
darker salt, faint as a stain, showed where
seep had once been and dried. He logged it.
He logged everything. That was how he
stayed calm. Make the world into marks and
distances and costs.

Cost ticked down in his mouth. His tongue
stuck to his palate when he swallowed air. He
didn’t swallow spit because there wasn't
enough to waste.

“Time?” Laleh asked without looking at him.
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He checked the watch strapped to his wrist,
the face scratched and dull. “"We've got five
hours before the glare turns into a weapon we
can’t aim around.”

“And water?”

Jeff slid the canteen between his boots and
heard the slosh again. Less. "We cross in nine
swallows each. Ten if the radiator stays quiet.”

Laleh’s fingers tightened on the wheel. The
truck’s vibration came up through the column
in a constant tremor, like a live wire under
skin. She ran the rag across her palms once,
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just the habit of a mechanic checking what
the machine was sweating.

Jeff lifted the compass again, couldn’t stop
himself. The needle spun a fraction, then
settled pointing somewhere it had no right to
point. The crack in the glass caught the sun
and flared hard enough to force him to blink
slow.

He put it away. He'd rather be blind than
lied to.

He leaned his head toward the side window
and scanned the flats where their offset track
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who sat too still to be a raider. A hired
tracker. The high line on the dune shoulder
gave him speed and sight.

“He’s reading us,” Laleh said.

Jeff watched the dune faces instead of the
man. Wind had combed them into ribs, hard
scours on the lee side, soft spill on the
windward. The pattern told him where crust
would hold and where it would suck a tire
down to the axle.

A fence line showed as a stagger of posts,
half-buried, wire gone but the line still there
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in the sand’s memory. It angled toward a
crease in the terrain, a shallow cut that
darkened near its throat. Dry gully. The only
firm approach into it would be from the north
lip where the ground pinched and packed.

He pictured the tracker’s choice tree. Stay
high, cut ahead, take the pinch, force them to
climb out into powder with rifles on them.

“He'll go for the pinch,” Jeff said. He didn't
look at Laleh. He didn’t need to. “He thinks
we avoid soft sand. We won't.”
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Laleh’s eyes flicked to him, then back. “Tell
me where.”

Jeff pointed with two knuckles, low, so the
tracker wouldn’t see a gesture. “Dead ahead.
That pale smear? Looks like a sink. It’s a lip.
Gully floor’s hard. We drop in. He commits
high to cut. He'll have no angle when we're
under him.”

Laleh gave a short nod, like taking a bolt to
torque. She pushed the throttle.
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The truck answered with a change in tremor
—deeper, rougher. Jeff felt it through the seat
springs. The engine note lost its clean edge.

A red bead winked on the dash.

Laleh’s glance cut to the gauge. “0il.”

The needle had sagged off its usual lie and
was sliding toward nothing. Not a fast fall. A
steady one. The kind you don’t come back
from.

“Don’t baby it,” Jeff said, then hated the
sound of his own voice. Orders. Like he
owned the machine.
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She yanked the radiator rag from where it
was looped on the dash—grease-stiff cloth
that had saved them twice already—and
shoved it under the hood. The engine heat
flashed it to a sharp smell, old oil and
scorched cotton. She wrapped the rag around
the weeping line by feel, then fed thin salvage
wire through her teeth, bit down, and twisted
with both hands. The wire cut into her skin.
She didn't flinch. She cinched it until the rag
bunched tight and the line stopped spitting.

“Minutes,” Jeff said.
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“Minutes are a currency,” Laleh said. She
slammed the hood and latched it with the
heel of her hand. “Get in.”

Jeff dropped into the seat. The steering
column still buzzed, but the oil needle
stopped falling. It hovered, sickly, like a man
sitting up when he should be lying down.

Laleh brought them straight at the pale
smear—the dead end that looked like soft
sand waiting to eat them. The tracker took
the bait. He stayed high and drove his mount
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faster, aiming to beat them to the pinch point
like it was a finish line.

Jeff tasted dust again and let himself smile
once, without showing teeth.

“Hold it,” he said. “"Wait. Let him think we're
stuck.”

Laleh kept the truck’s nose steady. The flats
rushed under them. The gully lip came up
fast, a faint dark line that deepened into a
cut.

At the last moment Jeff saw the surface
change. The pale smear wasn’t a sink. It was
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a crusted shelf over a drop. If they hit it
wrong they’d peel the axle clean off.

“Now,” Jeff said.

Laleh turned in hard.

The truck’s front tires bit, then slid. For a
breath the world tilted. Sand sprayed up in a
sheet. The bad tire thumped and the truck
bogged at the lip, tires chewing, engine note
dropping into a cough that made Jeff’s
stomach go cold.

“Come on,” Laleh hissed, and fed it throttle.
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shade that made the air feel cooler without
giving any more water back.

“Fuel?” she asked.

Jeff checked the gauge. “Down.”

“0il?”

“Still bleeding,” Jeff said. He could smell it
now, hot and thin. “Rag bought us time.”

“Not miles,” Laleh said.

The gully bent. The light changed. The hard
floor narrowed and the walls grew closer, the
sound of their engine trapped and sent back
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at them in a dull roar. Sand still ticked, but
softer in the shade.

Jeff craned his neck to read the bend. No
tracks on the floor. Good. Or bad. Depends
who laid the trap.

Ahead, half-buried in a drift against the
right wall, a sun-blistered signboard leaned at
an angle. The paint had peeled to bone. A
symbol still showed through: a mission cup
over crossed tools. Shelter. Water, if the board
wasn't lying.
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Laleh eased off the throttle, listening to the
engine protest.

Jeff’s eyes went to the gully mouth behind
them, now hidden by the bend. He pictured
the railhead, the straight run back, and
erased it. With the tracker on the rim, they’d
be overtaken on open flats before the next
stake. Returning wasn’t a road anymore. It
was a sentence.

The signboard’s lower edge scraped the
sand in the wind, tapping in a slow, steady
beat.
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Jeff held the rifle across his knees and said,
“We can hide in there.”

Laleh’s jaw tightened. “Or we can get
sealed inside.”

The gully turned darker around the next
bend, and the mission mark stared at them
like an open door that didn’t promise it would
open again.

The gully spat them out onto a flat
hardpack apron, and the mission well sat
there like it had been dropped from another
world and left to blister.
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A man stepped out in work clothes, not
robes. Sun had burned his neck into leather.
He carried a ledger under one arm and kept
his hands empty. He walked past the public
pump without touching it.

Father Rami El-Khoury stopped at a
distance that made conversation possible and
theft costly. His eyes did the work of a hand
search: dust lines on their sleeves, oil speckle
on Laleh’s forearms, the tight set of Jeff’s jaw
that said he’d been holding back words and
water.
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“You came down the gully,” he said. Low
voice. Patient. Not welcoming. “Not from the
track.”

Jeff didn’t answer that. Answers turned into
questions.

“We need water,” Jeff said. “We'll pay.”

Father Rami’s gaze flicked to the coupon
board. “Pay with what the board accepts? Or
pay with a story?”

Laleh shut the hood with a soft slam and
stayed by the truck, half between it and the
pump, like she could cover both with her body

130

if it came to it. Her right hand hovered near
the toolkit in the bed.

Jeff lifted his left hand, palm out, showing
he wasn’t reaching for the rifle. With his right,
he drew a folded packet from inside his shirt,
where the heat had softened the paper.

He kept it folded as long as he could. The
less it breathed air, the less it belonged to
anyone else.

“I've got a claim paper,” Jeff said.
“Stamped. And I've got a map.”
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Father Rami’s eyes dropped to the edge of
the paper before Jeff fully unfolded it. They
locked there.

“That stamp,” Father Rami said. Not a
question. “Orin Pell.”

Jeff didn't flinch, but something in his chest
tightened. He hadn’t said the name. He
watched Father Rami’s mouth form it like it
had weight.

“You knew him,” Jeff said.
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Father Rami met her eyes. "I let people live
long enough to keep coming back,” he said.
“If the mission gets cut off, everyone loses a
stop. Not noble. Arithmetic.”

Jeff’s fingers stopped tapping. He forced
them still on the canteen. His private rule
pressed at the back of his teeth: never trade
a person’s water for your own safety. His
brain tried to do the math anyway. Map for
water. Water for time. Time for distance.

He hated that the numbers lined up.
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Father Rami shifted the ledger under his
arm. “You have Orin Pell’s stamp,” he said.
“That means paper. That means claims. That
means Voss. I once helped file claims for
Voss.”

No shame in the statement. No plea. He
said it like he was reading an entry aloud so it
could be acknowledged and never argued
again.

Jeff watched him. “Helped how.”

“Forms. Seals. Transfers,” Father Rami said.
“Temporary, they told me. For stability. For
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protection. ‘Hold the well under a stronger
name until raiders stop.” The transfers never
reversed. Names changed. Water moved.
People learned new rules: pay, or walk.”

Laleh’s mouth tightened. “"And the mission?”

Father Rami’s gaze went past them to the
gully mouth, like he could see foremen on the
rim already. “The mission stayed supplied,” he
said. “I traded paper for drum levels.”

Jeff’s throat worked. His tongue stuck for a
moment to his palate when he tried to
swallow. He didn’t reach for the canteen. He
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didn’t give himself that relief. He made his
body carry the cost of hearing it.

“You're not asking forgiveness,” Jeff said.

"I don't barter in that currency,” Father
Rami replied. “I'm telling you what you're
stepping in.”

Jeff unfolded a little more of the packet. Not
the full map. A corner line. A key mark.
Enough to prove he wasn’t bluffing.

"I can’t pull from the public pump,” Father
Rami said, eyes tracking the ink. “Not for
you.”
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Father Rami nodded once. “"One mark.”
“And proof,” Father Rami added. “That you
won't bring Voss back here. If you run to him,
you’ll point him at my door. If you die out
there, he'll still come asking what I saw. I

need weight on my side.”

Laleh made a short laugh that held no
humor. “He wants collateral.”

Jeff looked to the truck bed. What could he
leave that hurt and still let them move? Fuel
was already bleeding. Tools were Laleh’s
hands. Water was the point.
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Ammo.

He had two boxes left after the ridge line
shots. He could leave one. It would cut
options later, but it would also lock his own
behavior. Without rounds, he couldn’t buy his
way out by feeding violence.

He hated that, too, because it sounded like
virtue and felt like a trap.

Jeff reached into the bed, pulled one box of
rifle rounds from under the tarp, and held it
out. The weight was clean in his palm.
Measurable.
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Father Rami didn’t reach for it right away.
He looked at Jeff’s face again, reading the set
of his mouth, the way his fingers didn’t want
to let go.

“That costs you,” Father Rami said.

“It costs me,” Jeff agreed.

Father Rami took the box and set it on the
mission’s step, not hidden, not cherished. Like
a receipt left where God could see it.

“Inside,” Father Rami said, and led them
around the back, away from the coupon
board'’s line of sight.
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The shed door creaked on a dry hinge. The
air inside held a cooler, damp hint that made
Jeff’s throat ache with want. A pipe ran down
into the floor. A hand pump handle sat lower
than the public one, its grip wrapped in cloth
that had been replaced many times. The bolts
on its base were worn smooth from careful
wrenching.

Father Rami stood aside and watched. He
still didn’t touch it.

Laleh stepped up first. She pulled the cloth
off the grip and ran it through her fingers like
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When Father Rami finished, Jeff folded the
map back up with quick, practiced motions
and tucked it against his ribs again, under his
shirt. Sweat softened the paper edges.

Father Rami closed his ledger. "Rumor,” he
said, like he was offering a tool and naming
its limits. “The ledger you're chasing is sealed
in @ metal tube. Under a salt pan marker
stone—one with a cut notch on the north
face. The tube sits below the hard crust. If
you dig wrong, the pan collapses and
swallows the hole. If you go after noon, the
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glare blinds your depth and the crust heats
your hands through gloves.”

Laleh wiped her palms on her pants. “How
far.”

“Seven leagues by straight line,” Father
Rami said. “Fewer if you cut across the iron
scrap field, but your compass will drift there.
Use rail poles until the third broken one, then
follow the wind scours that run like ribs. The
marker stone is set where the ribs kink.”

Jeff’s mind built the route at once: gully
exit, mission, rail line to the broken pole, then
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the wind-rib pattern across a flat that would
punish mistakes. He pictured pursuers too—
tracker on the rim, foremen on coupons,
Voss'’s logistics reaching like a net.

“Timed constraint,” Father Rami added,
eyes on Jeff now. “You have one cool window.
You start now, you can reach the pan edge
and work the tube before noon. You wait, the
pan cooks you and the mission shows from a
hundred angles. People will see dust. People
will ask stamps.”
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Jeff’s mouth tried to water at the word
“noon” and failed. Dry math. Tight time.

Laleh looked past Father Rami to the public
pump, to the coupon board that might as well
have been a gun rack. “We can't stay,” she
said.

Father Rami’s face didn’t change. “You
won’t,” he said. “You don’t use the main well.
You don't sit here through midday. Foremen
come, they will see your truck. They will ask
me why my drum seal has a new scratch. I
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other engine note on the rim came and went
like a question asked twice.

“Again,” Jeff said.

“On my count.” Laleh breathed through her
nose, not deep, saving wet. She turned the
key. The starter dragged. The motor coughed,
caught for half a second, then stuttered.
Laleh feathered the throttle in short, mean
taps. The engine climbed, unwilling, then
held. Oil pressure twitched up. The smell in
the cab shifted: hot rubber, old fuel, a faint
bite of cooked wire.
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“Don't let it sit,” Jeff said.

“I'm not,” she said, and eased them off the
hardpack.

They rolled out of Father Rami’s yard with
the pump handle still clean behind them. Jeff
watched the shed in the mirror until it was a
low block in the glare. He kept the rifle across
his knees, muzzle down, and counted without
moving his lips.

Water: Father Rami’s drum had bought
them one canteen and a half between them.
Jeff’'s dented canteen was down to three
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fingers at the seam. Laleh’s was heavier by a
swallow or two. Fuel: the gauge needle
hugged the bottom line and trembled with
each bump. Daylight: the sky was pale, not
yet the hard white that flattened distance and
stole shapes.

Jeff tipped the canteen, checked the weight,
then capped it tight. “Two swallows each,
every hour,” he said. The words came out flat,
like numbers read off a rail invoice. “No
mouth rinses. No spitting.”
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Laleh glanced at him. "I don’t waste.” She
nudged the truck into a shallow trough where
the salt crust looked darker, less broken.

He stopped talking. Once said was enough.
Plans were like water; repeat them and they
leaked.

They aimed toward the salt pan edge where
the map said a stone sat, but the old rail
telegraph poles didn’t agree. The poles leaned
away, a line of weathered wood and sagging
wire running toward a distant siding that
meant nothing to Jeff except pursuers. Poles
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pulling it by a thread. He turned it in his
palm, watched the needle lag.

“Iron,” Laleh said without looking. “Scrap
field.”

They’d hit a patch where the desert spat
out old metal—rail tie plates, a broken
coupling, half a barrel rim. The compass
needle jerked toward it like it wanted to die
there. Jeff’s jaw set. Options tightened.

“Trust the compass,” Laleh said, voice thin.

“It's lying,” Jeff said.
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“Detour back to stakes,” she offered, and
the offer cost them time in her tone.

Jeff looked up. The stakes line was a faint
rhythm now, spaced wider where the survey
crew had gotten lazy or scared. The telegraph
poles remained bold, an easy guide for
anyone chasing their dust. He tasted the dust
again, swallowed nothing.

“We go on my read,” he said. “No detour.”

Laleh didn't like it. He saw it in the way her
fingers hovered over the ignition like she
wanted a contract. But she did it. She turned
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the compass away, shoved it back into his
hand like a broken tool, and aimed for a low
ridge where wind scours had combed the salt
into long ribs. Firmer. Less crust fracture. Less
chance of bogging.

They ran the salt pan clock in bursts. Thirty
seconds of engine to pull them over a soft
patch, then coast with the motor dead,
radiator given a breath it didn't deserve. Each
restart was a grind of teeth. Each grind ate
the starter, ate the battery, ate options.
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Jeff watched the far edge, not for beauty
but for shape. The salt pan wasn't flat if you
knew how to see it. It had shallow bowls
where runoff sat after rare storms and left a
different residue. He leaned out and read the
wind marks: scours that ran clean meant hard
under. Scours that ended in small drifts
meant a dip that would grab a tire.

Laleh spoke once, tight. “If we stop for
shade, we don’t make it.”

“We stop when the truck makes us,” Jeff
said.
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the pry bar, its grip wrapped in rag, and
stepped into the shade wedge with Laleh.

“Listen,” he told her.

Laleh tilted her head. The ticking sand on
metal gave a steady, small noise. Under it, if
you held still, you could catch distance: a far
engine note, thin as wire. It wasn't close. It
existed. That was enough.

Jeff dropped to his knees and scraped at
the salt crust with the pry bar tip. It was hard
at first, a brittle skin. It broke in plates that
cut his knuckles when he cleared them away.
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Salt got under his nails. The glare bounced up
under the tarp edge and turned everything
white.

They dug without romance. Pry. Break.
Scoop. Hands in. Hands out. Jeff’s fingers
stung where the crust split skin. He wiped
blood on his pants and kept going. The salt
packed into the pry bar notch. He had to
knock it free against the stone. Each tap was
loud in the shade.

Laleh worked the other side with a flat
spade, blade dull, scraping in short strokes.
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Her breath came in controlled bursts. She
paused once to spit dust from the corner of
her mouth and stopped herself, jaw clenched,
keeping the wet.

Jeff leaned close to the hole and sniffed.
The air down there carried a damp tang, not
rot, not fuel. He saw a faint dark line in the
salt—old oilcloth residue, maybe, or just the
way the crust changed where something had
been buried. He didn't trust it. He didn't
drink. He didn't talk.
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A minute later, the pry bar struck
something that wasn't salt. A dull note. Not
rock. Not hollow. Metal, wrapped or boxed.

Jeff froze with the bar in his hands. The
vibration traveled up his arms into his
shoulders. He looked at Laleh, and she looked
back, eyes narrowed against the glare.

“Again,” she said, low.

He tapped once more. The same dull note.
Real.

They cleared the edges. Jeff hooked the pry
bar under a lip. The object fought, held by

180

781

‘91bue 3yb ay3 Je ‘joo3 3ybu Byl Ym pauado
u23q pey 31 ‘pPeaJy3-Sso.dd ON ‘sJing ON
'spealy) ay3 buoje |leuquinyl e ued Jar “deq
3 3nd ‘3 unds ‘31 pawJem pey auoawos "bul
1eau e ‘Ued|D paJeays Sem 3] ‘Xoedd 3| saxew
abe Aem ayj ul paydedd 3,usem Xem |eas ayl
*u] paues|
pue paddoils aH "32inb ay3 ul buoim papunos
jeyy yeanbs |jews e yyum aaeb uayj ‘pajsisad
31 "UoIldRI B 3 PaUIN] SH "} Japun aul|
|eas e pue [Jnu Mojjeys e pey ded paduwels
9yl "pu® Jeau ay3 003} pue pappou yor

€81

,dols am ‘pamayd
ale spealy3 ayy 41, "ples yaje ,'isdiy sded,
*In0 3ids 3,up|nod ay b aul
e 91| Yiea3 SIy uo 3es 3snp l|eyje Jo ajse) ay L
'93.4 9pl|s 03 pajuem jey) asealb uo aseyoind
396 03 bulAay ‘agny ay3 uo uayy ‘syued
s1y uo spuey siy padim aH 'sies pey ued jjes
'sbuims 61q oN ‘Mo| Jeq Aud ay3y 3dax JoC
"PaYIYs puim ay3 se Buiuiym
seAued ay3 ‘uiebe doe|s Juam uayj} pue swely
S} uo 22uo paddeus apeys diel ay] ‘swied

81

43y 03 >oN3s YIo0[2]I0 "IsnJ] 3,Upip ays sl

e 1 sybiy3 4oy ssodoe agn3 auy ple| ysje
‘pealyy e Aq J4apnoj
Malb abpa duel ay3 apisyno ajou auibua
Jej ay3 se pajney pue ‘paey mel ‘31 39sa.

9H °|10 uo paddis dub syor *|Ind 10w dUQ
*yiym una 03 ybnous jou ‘jeals o3 ybnous

N0 Sem 3] ‘mou 3| Japun siabuly pey AsyL
'sded padwejs yym
Spua yjoq je pajeas ‘Aseasb pue daep ‘yjo|d|io
ul paddeam agny e :abpam apeys ayj ojul 3sou
pue 234 93049 moJleu pue buo| bulyswos

181

uresys Japun paddi Yo a1 ‘punos buliesy
e u] aAeb 3snud ayL usy yum pajind Har
"pa|ind
pue ‘abpa ajoy ay3 3e uoiyisod pasodxa ay3
3003 ‘3994 43y 39S dYS "UOIIDe YIIM }I Paudlos
uayy ‘paddeus yaje ,’‘buizunod oN,,
‘ples Jar ,'994y3 U0,
saponuy
J3y 3nd 3jjes ayy se pajunib pue ‘|elow
buideuds sjieu ‘deb ayjy ojul suabuly sy panoys
yajeq "dn Buiyoied uoiespAysp Jo yjew ayy
Y1e9) J0U ‘>00Ys spuey SIH "UOIIINS pue Isnid

by someone who cared about leaving it
looking old.

Laleh scraped her knuckle across the far
cap. Fresh skin took a clean cut. She didn’t
curse. She just looked at the thin line of blood
and wiped it on the oilcloth, eyes flat.

“Tampered,” she said.

Jeff’s eyes flicked to the marker stone
beside the hole. A scuff at its base he’d
clocked as their own bootwork now read
different: a half-moon scrape, too clean,
packed with darker grit from somewhere else.
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Someone had knelt here recently. Someone
had braced. Someone had lifted and set it
back.

He brought the pry bar tip under the cap lip
and levered with a controlled push. Metal
popped with a dull complaint. He caught the
cap before it clanged. Laleh held her breath
without meaning to. Jeff twisted the tube
mouth toward the shade, away from the
glare, and slid two fingers inside.

Paper rasped his skin.

186

For one long sentence, his brain tried to
make it something else—cloth, ledger leaves
swollen with damp, a roll of vellum—but it
was only a coupon book with crisp, new-cut
edges against the old oilcloth, and when he
peeled it open the owner line was already
filled in with JEFF MERIDIAN in block print like
a receipt waiting for a thumbprint.

His throat locked. No swallow left. Tongue
stuck to palate. His fingers started a small
shake that he couldn’t clamp down on, the
kind that wasn’t fear and wasn’t cold, the
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kind that came when he’d cut a corner on
water and told himself he hadn't.

Laleh didn't reach for it. She watched his
hands instead. Watched the way he held the
book like it might bite.

“That’s a collar,” she said.

Jeff tried to wet his lips and found nothing.
He turned the book. The coupons were
numbered, each stamped with a seal he
recognized from mission stores. The ink
smelled sharp, fresh. It wasn’t old stock. It
was printed to look like permission.

188

61

daas |any juley B pue 1aqqnJ J0y JO ||dWs 3y}
pue paj00d 3 Se pax2I13 aulbus syl "»o8yd 3se|
s,ya|e7] wouy dn sem pooy ay] *ate|b ul jey

‘apeys ul jjey ‘way3 pulyaq jes 3oni3 JisyL
,'Sbl pajunow yym

oml "ybi1a agAep, ‘patamsue yajel XIS,
JPswiy

dojs pjnod ay 240429 ples yar ,'3unod,
*saJ1} uo buijjos Ajuoyiny suaied ul payse|
sued |any pue ybiy paddesis swnip Jajem
uo 3ybned uns *|jp e a1 bupeds *Ixau ay3

161

uay3 ‘3Xau dU3 Usy3} ‘UMOp ISOU BDIYSA ped| ¥
*2b6p14 9Y3 uo sx0|q Xleq "uoiolsip ybnoiyy
peaJ JuswaAow INg ‘WIMS Siel) 3jes ay3
Bupjew ‘aoueisip ay3 juaq jeaH "diey ayj 3sed
paJtaad pue ‘mo| buidasy ‘piemuoy piis aC
.3 J0 3ur, 'pies ays ,Isna,
*2bpli uey ay3 paemoy paddeus peay s,ysje
‘pauldiosip
oeq play ‘paziucdyduAs 'siapied jo
9j0u pabbed ayj JON ‘|eJaAdS 'saulbul puim
1,Usem 1eyl wyiAyd e ui |ezaw Jsuiebe buppn
pues :3jInq punos e ‘speys ay3 apisino

061

's,Joydeaboried e jou

‘puey s,uewalo} e 1| ‘pnoad 00] ‘pasajuad

Sem |eas s,»00q SIyl “Jew ay3 jo abpa

9y3 buissp sAem|e ‘Yo mo| sAemje—pulwl Sy

ul Juswade|d dwels |nyaJed s,ulQ |99 p|Nod

}9r 9sodund uo sA0dap 03ul 3Nd Uddq pey

dew s,||9d ulQ 40 ‘ssaupupy e 33| 31 passed

pue al] 3y3 pa4 Usaq pey lwey Iayjlg *21iq

PINOM J311N0D 3)e4adsap e aJaym 39S NOA pury

ay3 ooy pajueld e 03 pa| 31 Uabpa| paLing

e 0] p9| 3,upey Jownd s,lwey Jayjed ‘I yum
suondo siy Jo U0 300} pue papue| 108} MaN

681

1966113 e pasu 3,upip 1eyy uodeam y
‘IINZI3S Ol 1O3rdns
NOISS3ISSOd A3ZIYOHLNVYNN 'ATNO SWNYd
Q3ZIYOHLNY 1V 319VINIIaTY :buissalq
e 9 03 9s10a4d 003 ‘juld J3jjewsS ul dul|

Vv J9A0D 9pisul 9y3 03 paddoup saAd S,49(
Julod e sisiyl,
‘Bujualsi| pue sajbue |je sem ays *abpa diey
ay3 puoAaq ueds o3 buljbue peay ‘sasu I3y

uo dn juam pue agn3 ay3 Jo pI|S UysleT , ON.
«496p3| 3y3 3,us!

SIyl, "9de.ads e uj 3n0 SJI0A SIY pad.04 SH



hung in the air. Oil line. Low. Their best speed
was already a story they couldn’t tell twice.

A loudhailer crackled. The sound traveled
clean over open salt, a hard voice riding
electricity. It took a second to resolve, and
then Kadir Voss was speaking as if he'd
stepped into the shade with them.

“Jeff Meridian,” Voss said, smooth as
stamped paper. “Courier. Former survey hand.
Possessor of disputed property.”
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Jeff’s jaw tightened until his teeth hurt.
Laleh glanced at him once, quick, then back
to the ridge.

“You will return the map,” Voss continued.
“In exchange, I will honor Mission Rami’s
current allotment through the next cycle. No
penalties. No seizure. No interruption of
cistern line service.”

Behind them, the mission sat low against
the salt and scrub. A hand pump. A water
drum. A handful of faces Jeff could name by
the way they held their cups. If Voss cut them
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off, it wasn’t an argument. It was days of dry
tongues and empty canteens. It was bodies
under canvas.

Voss's voice didn't rise. It didn’t need to.
“Refusal,” he said, “will be treated as theft
and sabotage. Mission Rami’s coupons will be
voided by sundown. All drums in the quadrant
will be notified. Stability will be maintained.”

Jeff held the coupon book tighter without
thinking. His name sat on the owner line like
a claim tag tied to a fence post. He'd carried
men’s freight and paid in water. He'd told
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himself he never traded someone else’s share
for his own exit. Now the book was asking
him to do it with ink.

Laleh’s hand went to the truck’s open hood,
fingers testing a hose clamp, then the oil line
fitting, as if the metal might give her a better
answer. "We can’t outrun them,” she said,
low. “Not on that oil. Not across open.”

Jeff’s situational map built itself without
permission: salt pan wide, no cover, ridges as
firing points, their tracks visible as a
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plank top, a single drawer, a ledger box, and
a safe hanging under it on a chain. Paperwork
lay in neat stacks, corners weighted by a rail
spike with rust flaking off in thin scales. A
clerk stood to Voss's right with an ink stamp
and a coupon book open to the page with
Jeff's name. The clerk’s eyes never left Jeff's
hands.

Two guards sat on the tailgate with rifles
across their knees like tools. Another pair
loitered by the rear trucks. They rotated
without hurry, trading shade and sightlines. A
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fuel truck sat off-center under a canvas rig.
The shade snapped and fluttered on a frame,
cord biting into grommets. Water drums rode
on a trailer behind it, lashed with rope that
had seen too much sun.

Voss's suit didn’t belong out here. That
made it armor. He didn't blink against the
dust. He didn't squint into glare. He gave Jeff
the kind of smile you give a man when you're
already writing his receipt.
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“Mr. Meridian,” Voss said. Calm. Contract-
calm. “Thank you for making the stable
choice.”

Jeff kept the flag upright. Kept his other
hand empty. “You called this a courtesy.”

"It is.” Voss nodded toward the desk as if
offering a seat in a parlor. “The alternative is
confusion. Confusion becomes violence.
Violence becomes interruptions in service. I
prevent interruptions.”
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Jeff stopped at the edge of the desk’s
reach. He didn’t step close enough to touch
the paper. Close meant owned.

Voss'’s fingers tapped the rail spike once.
The sound cut through the ticking sand.

“Let’s remove the theatrics,” Voss said.
“Orin Pell was bait.”

Jeff didn’t move, but his throat tightened.
Pell’s salt-stained map tube flashed in his
mind the way metal flashes when you turn it
in sun. “He was dead.”
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body, steel shackle. Old. The kind that hated
fine sand.

The clerk’s keyring hung on his right hip,
caught on a belt loop. Two keys. One big. One
small. The small one sat forward, easy to
grab if you were close enough to lose a hand.

Voss slid a folder across the desk. It
stopped under the rail spike. “Here are your
terms.”

Jeff didn't reach for it.

Voss read them anyway, because Voss
always read his own terms. “You will sign
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away any claim to cartographic materials,
surveys, route notes, and associated
property.” His voice stayed even. “You will
hand over all such items currently in your
possession.” He glanced at the white flag as if
it might be included. “In return, I grant you
and those under your immediate protection
safe passage out of this quadrant. I allocate
one drum of water. Standard ration. No
penalties. No seizure. No interruption of
cistern line service to Mission Rami—for now.”
“For now,” Jeff said.
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Voss nodded. “Stability requires review.”
Jeff felt his hands start to shake again. He
forced them still by curling his fingers into the
stick. His private rule sat in the back of his
skull like a nail you can’t pull: never trade a

person’s water for your own safety. The
contract asked him to do it with ink and a
smile and a stamp.

He looked at Voss's convoy. At the water
drums. At the fuel. At the guards. At the desk
with the cracked bolt plate doing its slow
failure dance.
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He had no shot here. He had no cover. He
had a mission behind him that would die on
paper as fast as it would die under rifles.

“Pen,” Jeff said.

The clerk didn't move until Voss gave the
smallest nod. Then the clerk set a pen on the
desk like it was a loaded tool. The pen barrel
was nicked and stained. Ink made a dark ring
on the clerk’s thumb.

Jeff stepped closer. The safe chain tugged
again with the engine’s vibration. The cracked
bolt plate flexed, a hairline opening and
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remaining time, I recommend prayer. It
comforts people when the math fails them.”

Jeff took the white flag back into his hand.
The cloth fluttered once, snapping on the
knot. Behind Voss, engines rose a fraction,
readying. The safe chain tugged again under
the desk, link by link, testing the cracked
plate above it.

One hour.

Jeff turned toward the mission with the
taste of alkali on his teeth and ink on his
name, walking back across open ground with
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a contract in the air behind him and the only
cistern line for a hundred leagues ticking
down like a bad gauge.

Jeff kept the pen between his fingers one
breath longer than the line required. The
metal was warm from other hands. Ink clung
in the nib seam. He watched the clerk’s
thumb worry the keyring as if the keys could
chew through skin.

The desk sat on a sheet of cracked plate,
bolted to two rails sunk in the pan. Under it,
the safe chain tugged, the links ticking faint
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through metal each time a guard shifted his
boot. A brass compass with a spidered face
sat near the ledger folder, useless here, more
prop than tool. Paper ruled everything inside
this fence.

Voss stood a half-step back, letting the
clerk do the labor. His boots stayed clean. His
watch stayed clean. His mouth stayed clean.

Jeff laid the pen down, then picked it up
again as if checking the point. His tongue
stuck to his palate. He swallowed once and
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tasted alkali dust that had settled on his teeth
in a thin grit layer.

“One concession,” Jeff said, keeping his
voice flat. He did not look at the rifles. He
looked at the papers. “Tied to the contract.
You want this to hold, you make it visible.”

Voss’s eyes narrowed a fraction. “You have
safe passage.”

“Written,” Jeff said. “And a fill. For the
injured at the gate. Not my drum. Their
canteens.”
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on a nail in the desk’s side, looped, easy to
hook. Easy to lose.

The clerk wrote. Scratch, scratch. Jeff read
the motion, not the words. Voss’s name at the
bottom, a loop like a noose. The clerk aligned
the stamp.

Thud. Ink bled. The sound was blunt, final.
Paper made promise into a tool.

At the water trailer, Father Rami drifted into
view, hands empty, palms out, his sleeves
rolled as if he’d been working, not bargaining.
He spoke low to a driver Jeff hadn’t noticed
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before—a thick-necked man with a coupon
book tucked into his belt and a cracked
fingernail black at the edge. Rami’s mouth
formed careful phrases. Confirm the
allotment. Bless the agreement. His tone was
patient, like someone talking a mule down
from a ledge.

The driver hesitated, then shifted aside
without being told. A remembered favor,
cashed in. Rami didn’t touch the hose. He
didn’t need to. He got close enough that the
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guards’ eyes slid past him like he was part of
the fence.

Laleh was a shadow in work clothes near
the drum rack, head down, posture wrong for
a laborer—too alert, too still. She held a coil
of wire and a strip of cloth like rags meant for
wiping. Her fingers moved once, fast and
small. She tested the patched coupling with a
press of her thumb. The rubber looked sun-
cooked, the surface checked in fine lines. She
loosened the sleeve clamp a fraction, then
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packed grit into the seam where tape met
rubber. Her choice was clear even from here.

Improvise.

It would fail under pressure. When it failed,
it would spit water into sand. It would buy
seconds at the price of a trail and a mark.

Jeff’s mouth went drier thinking of it.

The clerk slid the stamped chit toward Jeff.
“Safe passage under contract,” he recited, as
if the words could stop a bullet. His hand
stayed on the paper a beat longer than it
should have, protective.
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Jeff counted steps to the rear lane. He
counted the distance to the fuel truck. He
counted the time until pressure hit the grit-
packed seam.

A rubber squeal cut through the yard’s
engine noise—high, wrong, brief.

Then a wet spit, sharp as a cough.

Jeff didn’t turn his head. He felt the window
open anyway.

A rubber squeal cut off in a wet spit.

Pressure hit the seam. The hose coupler at
the water trailer jumped like it had a mind.
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For half a blink it held, bulged, then the clamp
let go with a blunt pop that carried over the
yard noise. Water punched out in a hard white
rope, slamming the sand flat. The ground
went from powder to paste in a breath. Mud
fanned under tires. A man yelped when his
boot slid and he caught himself on a drum
rack, knuckles scraping metal.

Shouts stacked. “Valve—" “Kill it—" “Hose!
Hose!”
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The smell changed first. Hot rubber, sharp
fuel, wet canvas. Dust turned to a damp stink
that stuck to the back of Jeff's tongue.

A guard nearest the spill swung his rifle
toward the spray on reflex, like the water had
done it on purpose. His stance opened. His
eyes followed the jet, not the lane.

Jeff kept moving. White chit in his hand,
contract papers folded over the thin safe key
like a scab. He walked like he belonged in the
mess, head down, shoulders tight, one more
tired hand waiting his turn at a drum.
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Laleh was already in it. Low, fast, inside the
confusion where legs and wheels hid her. She
slid between the rear axles of a cargo truck,
one hand on a tire to judge skid, the other
cutting a secondary tie on a stack of small
drums with a mechanic’s knife. The tie
snapped. Two drums rolled, slow at first, then
faster as the mud took them. Men chased
them without thinking, boots skating.

Father Rami appeared where Jeff expected
him—two steps behind trouble, carrying it like
a load. Laleh flicked her fingers twice: pull.
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The white chit in Jeff’s hand turned from
permission to evidence.

Option gone: walk out.

A guard pair moved to seal the rear lane.
Another took the side gap by the fuel drums.
The only open path ran straight through the
center where the desk trailer sat.

Jeff lowered his shoulders and went in.

He moved by touch and timing. When an
engine lurches, eyes go to the driver. When a
drum rolls, hands reach. When a man curses
and slaps his boot to clear mud, his rifle drops
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for a beat. Jeff took beats like he took
measurements. One. Two. Three.

A door swung open on the cargo truck
ahead, catching a gust and slamming back
with a metal clap. It made men flinch. Jeff
slid past the hinge line as it moved, close
enough to feel the vibration in the panel.

A rifle cracked somewhere near the fence.
Not aimed at him. A warning shot to freeze
the yard. It worked on most. It didn't work on
Laleh. She was already under the tanker,
elbows in mud, dragging herself by the
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crossbeam like she’d been born in
crawlspaces.

Rami followed her line and paid for it. A
guard saw the cleric collar and grabbed for
him, more insult than tactic. Rami turned with
the grab and used the man’s weight against
him, hip checking him into a drum rack. Metal
rang. The guard’s teeth clicked. Rami took a
forearm across the mouth for the exchange.
His lip split. He didn’t go down.

Jeff hit the desk trailer’s steps in a crowd of
men pretending the desk mattered more than
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the water. He climbed with his head tucked,
papers up, the safe key pressed flat by his
thumb.

Inside, heat sat heavy. The smell of ink and
sweat. The clerk’s chair was shoved back. The
stamp lay on its side, handle smeared with
mud from someone’s palm. The safe was
where it always was—under the desk, chained
to the bolt plate set into the floor.

Jeff dropped to his knees and slid under.

Sand ground into his teeth. He tasted iron
off the bolt plate before he touched it. The
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heads turning toward the new noise because
it promised fire.

The rifle muzzle jerked away.

Jeff yanked the safe door open. Inside: a
packet wrapped in oilcloth, edges stamped
and sealed, and a coupon book with Voss’s
mark pressed deep, the imprint clean in spite
of the yard mud. A ledger card with columns
and names. Water allotments. Well IDs.
Dates.

Not treasure. Proof.
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He shoved the packet into his shirt under
his ribs. It stuck to sweat. He grabbed the
coupon book and the card stack with his left
hand, because his right still had the key and
his brain refused to drop it until the job was
done.

“Move,” Laleh’s voice snapped from outside
the trailer, close. "Now.”

Jeff backed out from under the desk,
shoulders scraping wood. He came up into a
burst of light and noise.
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The yard had changed shape. Guards in
pairs, rifles up. Drivers pinned in their seats,
hands on wheels, waiting for orders. Water
still jetted in an arc, lower now as pressure
fell, turning the lane into a slick strip that
shone like oil.

Voss was walking toward the desk trailer
with a calm that made the space around him
clear. Men moved aside without looking at
him.

Jeff didn’t have a clean lane. He had one
lane with cover: between the fuel drums and
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the tanker belly. He saw Laleh crouched near
the tanker’s rear, one hand braced on a ladder
rung, the other holding her pistol low. She
wasn’t aiming to kill. She was aiming to make
heads turn.

Rami was at her shoulder, face wet at the
mouth, eyes narrowed against pain. He held a
guard’s wrist in a grip that kept the rifle
pointed at dirt. The guard fought it, boots
sliding in mud. Rami’s ribs took an elbow. He
grunted once and didn't let go.
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“Head up,” Laleh snapped, and the words
weren’t comfort. They were instruction, the
way you talk to a motor that wants to die.
She grabbed his collar and shoved him under
the shade thrown by the desk trailer’s corner.
Canvas snapped on its frame overhead, a
hard slap in the wind. She moved into the
open edge of the shade line and stayed there,
angled so any shot coming low would have to
find her first or punch through a drum before
it found Jeff.
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A round smacked a fuel drum and sparked,
then died in wet mud. The smell of hot rubber
and leaking fuel mixed with water and dust
until Jeff’s throat tried to close.

Rami was dragging a water drum by its rim,
boots sliding. The bung was cracked; water
still jetted in a weakening arc, splashing his
legs and turning dust into slick. Each gallon
that hit the ground was a door closing
somewhere downline. He jammed the drum
into a lane between two trucks until it
wedged. It made cover and a mess at once.
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A truck near the tanker coughed. The carb
gave a wet choke, then a hollow pop. The
engine stumbled like it had swallowed sand.
The driver pumped the pedal, panicking fuel
into a throat that couldn’t take air. The motor
sagged and stalled. Another rig behind it
clanked into neutral, then ground as the
driver tried to force it, the vibration carrying
through the yard into Jeff’s knees.

Failing objects everywhere. Choices
stacking with no time to sort them.
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Jeff slid down on his left hip. The safe was
there, half under the desk trailer’s steps, iron
box scabbed with rust and mud. It was still
chained to the desk frame. The chain ran to a
bolt plate on the trailer’s wall—cracked and
already pulling, the screws bent like tired
nails.

He reached with his left hand. His right arm
stayed close to his chest, useless weight.

“Cover me,” he said. Two words. All he
could afford.
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Jeff used it.

He threw his weight into the wrench again.
The bolt plate tore free with a final shriek,
screws ripping out and clattering into mud.
The chain went slack. The safe lurched into
Jeff’s lap, heavy enough to bruise. The impact
sent a hot pulse up his injured arm. He tasted
iron at the back of his tongue.

Now the lock.

The safe had a keyway packed with fine
grit. Desert finds every gap. Jeff pulled the
key ring from his pocket with his left hand.
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The keys were slick. He pressed them against
his shirt to get purchase. Blood made
everything slide.

He tore a strip from the sand-filter cloth—
coarse weave, already used at a roadside
seep. He folded it and pushed it into the
keyway with the tip of a thin nail he found in
the mud. Grit came out in a dark line. He
breathed through his nose, slow, because if
he swallowed air wrong he’d start coughing
and then he’d be done.
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Laleh’s shoulder bumped his as she
crouched in closer, using the safe itself as
part of her cover. “Which one?” she asked.

Jeff didn’t look at the keys. He felt them. He
counted by shape. Short ward. Long ward.
One with a bent tooth that always caught.

“That,” he said, and put the bent one in.

The lock resisted, then caught. His left wrist
shook as he applied pressure, careful, steady,
like easing a stuck valve. The key turned a
fraction. Stopped. He eased back, cleared grit
with the cloth again, tried once more.
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Click.

The sound landed in him like water hitting a
dry cup: small, definite, not enough. He
turned it the rest of the way and the bolts
inside slid with a heavy, satisfied clunk.

He pulled the door open.

Inside was an oilcloth packet, thick and
wrapped tight, the corners squared like
someone had cared about the edges. The
smell hit him first: machine oil and paper,
sealed away from sun. There was also a
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worse. Reloading would take twice as long.
Two scenes at least, his body insisting on
payment.

He looked past the drums toward the open
sand beyond the railhead. No cover. Heat
shimmer over salt flats bending the sightline
into lies. Mirage distortions made distance
look shorter than it was. A trap built out of
physics.

“Water?” he asked.

Laleh jerked her chin at the cracked bung.
“Half drum left on the ground. Two canteens
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between us. One’s dented.” Her eyes flicked
to his belt tourniquet. “"And you're leaking.”

Option gone. No sale. No waiting. No clean
exit.

A horn blared—one of Voss'’s trucks calling
the line to move. Tires began to roll, chewing
mud into ruts. Men with rifles started
repositioning with purpose, not scatter.

Jeff braced his left hand on the safe, used it
to stand, and felt the engine vibration
through the trailer’s step as the first rig
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crawled forward. The packet rode against his
ribs like a hot brick.

The only way out was across open sand,
with the convoy waking up behind them and a
one-hour stamp ticking in red ink against his
skin.

Water Without Coupons

Jeff left the shade and the railhead noise
fell behind him in pieces—horns, grinding
starters, men shouting numbers like they
could bully machines into obedience. In front
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of him the sand lay flat enough to lie about
speed. A salt pan glare bit at his eyes. He
kept his head down and his mind on small
units.

“Two canteens,” he said. “Four mouths if we
count Rami’s ribs.”

Rami made a sound that could’ve been a
laugh if it didn’t end in a cough. He waved
them on with two fingers, staying behind the
drums and the cracked bung. He’d given the
route. He wasn’t coming.
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“How far to the stake line?” she asked.

Jeff looked for what wasn't there: a fence, a
pole, a straight edge. In the open, he used
rail telegraph poles as a metronome. Here the
poles were gone, and the sand was a blank
ledger.

“Three ridges,” he said. "Then a saddle that
runs like a drain. After that we should see the
stakes if they haven’t been pulled.”

“And if they have?”

“Then we use wind. And the scrap field as a
boundary.”
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He didn’t add what his head supplied: the
scrap field would drag their compass off true
and make the sand feel like it had opinions.
He felt Laleh’s eyes on him anyway, sharp and
measuring.

They moved. The desert made every climb
cost two. Soft sand grabbed at Jeff's boots
and stole effort with each step. His calves
cramped, a tight knot that threatened to
seize. He adjusted his stride and forced his
lungs to work without opening his mouth too
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wide. Every breath through his mouth felt like
scraping cloth on a wound.

On the second ridge, the ground changed.
Dark flecks appeared in the sand—old rivets,
flakes of rust, wire fragments half-buried. The
air smelled faintly of hot rubber even though
no engine ran near them. It came from their
own kit: a fuel line sweating in the heat, a
gasket warming, the world cooking small
failures into bigger ones.

Laleh pulled the brass compass from her
pocket and flipped it open. The cracked glass
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spidered across the face. The needle swung,
found north—then twitched. Stopped.
Twitched again like a bad eyelid.

“No,” she muttered, and tapped the casing
with a fingernail. The needle stuttered and
settled a few degrees off.

Jeff watched the needle, then the ground.
The iron scrap field wasn’t a neat pile. It was
a scatter of loss, spread by years of wind and
salvage. Enough to pull metal’s faith off line.

“It's drifting,” Laleh said.

“It's lying,” Jeff said.
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gain. He could feel where they’d aim their
trap: the pump road, the fence, the gate.

If he were them, he’d bet on speed and
straightness. So he refused both.

The bowl took their strength. When they
climbed out, Jeff’s thighs shook. Laleh’s
breathing stayed controlled, but her nostrils
flared and her lips had gone dry at the
corners. She checked their fuel bottle without
being asked. She didn’t say the nhumber. Jeff
didn’t need it spoken; he could hear it in the
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way she screwed the cap back on too
carefully.

A stake appeared ahead—weathered wood
with a metal tag, half-buried, angled like it
had tried to crawl out and failed. Jeff felt a
small relief that wasn’t allowed to become
comfort. One stake meant a line. A line meant
direction. Direction meant time.

They followed the stakes at a slant,
weaving between patches where rust showed
through. The compass stayed in Laleh’s
pocket like a sulking witness.
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Then the sand went soft again and the
ground dropped under Jeff’s left foot. He
pitched forward, caught air, and hit his knees.
The packet thumped against his ribs. Pain
flashed hot in his arm. The world narrowed to
sand grains and his own breath held tight in
his chest.

Laleh was past him, then back, scanning.
“Bog pocket.”

Jeff pushed up with his left hand. His right
refused to clench. He stared at his fingers as
if they belonged to someone else. They
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trembled, not from fear. From heat and blood
and the body refusing to be cheated.

“We go around,” Laleh said.

Jeff looked at the stakes. Going around
meant losing the line. Losing the line meant
guessing. Guessing meant time. Time meant
the shift-change at the pump house—workers
outside, gate moving, procedures loose for a
few minutes. Miss that and they’d find the
gate locked and the men inside content to let
two strangers cook against chain-link.

“Straight,” Jeff said.
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Beyond it, a squat silhouette broke the flat—
corrugated walls and a pipe run like a spine.
The pump house.

The sound reached them late: a steady
mechanical thrum, low and constant, carried
through hot air in a way that made it hard to
place. The vibration wasn't in the ground yet,
but Jeff could imagine it in the steering
column of a truck, in the bolts that held the
intake line.

He wiped his mouth with the back of his left
wrist and came away with dust. His bandage
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had darkened at the edge. He tightened it one
notch and felt his fingers go colder.

Laleh crouched behind a low hump of sand
and peered over. “Perimeter fence,” she said.
“Chain gate on the road side. One guard
shack.”

Jeff crept up beside her, keeping low. The
sight of the pump house brought a new kind
of pressure. Not the chase. The clock. Shift-
change. Workers outside for a moment. A
window. If they missed it, they’d be two
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specks on open ground with a packet against
Jeff’s ribs and no cover worth the name.

He checked the sun by instinct, then
corrected by the heat on his face. No
instrument. No comfort. “"How long?”

Laleh watched the yard. “If they run by the
book, ten minutes. If Voss has them tight,
less.”

Jeff’s throat clicked when he swallowed. He
tasted alkali and the oilcloth against his skin.
He could dump the packet here, bury it, run
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lighter, move faster. He could buy his own
distance and let the desert keep its secrets.

His jaw set. He didn’t move his hand toward
his shirt.

“We go now,” he said.

They slid down the back side of the rise,
using the slope to hide their approach. Sand
ticked against Jeff’s belt buckle. The smell of
leaking fuel grew sharper near the structure,
hot and thin, like a warning you only got
once.
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