n furdox.d cartographer leaves

J Meridian a salt-stained map
eyed to a buried water ledger,

£ races across the Red Sirocco

) stop a sand baron from turning
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hands. Rushed work. A place that had been pushed to keep

running.

The thrum of the pump filled his teeth.

He glanced at Laleh. She nodded, already shifting her tool roll
forward on her hip.

Jeff kept his eyes on the chain gate and the guard shack as they
moved into the lee of the intake line, where the pipe’s shadow cut
the heat by a sliver.

Above the roofline, the sun climbed without mercy. In Jeff’s
head, the shift-change bell wasn’t a sound yet. It was a threat with
a schedule. If they didn’t hit that gate while men were outside,
Voss could lock it and wait them out until their tongues turned to

leather.
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The truck idled. The vibration came up through the hardpan
and into his boots. Sand ticked against the bike frames in a steady
dry hiss. Hot rubber stank under the fuel smell from a jerry can
sweating in the shade line. Behind the shed, scrap iron sat in
heaps: bent rail plates, a broken coupling, a length of chain that
had eaten sand for years. Good cover. Bad footing.

Jeff angled like he meant to check his kit in the shed shadow.
He didn’t hurry. Hurrying in a place like this was a flare.

He reached the shed corner and stopped where the boards
blocked sight from the drum for half a second. His hand went to
his chest as if to scratch. He flattened the map tighter against his
skin, slid the fold down under the strap line so the bulge would
ride with his sternum, not above it. The paper rasped. He kept his
face blank.

His canteen knocked his hip with a dull clink. Half full. Not
enough. He could taste what wasn’t there.

Across the siding, the tracker sat on the far bike with his boots
planted wide, posture easy. Not a coupon man. No clipboard. No
ring. His eyes did the work. He watched hands, the way a man
watches cards. Jeff felt the look hit his chest, pause at the strap
angle, drop to the canteen, then slide back up to his face.

The tracker didn’t call out. He didn’t need to.

Two fingers lifted off the grip. A curl. Small as a fly landing.
The nearest gunman shifted his weight and slapped his magazine
again—metal on metal, a bad seat. The sound was sharp in the
heat. He glanced down, annoyed, and that was the only mercy Jeff

got: distraction bought by someone else’s failing gear.
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He dropped beside her, used his left hand to scrape sand away

from her boot in small scoops. “You lean back. Put weight on the
heel. Let it widen.”

She did, breathing sharp through her nose. Jeff dug until his
nails tore and grit packed under them. He got both hands in for a
second, forgot his right, and pain lanced. He bit down hard and
tasted more blood. He kept digging with his left.

Laleh eased her foot out a fraction. Then another. Then she
was free, panting. She didn’t say thanks. She handed him the
canteen without being asked.

“Cap,” she said.

Jeff shook his head. “You.”

“Cap,” she repeated, and her tone made it a tool, not a
kindness.

He took it. Poured into the lid. Drank. Handed it back. He
watched the level drop by a line you could measure.

When they made it out of the bowl, their legs were heavy and
their pace had turned from run to grind. Jeff could feel the day
bleeding away in the angle of light on the sand. The stakes led
them toward a low rise. 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.
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Laleh’s Last Fan Belt

Jeff let the reaching hand commit.

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 on ground, the sharp sound of a
choice made too late.

Jeff didn’t look back. Looking back was for men with spare
water.

He cut for the junk-lot line where the railhead’s last neat
building stopped pretending it owned the day. Fence panels
leaned, patched with wire. Wind had piled drifts against the
bottom rails, smooth slopes leading into gaps that weren’t on any
signboard. Jeff’s mouth tasted of alkali, chalk and old coins. His
tongue stuck to his palate when he swallowed air.

Sand ticked on sheet metal roofs as he hit the first lane. The
junk-lot wasn’t one lot. It was a dozen garages stitched together
by theft and need. Corridors between stacked fenders and cut-
down truck beds. Doors made of flattened drums. A hanging tarp
slapped his shoulder when he shoved through; the grit in it rasped
like a file.
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He could hear the convoy in his head, not behind him. He built
their line from habit. They’d take the main track, then fan. They’d

send a pair wide to cut any run toward the pump house. They’d
use the hard ground to 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 number. Jeff
didn’t need it spoken; he could hear it in the 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.

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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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?”

“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?”

“A cartographer,” Jeff said. “He was dying when I got it.”

“That’s not an answer.” She twisted the spanner again, teeth
set. The belt squealed, then settled a fraction deeper. “Who did he
work for?”

Jeff listened. Outside, an engine revved and cut. Another

answered. He pictured bikes fanning, men dismounting at gaps,
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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
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 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.

That got her to look up. Her expression stayed flat. “We’re
trading one lie for yours.”

Jeff’s mouth went tack-dry again. He worked his jaw and
tasted blood where grit had cut his inner lip. “My lie comes with

reasons.”
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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.”

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 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.

“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.”

Jeft kept the map close to his chest. “Name it.”
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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.

Laleh didn’t argue. She moved first, light and quick, pack
riding high. Jeff followed, left hand gripping the strap that crossed
his chest and pinned the packet to his skin. The oilcloth stuck
where sweat had dried to salt. The taste of alkali dust crawled over
his teeth and his tongue dragged against his palate when he tried
to swallow.

The back route existed as Rami’s pencil scratches on a scrap
and Jeff’s own habits. Dune ridge. Wind-scoured saddle. Old stake
line. The convoy would expect a straight run along the hardpack
toward the pump road. Straight lines were readable. Readable got
you cut off.

They angled away from the main track at a shallow slant, not a
hard turn. Jeff counted steps until the rail yard fell out of earshot.
He counted again until the tire ruts thinned and broke. He watched
the sand’s skin. The wind had combed it into ripples that pointed
the way it had been pushing all morning. Wind marks didn’t lie
unless the ground changed.

Laleh stayed off the crests. She climbed each ridge with a bias,

never putting herself on top against the sky. When she had to cross
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Jeff nodded once. It cost him more than it showed. His throat
ached. His empty canteen sat on her bench like an accusation.

Outside, a boot scraped near the tarp, close enough to hear the
grit drag.

Laleh swung into the driver’s seat and turned the key. The
engine coughed, caught, and settled into a strained idle that
vibrated through the bay floor.

“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 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.

“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.

11
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A line beneath, boxed.
TIME FROM RECEIPT: 1 HOUR
Jeff’s throat tightened. Not from fear. From the math. One

hour meant there was a runner already moving, a foreman already
paid, a furnace already hot. Voss hadn’t been calm because the
secret was safe. He’d been calm because the schedule was a
weapon.

Jeff’s eyes flicked up and caught the desk trailer’s open
window. He saw paperwork on the desk inside, neatly stacked, and
a stamp pad sitting where a hand could reach it without looking.
Too clean. Too ready. The calm earlier snapped into place with
that small detail.

Laleh leaned in, read the red stamp, and her mouth went flat.
“We can’t sit on this.”

“No,” Jeff said. The word scratched out of him. He tucked the
packet inside his shirt, oilcloth against skin, and the contact made
his blood feel colder.

Rami dragged himself back into the shade, one hand pressed
to his ribs, breathing through teeth. He nodded once at the packet
without asking. He’d heard the stamp in Jeff’s silence.

Out in the yard, engines started catching again. One after
another, a staggered chorus. The stalled truck’s driver was
slapping the carb housing, trying to clear the choke. Another rig’s
starter ground until it caught with a lurch. Voss’s convoy was re-
forming, not panicked now—coherent. A moving wall of steel and
coupons.

Jeff shifted, tried to push up, and the hurt in his arm turned his
vision tight at the edges. His right hand didn’t want to close.
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Laleh’s brows shifted by a fraction. Not belief. Interest. She
picked up the compass and ran her thumb over the stamp, then the
crack. A flaw you could feel. A value you could lose.

“Maps get you killed,” she said. “Coins buy tires. A compass
buys choices.”

She tucked the coins into her pocket with quick, practiced
movements, then took the coupon book and flipped it. Torn pages.
Missing stamps. Her mouth tightened. “These are Voss’s leash. He
calls it stability. He calls it order. He calls it whatever keeps his
name on the pump keys.”

Jeff watched her hands hover over the torn book. Deceit had
tells. Over-precise wording. Avoiding water talk. Her anger didn’t
dodge. It went straight at the machinery of it.

“I’m not here to burn your shop,” he said.

“You’re here to run.” She slid the compass into her belt pouch
and snapped it shut. “And I’m here to keep my engine moving.
Our interests meet for about a hundred miles.”

A boot scraped outside the tarp again. Closer. The grit drag
made Jeff’s shoulders go rigid.

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 start checking radiator caps. Fresh water theft leaves a ring.

Voss’s boys know the smell.”

13
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Every head in the yard turned toward it. Jeff didn’t need to see.
He felt the shift in fire. The next shots came faster, closer. Mud
kicked under the trailer. A round punched through the step and
whined off the safe’s corner, leaving a bright scar.

Laleh moved again, low and ugly, no wasted distance. She
fired twice, then rolled behind a drum. “Reloading,” she said, flat,
and slapped a magazine home with a practiced smack.

Rami’s voice cut through the gunfire for one breath. Not
prayer. Not pleading.

“Banat Nassar!” he shouted, naming a caravan clan like a tool
you swing at a lock. “You owe me for the pump at Kheled Cut—
look at me!”

For half a second, one guard hesitated, eyes flicking from
Jeft’s cover to Rami’s face. The rifle’s muzzle dipped. A half-
second bought in old labor and remembered thirst.

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 Jeft’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. 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
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Jeff scooped the canvas, wrapped the remaining scraps—

nothing left but dust and a torn strap—and stuffed it back into the
satchel. The map stayed under his shirt, flat against his ribs. He
checked it by touch only, palm pressed, feeling the fold lines like
bones.

Laleh tossed him a length of cord. “Tie that satchel down. If it
falls out, I don’t stop.”

He looped it around the passenger footwell bracket, cinched
hard, and tested the knot with a tug that made his bruised knuckles
sting. He took the last swallow from his canteen. It wasn’t enough
to wet his whole mouth. He capped it anyway, habit more than
hope.

Laleh’s keys clicked in the ignition. The engine’s vibration
came up through the steering column and into the floor like a
warning. She checked the gauge with a glance and tapped it once
with a knuckle. The needle quivered.

Outside, a loudhailer barked, words chopped by distance and
canvas. Boots. A laugh that carried too easy. The cadence of men
who had water at their backs.

Jeff stepped to the bay door and took the exposed spot beside
the tarp, shoulder against the frame. He listened. Sand ticked
against metal somewhere out in the yard, a dry rain on scrap. He
didn’t lift the tarp to look. Looking was how you got seen.

“Two,” he said, low. “At least. One heavier. They’re not
running.”

Laleh didn’t ask how he knew. She popped the passenger door

from inside with a shove. “In.”
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The belt cinched. His forearm went pale in a strip above the
cut, the skin tight as stretched canvas. His hand stayed numb, but
the bleeding slowed to a steady drip. Trade made. Cost accepted.

“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.

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 Jeft’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.

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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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 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 pressed clay hard.
She cut tight enough that a mirror kissed a hanging chain.

The chain snapped back and showered sparks. They rang off
the truck’s bed and bounced in the mirror like fast fireflies.

“Chain,” Jeff said, because naming it made it real.

Laleh didn’t look. She used the sparks as a curtain.

The yard opened a fraction, lanes widening between two
stripped hulls stacked like boats in a dry dock. Jeff saw the sun-
blistered signboard before they committed. Half-buried. Tilted
toward the lane as if it leaned in to tell a secret.

WATER COUPONS REQUIRED.

The paint was bleached to bone. The word COUPONS still cut
through.

“That lane,” he said, and kept it short, “used to have a box.”

Laleh’s fingers tightened on the wheel. “So it still does.”

A loudhailer barked ahead, close enough now to hear the

rhythm of authority over tin. “Stop. Present—"

17



‘SUIIAIOAD JUBOUI I9JBA\ “OSIOM JUBW

JeoH "SuIe9| SAINUIW JUBAW Punoi3d oy) Uo poo[g "SIOUBISIP pue

sloquinu 0} POMOIIBU P[Iom 9U ] "Suel y3o9) SIY [un pI[ney pue

‘punom a3 dA0qe ‘wire Y3 SIY uo Y3y Ioed] padoo oH quiny}
SIY J1q d]ONQ oY, "PuUBY Y[ SIY [PIM 01 1]oq SIY pafnd oH

‘Kem
Suoim o ur [eal 31 dpew FUIYOOT [0 A} JB JOO[ 3, UpPIp oH

“yse3-prua J3inb

P.A9Yy) JI se papInd s1ouly oe[s puey oy} JuowndIe umo S ul

w1y Jo suny wiealo} Y3 SIH urel AIp oY1 [e1owW jsurese payon
pueg ‘spueq oy} 9[)el 0} Y3noud pIrey oel wnIp oyl Iy JJor

“100p © Y1 Surso[o sangde9[

palpuny e J0J dul] WSO A[uo ay) pue wiy puryeq sdojs oy uo

$100q §,SSOA Jueowr 3urddols osneodq—iIdnue) o) Iopun—ieugIs

puey S,yo[e] pIlemo) dAOW 0} 3O SIY PadIoJ Y Pue Isum SIy
0} Suruuni pooiq ‘Suoim Furguey wie WYSILI SIY YIm pools 9

"urys Sy 3o sagpa [run Surzoonbs L3 pue pnuwr y3noy)

dn woy) Swidderp ‘wyed sy jsurede spied pue jooq uodnod

o) payooy of ‘1oded uo poo[q poiesws sioSury SI -Furme[d

‘punoi3d ayy plemo) puey YJoi sy paddoip pue I SIY s 3Sayd
sIy Je joord o) poqqeid ‘Uied) SIY YSnoIy) Je pIIeus JJor
182q B J[eY 0] [of SWl 9L

-91sed 03 31 Suruang ‘snp SuruddIep ‘Ise} awed poorg

SOy} pue quinu ‘uelsiy 3. uprp sioduly Siy Aem 9y} 0} POMOIIeU

priom oy, ‘paddis yoeis pieo ay) pue Loy oY xd[Fo1 uo pauodo
puey st yound joy B Uyum waedloy 3 S JJof Ny ured

‘[rex paddeus & 917 9s10u dUISUD Y} Y3NOIY) PINOBID

10Us 9], "[edy ‘Mmou Jururem JON ‘o[ oy} WOl padIeq L v

pools uew Y uorstoaxd wyeo yym suel 3y Sunyooiq ‘syo[red ysroxy
JO YoelS B PUIYIQ WO JI SSOIJR PI[S [IIYIA [oXjed puodds y
‘Kydwo 3 usem—
peor 1wad ‘ded payl—ioy pawre p A9y} 1IX0 A} ISNBOdG
‘urese JULIYS J1 payo1em
udy} ‘syp3ud yony ur 3 pAajunod ‘uddo de3 oy payorem JJor
"pues JO UBJ B MOIY) PUE
I3 9500] uI pajeys [9oym Jear sIH Jy3udn ay1q oy dooy 03 ayeIq
0} PeY PuB ‘PIJOALI0I-IOA0 ‘PIIS[ Jopir oy, “Sue[d [P B YHUM
IOPUQJ JUOIJ S, Ie09pIs peo] oy} padders I o1e Aze[ & Ul UMOp SuIMS
31 oyew o0} y3noud jisnf—owm s ojerdqrop—ureyd Juiduey
Joypoue paddipd yare Telow UO [BIDJA ISIOU SB JWRD UIRD)
‘KemAue
paly s1eoopis oy, Jodwing )1 SUIPIWWOD INOYIM dul| Jey)
MO[[0] 1,Up[nod yon joned ay ], Teqal judq Jo Jid © pue swnip 10
JO YoBIS B U2IM)OQ O[STB MOLIRU B Y00} dUS "SPuRY Joy Ul Sunyony
[Poym Suwddls oy ‘SuiquId uoneIqia ‘pasins onn oyl
"J00J JYSLI IOy )M PIIIMSUR [a[e]
IS sn juem Koy, ‘pres Jor . 0oIyL,,
"A[Ieq "PIIBUIPION)) UI-XOg
"peox uonye)s dund oy 03 pa Je) Sue[ IPIM Y} PIEMO)
WY} PIAY 0) PIAYLIP JBIIPIS WYY "oyeIq B 9010J 0} y3nouod jsnl
PAMO[S yony juol ‘woy) uo dn owod 0} po[3ue ILOIPIS Y]
‘9[qe) B Sumias axom A9y, "Suruuni 3, udrom Aoy,
"Apeal pue 9S00] ‘S99UY JIAY} SSOIJR PIB| SI[JLI PBY SIBIIPIS A} UO
UQIA S3Op 9YI[ 31 PAYUR[J SIBIIPIS OM], “qed SII 0} PI)[0q I9[Ieypno|

e ‘pooy sy uo snp oed ‘mora ojur Sunms onn S VY



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.

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 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.

Jeff jumped down the trailer steps into the lane. His boot hit
slick mud and skated. He caught himself on a drum rack, palm
slapping wet canvas. The touch was cold and wrong under sun
heat.
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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
Jeft’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 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.

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. The vibration changed from buzz to hammering impacts.
The frame groaned. Something in the dash rattled loose and
skittered.

Rubber tore.

Not a pop. A rip. A wet, wrong sound under the engine’s strain.

Then the thump of a tire went soft. Slap-slap-slap on the rim edge.
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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 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 chain was thicker than he’d judged. Not
a light deterrent. A commitment. The cracked bolt plate at the desk
base flexed when he put his shoulder to it. A squeal came out of
the wood and metal, thin and ugly.

Failing object: the plate. Choice in his head, fast as a blink.
Repair? No time. Abandon? Lose the only leverage they’d bled
for. Improvise.

He stopped pulling.

He brought the papers close to the safe face, peeled them back,
and slid the thin key into the lock.

It didn’t go.

Grit in the slot. He felt it bite the key like sand in a gearbox.

His mouth went dry from more than heat. His private rule
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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 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.

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 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
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Father Rami appeared where Jeff expected him—two steps

behind trouble, carrying it like a load. Laleh flicked her fingers
twice: pull. He grabbed a latch on the water trailer’s side box and
yanked. The box door dropped. Spare hose lengths spilled out,
tangling under a driver’s feet. The driver went down hard. His
elbow hit with a hollow knock. He didn’t get up fast.

“Spread it,” Laleh hissed, no more than air. She kicked one
loose drum into the wet. It burst its bung and bled a thin stream
that drew men and attention away from the fence line.

Jeff took the gain and paid for it in distance. Every step into
the convoy interior was a step away from a clean exit.

Engines idled louder as drivers tried to reposition without
bogging. A truck lurched forward, tires chewing the new mud. The
vibration ran up through the ground and into Jeft’s boots. He used
it. He timed his crossing behind the truck as it moved, letting its
bulk block eyes.

A second lurch from the fuel truck, sharper. Someone revved
too high, panicked. The fan whined. Heat rolled off the engine bay
in waves that made the air shiver.

Laleh pointed a route without looking at him—two fingers
down, then a hook left. Under the tanker. Left of fuel. Don’t step
in the slick. She didn’t say the words. Her hand did.

Jeff angled toward the desk trailer where the clerk’s stamp
lived. The perimeter guards were shifting now, not to stop a spill
but to stop a theft. Voss’s yard had training. It showed in the way
pairs formed, backs to each other, rifles crossing lanes to cut off

angles.
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The rear right tire was down to cord, flapping strips like torn
belt. Each rotation made the rim bark against stone. The left had a
bite taken out of its sidewall, a pale crescent where rubber had
peeled.

He found the spare under a heap of angle iron and a sheet of
corrugated metal. It was lashed down with a strap that ran through
a buckle. The buckle was caked with grit and rust. He thumbed it
and it didn’t move. The little lever might as well have been
welded.

“Buckle’s seized,” he shouted forward.

“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
punched through a scrap bracket and threw a bright fleck of metal
past Jeft’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 bucked. The buckle bit
his knuckles. He ignored it.
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Jeff’s fingers went where the keys had swung.

The ring was thick. The safe key was thin. Jeff pinched the
thin shank between nail and finger and rolled it off the ring’s split
just enough. The metal clicked once, swallowed by the engine
noise.

He tucked it under the contract papers, sliding it into the fold
where the pages overlapped, hiding the glint. He did it with the
same care he used to square a map edge. No hurry. No grab.

The guard who watched hands shifted his weight. His rifle’s
sling creaked. His eyes narrowed at Jeff’s open palms.

Jeff kept his palms open. He kept his breathing even. He lifted
the chit so the stamp showed. He held it out where anyone could
see the ink and believe in it.

Voss’s gaze touched the chit and moved on. He liked proof. He
didn’t like mess.

“Take it,” Voss said. “You have your line. You have your
water. Move.”

Jeff nodded once. He turned with the white flag in his hand
and the key under paper and the taste of alkali building like a debt
he couldn’t pay. He walked away from the desk at a measured
pace that said compliance.

Behind him, a guard shouted at the water trailer to get the fill
done. A valve wheel squealed as someone cranked it. The hose
flexed.

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.
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Jeff landed beside her, boots sinking an inch into loose grit by
the ties. The rail ties smelled like old creosote baking.

The jack went under the axle. Its arms were bent inward.
When Laleh cranked, it lifted a fraction, then tried to fold. She
cursed under her breath, sharp, then jammed a scrap of flat steel
under one foot to keep it from skating.

“Wire,” she said.

Jeff tore open the coil and fed it to her. His hands were
shaking now, not from fear. From heat and thin moisture and the
way his body wanted to lie down. He pinched the wire between
torn nails and pulled.

Laleh didn’t swap the wheel. She didn’t even touch the spare.
She grabbed something else from under the tarp: cut strips of tire,
already sized, already punched with holes. A stash. Prepared. He
registered it as a new piece of her life, a line of past trouble made
into kit.

“You keep those,” he said.

“People keep chasing,” she said, and had the strip under the
torn sidewall, wrapping it like a boot. “Hold it.”

Jeff pressed the strip hard against the carcass. The rubber was
hot, tacky at the edges. It left black on his palms. Laleh threaded
wire through the holes with fast, practiced fingers, twisting with a
short stick as a handle. Each twist was a decision. Too 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.”
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The rear lane between trailers sat half-shadowed and narrow.
Soft. Also a funnel. If Jeff ran, he’d run into a choke.

Voss tilted his head. “Water for the injured is a sentiment.”

“It’s math,” Jeff said. “You deny it, they riot. I can’t carry your
order through a riot.”

That landed. Voss liked order that looked self-made.

He nodded once. “A canteen fill. And a stamped line for safe
passage.” He looked at the clerk, and his voice turned mild.
“Make it neat.”

The clerk exhaled and pulled a blank chit from a stack. Jeff
watched the keyring swing as the clerk shifted. Three keys. One
thin and bright, teeth cut fine—safe key. The ring sat 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 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
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For half a minute the boot held. The thump stayed steady. The

canvas at the window snapped and fluttered, then pulled tight
again, keeping the sand from stripping their eyes raw.

Then Jeff saw the needle.

The temperature gauge, a small circle on a sun-bleached panel,
crept past where it should stop. It didn’t pause. It climbed like it
had somewhere to be.

“Laleh,” he said, and his voice came out dry.

She glanced once, quick, then back to the sand ahead. Her
hand tightened on the wheel. “I see it.”

A white hiss pushed through the hood seam. Not dust. Not
wind. Steam, thick and bright against the heat. It rolled up and
over the windshield in a sheet.

The truck kept moving, booted tire pounding, patrol noise
fading for the moment behind the berm and the open sand.

The needle kept climbing. The hiss grew into a steady pour.

Jeff leaned forward, eyes stinging, and put his palm on the
dash as if touch could hold the engine together. The canvas
snapped at the window again, hard, like a warning flag that

wouldn’t stop waving.

Salt Pan Teeth

First light didn’t rise so much as flare.
Mirror Flats took the sun and threw it back in a sheet. The

white burn erased depth. A low hump could be a mile away or ten
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He looked up as if offering help. “If you wish to do something

useful with your 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
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 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

tasted alkali dust that had settled on his teeth in a thin grit layer.
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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 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
worked into that hairline and caught the sun. The needle wavered
like a drunk trying to stand straight. It pointed, then reconsidered,
then jittered again.

He tapped the case. The needle skated. He turned it in his hand
and watched the jitter follow, not settle.

“No,” he said, and closed it.

Laleh glanced at his hands. “Compass done?”

“Not dead. Lying.” He tucked it away anyway. A bad
instrument cost more than no instrument. “We go by scours and

stakes.”
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water. Standard ration. No penalties. No seizure. No interruption

of cistern line service to Mission Rami—for now.”

“For now,” Jeff said.

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.

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 closing, opening and closing. He could time it. He
could use it. He could pay for it later.

He set the flag against the flatbed’s side, careful. He took the
pen. The metal felt hot from sun and engine heat. He opened the
folder. Paper. Clean. Lines for signatures and dates and witness

marks. The words were the same kind of clean that hid blood.
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Jeff kept his gaze moving, building a map from absence. Wind
scours told him where the crust was thin. Tire ruts—old, ghosted
—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.

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, 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.
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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.”

“He was useful,” Voss corrected, like he was fixing a number
on an invoice. “He carried a tube. He died on a line that you,
Mr. Meridian, are known to walk. The tube was meant to be taken.
It was taken. And—this is the part you will appreciate—the tube
was swapped.”

Jeff made his face a blank board. He kept his questions short
because a long question gave Voss space.

“Where?” Jeff asked.

Voss spread his hands. “At the railhead. A clerk. A porter. A
man who doesn’t talk about water when he should.” He let that
last part hang like a hook. “The tube you have is a copy. The
useful material is already mine.”

Laleh would be watching from the mission shade. Jeff didn’t
look back. Looking back asked for a shot.

Voss leaned in a fraction. “The ledger you believe you’re
chasing? It is in this convoy. It is rolling to the central pump house
now, under guard, to be corrected.”

“Corrected,” Jeff repeated. He tasted grit. His lips wanted to
crack.

“Burned,” Voss said, as if he’d said “filed.” “Then stability
continues. Wells stay under proper management. Coupons stay

valid for those who comply. Service is uninterrupted.”
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The Ledger Under the Pan

The sand ticked on the truck’s panels like thrown grain. It got
under the hood seam. It got between teeth. Jeff kept his mouth
shut and worked his tongue against his palate once, tasting alkali
and old coffee.

Laleh held the wheel with two fingers and a locked wrist. The
steering column buzzed, a strained vibration that never settled.
Heat climbed through the floorboards in pulses.

On the flats behind them the black scarves had grown into
bodies. Two mounts. One rider 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 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.”

33



‘poumo jueow 9so1)) ‘1oded o) yonoy 03 y3nous 0so7o
dojs 1.upIp oy "yoeal Ssop oyl Jo a3pe oy e paddors por
. suondnidjur
uoAdxd [ '90IAIOS Ul suondnudul  SOW099q  QOUD[OIA
"90UQ[OIA SOW0J9q UOISNFUO)) "UOISNJUOD ST QARUI)[E oY ], Jo[Ied
® UI JBAS © JULIQLJO JI S YSOp ) pIesmo} PIppou SSOA ST 1,
. /A$911n09 ®© SI1]) Pa[RO
nox,, “Aidwo puey soyio siy 3doy[ ySudn Sepy oy 3doy Jyor
2100 9[qeIs 9y} Sunyew 10}
noA Juey,, ‘W[ed-1081u0)) ‘W) "PIes SSOA . ‘UBIPLIOA AL,
1d1o0a1 siq
Sunum Apeaije a1, n0K USYM UBW B 9AIS NOK 9[IWS JO puLy oy} JJor
oAe3 oY -are[3 ojur juinbs 3, upIp oH ‘Isnp ay) surede uifq 3, UpIp
OH ‘Iowie JI dpew jey] 919y N0 Suo[eq 3. UPIp NS S SSOA
"uns yonw 003 uads pey eyl odox yaim payse| ) puryaq
Io[Te1} & UO OPOJI SWINIP IoJeA\ "S)OWO0I3 ojul Juniq plod ‘Owelj
& uo paronnyy pue paddeus opeys oy, "SI SBAURD B IOpUN JJJUID
-JJO 1es yonn [ony y ‘seuipydis pue apeys Surpen ‘Auny jnoyim
pateIoT Aay], syona Jeal oY) Aq palojio] Jied Joyjouy "S[00} 1|
SQJUY| JIAY) SSOIOB SO[FII UM JJe3[Ie) Y} UO Jes spiend omJ,
"SpUeY S _JJof JOI J9ASU SIA S IS0 Y[, "SUWIRU S_JJO[ M
a8ed oyp 01 uado 3yooq uodnoo e pue dwels Jur ue YIm JYILI S, SSOA
0} PO0IS IO W °S9[BOS Iy} Ul JJo Jupelf isnt yum ayids [res
© AQ paYSIom SIOUIOD ‘SYOBIS JBou Ul Ae] Jlomidded "ureyod e uo I
Jopun SuiSuey djes € pue ‘xoq J93pa[ & ‘Tomeip o[3uis e ‘doy yued
€ Onn Sun{Iom B OJUO pIp[om 9oujo paddins e sem I ‘paqiefd

© JO POq 9y} 0} Pa3[0q sIp o[qeriod e opIsaq pajrem SSOA IIpey

“pues JouLIy

Uuo SOPLIS UBQ[O N0 S3I[ SJUnow sIy Aem 9y} ‘peay SIy punore
deim yrep oyy 99s pInod JJor eyl ysnoud pasod pey dull Y3y
oy} UO JoyorI) AU 'UdAO pouddo ue OYI| 908} SIY 1Y JBOH “O[JUI
oY} UO JJYIO Oy} ‘QWIeIJ IOOP Y} UO Puey dUO N0 PIULd| JJof
"PIES AYS QU JOA0)D),,
‘wyed SIy 931q 9ABIM [3N0I1 Y}
1[9F ‘9S00] 2103 I 210Jq 1 paqqeid JJor "puim o) Sunysy ‘pojnel
pue paddeus woy) 9A0qe Wkl IPeYS SBAURD O} JUSWOW € I0J
pue ‘3 19y yPim JySrens yonn ay; Surdooy o[ym puey o[ Joy
s yojel pooy ay) paddeus ays "Aem jey i1 o€} 3, UPIP YI[e]
"QUIYOBW Y} PAUMO O Y] "SIOPI() "90I0A
UuMO SIY JO pPunos ayj pajey uay) ‘pres Jor 1 Aqeq j.uo(,,
"woJy yorq
QW00 3,U0p NOK Pury Y] "duo Apedls Y °[[eJ 1SeJ © JON "Surgjou
pIemo) SuIpI[s sem pue 1] [ensn s)I JJo pad3es pey d[padu Ay,
. T10,, "98ne3 2y} 03 N0 2oue[3 S, YJ[e]
"YSep Y} U0 PAYUIM Pedq Py
"93pa
uBa[o S JSO[ 9Jou duIFud Y, "ssurids 1eas ay; ygnoiy I 39 Jor
‘19y3noI 1odadp—iIowdn) ur 3ueyd & YIM PAIOMSUR YOI} oY [,
"o[poIy} oy paysnd
oys -onbioy 03 3j0q B Fupyey AYI] ‘Pou UOYS B dALT yI[R]
WY Jopun 31,0M Udym d[3ue ou dAeY [, 9H
‘no 0} Y31y syruwod 9 ut doIp apn prey s.Jooff A[no dif e s3]
uIs B I S)00T /Jedws dfed jey] ‘pesye ped(,, Imsd3 e 99s
1,UP[NOM JOXORI) dU) OS ‘MO[ ‘Sopyonuy om) ym pajutod jjor

. QIAYM QW [[JL,, "YOBq UAY) ‘WIY 0} POYOIJ SOKD S, yo[e]



He looked at the coupon book. Then past it, at the mission

pump handle catching sun. Then at Laleh, waiting, eyes hard,
ready to move the instant he chose repair, improvise, or abandon.
The convoy rolled off the ridge, tires dropping into the flat
with slow confidence, and the space between them tightened like a
vise while Jeff stood under snapping canvas holding paper that

could starve a hundred leagues.

Contract at Gunpoint

Jeff tore a strip from Laleh’s spare shirt without looking at her
face. The cloth came away with a dry rip that put lint on his
fingers. He knotted it to a split stick from the mission fence line.
White enough to read from a ridge. Cheap enough to hate.

He stepped out into the open.

Alkali dust rode up off the pan and sat on his teeth like chalk.
His tongue stuck to his palate when he tried to keep his mouth
shut. Swallowing cost water he didn’t own. He walked anyway,
pacing it like a survey line: nine steps to the burned-out culvert
half-buried in drift, twelve to the low berm that wouldn’t stop a
rifle round but might stop eyes, then a clean stretch to the shadow
under the nearest truck bed if things went wrong. He watched his
own feet so he wouldn’t speed up.

Sand ticked against metal. Not wind—just the pan’s fine grit
thrown by idling tires and the slow vibration of engines that never

got to cool. It made a sound like coins in a tin can.
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Laleh popped the hood a handspan, not enough for a shot to
find her. Hot rubber stench rolled out, mixed with fuel that had no
right to be smelling that sharp. She slid her arm in blind, fingers
searching.

Jeff kept the rifle low. He didn’t fire. Gunshots were
invitations. He needed the tracker to keep believing they were
afraid of the wrong ground.

Laleh tugged the dipstick out and held it up without looking,
letting Jeff see by the angle of her wrist.

Jeff leaned closer. The stick came up slick, but the line was
low. Too low for the distance they still owed the desert.

“You’ve got a weep,” Jeff said.

“Yeah.” Laleh’s voice stayed flat. Her hand went in again.
“Line’s sweating at the crimp.”

Sand ticked. The truck shuddered on a ripple and the hood
banged.

Jeff tracked the rider. The tracker rose in his stirrups, taking
the faster shoulder. He was making the cut. Good. Commit. Don’t
think. Keep chasing the obvious.

“What’s the choice?” Laleh asked, not looking up.

“Stop and patch,” Jeff said. “We lose daylight and he walks up
on us. Abandon the truck, we lose everything that makes us faster
than feet.”

“Improvise,” she said, already doing it.

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
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Laleh’s head snapped toward the far ridge. “Dust,” she said.

“Line of it.”

Jeff slid forward, keeping low, and peered past the tarp. Heat
bent the distance, making the salt flats swim, but movement read
through distortion. Dark blocks on the ridge. A lead vehicle nose
down, then the next, then the next. Spacing like a drill. Sun caught
on water drums strapped high and fuel cans lashed in pairs.
Authority rolling on tires.

“Count,” Jeff said before he could stop himself.

“Six,” Laleh answered. “Maybe eight. Two with mounted
rigs.”

Their truck sat behind them, half in shade, half in glare. The
hood was up from Laleh’s last check. The engine ticked as it
cooled and the smell of hot rubber and a faint fuel seep 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.”

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.”
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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.

The oil gauge trembled. The steering wheel shook in her hands
like it wanted to leave.

The truck lurched forward a foot. Then another. The lip held
them like a hand on the collar.

Behind them, the tracker crested the dune shoulder and
paused, expecting to watch them sink and die.

Jeff didn’t give him that. He grabbed the dash handle and
threw his weight forward. “Drop it,” he said.

Laleh let the truck fall.

They went over the edge.

Jeff’s spine took the impact. His teeth clacked. Something in
the bed slammed hard enough to ring through the frame. A jerry
can bounced once, hit the tailgate, and popped the latch. The can
pinwheeled into the air, spilling a thin arc of fuel that vanished
into the sand before it hit. It hit the gully wall and vanished out of
sight.

Jeff’s hand went to the empty space in his head where that fuel
lived, and he counted it without speaking. One option gone. One
margin shaved.

The truck landed on hard-packed floor. Traction came back
like a gift with strings. Laleh straightened out and the tires
gripped, rolling on a surface that felt like old clay under dust.

Above them, the tracker’s line failed. The high shoulder that
had looked firm broke into powder at the edge. His mount

skidded, legs scrambling, throwing sand. He checked up hard,
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put it back. Jeff ran a thumbnail along the threads. No burrs. No

cross-thread. It had been opened with the right tool, at the right
angle, 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. 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.

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 kind that came when

he’d cut a corner on water and told himself he hadn’t.
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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.

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.

A railhead-style water drum squatted beside a low concrete
collar. A hand pump handle rose from the collar on two bolts, the
steel browned by years of hands and grit. To the side, a coupon
board hung under a narrow awning of canvas on a pipe frame.
Stamps in neat rows. Names. Dates. A system with edges sharp
enough to cut.

Their truck rolled the last ten yards on a cough. The smell hit
first—hot rubber, leaking fuel, burned oil cooked thin. The engine
idled rough, shaking the steering column through Jeff’s palms like
a warning pulse.

Oil dripped from the sump to the dust. Dark spots, spreading

slow.
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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. 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.

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 crust and suction. His hands shook, not
fear, the math of dehydration catching up. Laleh shoved her
fingers into the gap, nails scraping metal, and grunted as the salt

cut her knuckles.
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forearms, the tight set of Jeff’s jaw that said he’d been holding
back words and water.

“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 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.”

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.

“I saw his work,” Father Rami said. “He filed clean. He wrote
clean. Men like that get killed for their lines.”
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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.

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.

The marker stone showed up as a blemish at first, then a block,
then a human-made fact. It sat at the edge where salt gave way to
packed sand and scattered rock. Not tall. Not heroic. Practical.
Sun-blistered signboard paint clung to one face in peeling strips—
old directional arrows from some long-dead route. Someone had
tagged it in fading white: a number and a crude line pointing west.
A caravan marker. You could find it without a map if you’d been
taught where to look.

Laleh eased the truck behind a low lip of sand beside the
stone, not skylined, not obvious from the pan. She killed the
engine and the sudden quiet hit like a blow. Heat pressed down
harder now. The glare off the salt made Jeff’s eyes burn. He
blinked slow, lids gritty.
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check the drum seal. They check the collar bolts for fresh marks.
Routine. Ugly routine.”

Laleh took a step closer, boots scuffing. “So you let people
stand here and stare at water until they fold?” she said. Her tone
was sharp, but it didn’t rise.

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.

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 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?”
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Poles were roads you could see from far off. Roads were promises

to men with trucks.

Jeff tracked the poles with his eyes, then ignored them. He
found the other line instead: old survey stakes. Not the new bright
ones with plastic flags—these were cut wood with rusted tacks,
driven in a stagger that made sense only if you’d spent a season
walking a chain and cursing the sun. The stakes angled toward the
salt like a hand pointing without wanting to be noticed.

“Take the stakes,” he said.

Laleh’s mouth tightened. Transactional talk. “Stakes don’t lead
to fuel.”

“Stakes lead to firmer crust,” Jeff said. He leaned out the
window and let the wind rake his face. The taste of alkali dust
coated his teeth, dry and bitter. Ahead, mirage distortions wavered
over the flat—shimmering bands that made the far edge lift and
fall. He watched how the mirage bent around darker patches.
Darker meant damp, and damp meant a crust that could hold or a
trap that would eat the tires.

He pointed with two fingers, low. “See the mirage break there?
That’s a shallow pan, not a mud pocket. We ride the wind scours.”

Laleh followed his line. She shifted, not arguing, hands light
on the wheel like she was reading the truck through her palms.
The steering column vibrated with a strained engine note, a shiver
that told Jeff the oil was thin and the bearings were tired. She kept
the speed down, then brought it up in a short burst, then let it
coast. Off. On. Off. On. She cycled the motor like a ration.

“Temp?” Jeft asked.
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“Because Orin Pell’s stamp is on your paper,” Father Rami
said. “And because Voss’s foremen will come here when they hear
the gully engine. They will ask what I saw. I need a way to answer
without lying and without feeding him.”

Jeff’s fingers resumed their small tapping—once—then
stopped. “Price.”

Father Rami’s gaze held. “Show me the map long enough to
copy one key mark.”

Laleh’s head jerked. “No.”

Jeff didn’t look at her. If he looked, he’d negotiate with her
instead of the man who owned the handle. He kept his eyes on
Father Rami’s face. “You copy it, you can sell it.”

“I can misdirect Voss,” Father Rami said. “Or I can send help
to where you’re going. Network is built on marks and names.
Without a mark, I’m blind.”

Jeff weighed the options. Keep the map sealed, get no water,
burn the engine, die in a wash. Or trade a sliver of advantage to
buy water now and time later.

His rule pressed again. Never trade a person’s water for your
own safety. Father Rami’s water was for the mission and the sick.
Taking it put others at risk. Taking it also kept the map out of
Voss’s hands for another hour. Maybe two.

Jeff slid the packet open a hair more. “One mark,” he said.
“You don’t copy the whole.”

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

45



‘sxonsand 3daoxd JJor 03 Suryiou Juedw Jey) SUIPIS JULISIP B PIeMO)

Suruunt orm Surd3es pue poom paIdyIEom JO JUI[ B ‘Aeme poued[
so[od oy, ea13e 3, up1p sojod ydei3da[e) (el pjo Ay} g Jes auols
e pres dew oy} 210ym 93po ued jfes oy} pIemo)l pawre Koy
‘podea Aoy pue watp jeadar f1ojem
oIl 21oMm sue[d ‘ySnouo sem pres 9ouQ ‘Junyrel paddos oy
‘uayoiq
SS9[ “IoIEp PAOYOO[ ISNIO J[BS 9y} 2Ioym ySnoi) Mo[[eys & ojul
yon1 ay) paSpnu ys . '91Sem 3. UOP [,, WIY e padue[S yo[e]
. Sumuds
ON "SOSULI [JNOW ON],, “9010AUI [Iel © JJO PBaI sidquinu 91| ‘Je[j o
QwBd SPIOM QU 'PIes oY . IN0OY AIAD ‘YOBD SMO[[BMS OM],, IYSn
31 paddes uayy ‘ySrom oy payoayd ‘uedued Yy paddn por
‘sodeys 2]0}s pue 9oUB)SIp PauSNe[J
1B} 9)IYM pIey o 194 jou ‘ored sem As ayp :JySiAeq dwnq yoed
)M Pa[quURI) PUB UI] W00q oY) pag3ny a[pasu o3ned oy :Jong
"'0M) JO MO[[emS B AQ I9IABAY Sem S.UO[e] ‘Weds dY} Je SsIofuly
O0IU} O} UMOP SeM USOJUBD PIJUSP S JJO[ "WIAY) U0aMIdq J[ey ®
PUE U29JUBD QUO WY} 1YSN0q pey wnip s 1wey Ioyie] 1918
‘sdi] s1y SurAow NOYIIM PaIUNOd PUB ‘UMOP J[ZZnw
‘soauy| SIY ssoJoe Q11 ayy 1doy of -are[S oy} Ul YO0[q MO[ B Sem
11 [1IUN JOIITUWI S} Ul PAYS Y} PAYOIBM JJO[ WY} PUIYSq UBS[O [[1IS
orpuey dwnd a3 yim piek s twey Joyje, Jo o pajjol Loy,
oedprey oy} JJo WY} pased pue ‘pres ays ,jou W, I,
"pres JJof 1 31191 1, u0(q,,
"QI1M PAY009 JO 931q JUTe] © ‘[9nJ PO ‘Ioqqni 307
:poyIys qeo oy ul [ows oy, ‘dn payoumy ainssaid [10 ‘pPloy uayl

‘Furmun ‘paquurpd durdus JyJ, ‘sdel uedw ‘UIOYS Ul J[ROIY) Y}

adid v juem M dyoe jeoIy) S JJO[ opew jery jury dwep “I9[009
® P[OY opIsul Iie oy, "9SuIy AIp € U0 PadeaId I00p PayYs oYL
‘Jy31s Jo aul] s,preoq uodnoo oy woly Aeme
S[oeq QU) punoIe WY} PI] pue ‘pres rwey IyeJ . OpIsul,,
*J1 998 P[NOD POD) A1dYM 1O 1d19031 B ONI'T "PAYSIIAYD 10U ‘UIPPIY
jou ‘da)s S, UOISSIWI AU UO JI 39S pUB X0q A} Y00} IWey Ioyle]
‘paaide JJor . ‘o $3S09 3,
‘pres ey Joyie  ‘noA sisod ey,
‘03 191 01 JUBM
1. upIp s1a3ulj s1y Aem ) ynow s1y Jo 19s aY) Jurpeal ‘urede 9o8j
S.JJOf 18 Pad oo oH ‘Aeme JYSI1I 1 10 OBAI 3 UPIP Ty Joyie]
"9[qeINSBIN
‘wied sy ur uea[o sem JySom oy, 'mo J1 ply pue ‘diey ayj Jopun
woIj Spunol 911 Jo xoq auo pa[nd ‘paq sy} ojur payoeal Jjor
‘den
B O[] }]9J PUB ONIUIA OI] PIPUNOS JI ISNEBIIQ ‘003 Jey} pAjey o
‘Q0uQ[0IA
3urpogy £q no Aem S1y Anq 3, Up[noOd Y ‘SPUNOI JNOYIA “IOTABYOQ
uMmo SIY 3O0] OS[e pnom 31 ng ‘1aje[ suondo no pnom 3 -ouo
OABO[ P[NOS Y "SI0YS dul] 93pLI o} JoYJ . }JO[ S9X0q 0M) PeY 9H
owury
-urod oY) Sem IojeAN ‘SPUEY
S.Uo[eT 21oMm S[00], "SUIpad[q Apeai[e Sem [on /2A0W Wy} }3] [[1IS
pUE 1INy Jey) 9ABI[ oY P[NOD JBYM "PIq ONnI} 3y} 0} payoo[ JJor
. [eIre[[00
sjuem 9H,, Jowny ou P[AY Jey ysne] 1OYS B dpeW YI[e]
. opIs Aw

uo JYS1om Pasu [ "Mes | jeym Jupse awod [[1s [[,9Y DIy} IO 1P



Father Rami stepped back toward the shed door, giving them

space like a man closing a ledger. “Go,” he said. “And if you live
long enough to see the stone, don’t bleed over the pan. Salt
remembers.”

Jeff shouldered the rifle, lighter by a box of rounds. He took
one last look at the public pump handle he wasn’t allowed to
touch, at the coupon board that would rat them out with ink and
stamp.

Options closed behind him one by one: no shelter through
midday, no public water, no waiting for the engine to cool
properly. The desert didn’t care. Voss’s foremen didn’t care.

Laleh slid into the driver’s seat and turned the key.

The starter ground, slow and strained, like it was chewing
sand.

The engine didn’t catch on the first try. It coughed once, a dry
bark, then fell dead again.

Jeff’s hand tightened on the door frame. He listened to the
ticking of sand on metal and, farther out, a faint sound that wasn’t
the wind—an engine note on the rim, searching for where the
gully had spit them out.

Laleh didn’t give the starter a third grind. She waited, palm on
the wheel, listening through the cab. Sand ticked on the roof. The
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
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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 she could tell the pump’s mood from the
weave. “Old seal,” she muttered. “If it’s dry, it’ll tear.”

Jeff took his canteen and a strip of cloth from his pocket. He
wrapped the cloth over the canteen mouth as a filter, more for grit
than for safety, and set the canteen under the spout.

Laleh pumped slow. Not jerking. Not greedy. The handle
complained with a dull squeal. The pipe answered with a wet
cough, then a thin stream, then a steady run that smelled faintly of
iron and old concrete.

Jeff watched the first splash hit cloth and darken it. He waited.
He sniffed the wet cloth. No rot. No sweet stink. No oily sheen.
He tasted a single drop on his fingertip. Metallic. Flat. Not clean,
but drinkable.

He nodded once.

They filled in silence. One canteen, then another. Jeff counted
the liters by feel and sound. He did the ration math without letting
it show: two people, wounded truck, heat climbing. A short cool
window, then the salt pan would turn into a white plate that
cooked skin through cloth.

Father Rami held out his ledger after they’d capped the second

canteen. “The mark,” he said.
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