The desert heat pressed down on cracked asphalt that shimmered and bent the horizon into something liquid. Out of the east came the sound first—a low, collective growl that scattered a pair of ravens off a telephone wire—and then the caravan itself, chrome catching the early sun in hard flashes, the riders in a loose formation that tightened instinctively as they passed a highway patrol cruiser parked dormant in the median.

Remi rode at the center, the pulse of the club, her focus uncompromised by the sun glaring on steel or the thin line of sand that blurred into horizon. To the brothers, she was more than their princess; she was their secret weapon, a cryptographer’s mind wrapped in grit and defiance. Her eyes, sharp behind mirrored aviators, mapped every mile and every possibility. She led not by the brutality rumored of her predecessors, but by an understanding of the subtle codes that governed men in packs. Each gesture—a two-fingered tap on the brake, a gentle rock of the handlebars—was a syllableof a dialect only the initiated could parse.

Three miles later they pulled off at a forgotten gas stop, little more than a squat adobe bunker with dirty pumps and a freezer left humming from a decade ago. The air was cut with diesel and the sick-sweet miasma of hothouse rot. Remi killed the engine, swung a boot to the gravel, and the rest snapped into formation around her. The ritual was wordless, practiced. Keep the space tight. Watch the blind corners. One by one, helmets came off—slicked hair, gleaming scalps, the intricate tattoos of allegiance bright on sun-burnt necks. She waited for them to cluster near, watched their hands as much as their eyes.

“You see the pig in the median?” Jasko asked, flicking a glance up the empty highway.

“He watched us pass. Logged the headcount,” Remi said, voice flat. She slid her phone from the vest—hacked, encrypted,case taped over with black athletic wrap. She thumbed a message into an app the Feds would eat their own arms to see in action.
“We’ve got twelve minutes before they call in an intercept,” she said. “Ash, you’re on plates. Swap with the spares from bag two.” Ash nodded, always a step ahead—already unzipping the duffel, rubber gloves snapped tight, hands moving with the contained violence of a caged animal.
Remi scanned the highway. Nothing but flatline road and the sad, ghosted billboards for miles. She didn’t trust it. “Jasko, sweep the perimeter.”
He set out, boots kicking dust, a lazy big brother’s stroll. Remi watched until he’d circled the utility shed, then returned to Ash, who now held a stack of cloned tags, edges razor sharp. No one spoke unless it moved them forward. Every second wasted was a second closer to blue lights and the crackle of radios.
She pinged the app again. A message bounced off three dead satellites before landing where she wanted it—in the old Clubhouse in Las Vegas, buried under five layers of onion routing. The reply was curt. The safe house was still secure, the route unchanged. But they’d picked up a tail at the border: a white van, unmarked, but with the same surveillance windows the Feds always thought went unnoticed. Remi memorized the van’s make, model, and plate. She filed away the driver’s description—a woman, hair cropped military short, eyebrows scarred with old burns.
“New player,” Remi said. Ash grunted, lips pressed in a thin line, and clicked two plates free, tossing one to Remi. “Switch at the pump,” he said. “Can do it in thirty seconds if no one’s watching.”
“Do it in twenty,” she returned, all business.
Through the grimy window of the shop, the clerk watched them, mouth chewing a matchstick, eyes flicking from phone to bikes and back. Remi fixed him with the dead-eye she’d inherited from her father, the kind that could hang a man at fifty paces, and he looked away, face red under jaundice light.
Jasko returned, scuffed but calm, one hand tucked inside his vest. “Nothing but sand and scrub. Left my own tracks so no one else’s would show.” He wiped the sweat off his brow with the inside of his wrist. “We’re good to roll.”
Ash had already swapped out the plates, gloves balled and burned black inside an oil-drum firepit. The boys fueled quick, hands steady, eyes everywhere. When it was Remi’s turn at the pump, she kept her stance wide, scanned the highway, felt the minute dissonance in the air—a shift in pressure, or maybe just the old animal instinct of prey feeling the world narrow behind a closing predator.
She watched the horizon. The white van would come, inevitably, and when it did, it’d be too late to improvise.
They rode out in a tight lozenge, Remi at the point, Ash and Jasko left and right behind her. The sun was mid-sky now, bleaching the day to bone andhunger. Thirty miles to the safe house. At mile marker 219, Remi caught the smudge in her mirrors—the white van, closing. She dipped her chin and the boys broke formation in a pre-agreed scatter, bikes veering off the blacktop in a choreographed chaos that left them hard to track, impossible to pen. Remi gunned it west, dragged a rooster-tail of dust across the tarmac, and in the brief seconds before the van could adjust, Ash and Jasko doubled back, flanking the far side.

She checked her six. The van was focused on her, as expected. She clipped the shoulder at ninety, barely a wiggle as she kicked the bike up and over the railroad crossing, feeling the shock rattle in her molars. The van followed, sloppier, its undercarriage crunching on the rails. They wanted her—alive, probably. Or intact enough to talk.

She led them through the burnt-out husks of a township, every window boarded, old For Sale signs gone gray and toothless. She cut down a side street, then another, and at the corner of a liquor store caved in by last year’s monsoon, she braked hard, swung the bike around, and rolled it behind a trash-filled dumpster. The van overshot, barreled north, corrected, and crawled past her hiding spot, engine idling.

For the first time, Remi saw the driver’s face: pale as a clean femur, the haircut even rougher in close than the report had said. Their eyes met, twin sets behind mirrored glass—a pulse and counter-pulse. The van drifted on, and Remi exhaled. Unclenched her hand from the grip, knuckles bloodless.

She counted to ten, then ghosted the bike through the alleys, out past the burned church and the auto yard with its sagging fence. Jasko stood sentinel at the end of the block, helmet back on, arms folded, eyes scanning. He nodded as she coasted up alongside, wordless, then fell in behind. Ash was already two blocks west, waiting by the old city water tower where its shadowed base drank up the heat.

Remi wheeled in slow, checking the line of sight in every direction. Ash peeled off his glove and tossed her a water bottle. “They buy it?” he asked.

Remi unscrewed the top, poured half the contents over her face, then drank. “They want a chase. So we give them one.”

Ash grinned, teeth chipped and yellow, then ran a hand through his mohawk, sweat flicking off in arcs. “You think it’s really Feds?”

“Closer than Feds,” Remi said, looking at the van’s last known trajectory. “Freelancers. Or better.”

Jasko grunted. “You trust the Clubhouse?”

Remi shook her head. “I trust the algorithm they’re running through it. Clubhouse only matters for the meet.”

She twisted the throttle and felt the bike purr under her. Every plan was a decoy; every route a gambit. Today: a dead drop at the safe house, with enough heat to makethe moldiest mob bookie sweat. Tomorrow? A reneged handoff, or a slaughter. Remi didn’t care. She lived inside the click-click whirr of possibility, made her bed in the margins of mayhem. When she was small her mother taught her to count in primes, to see hidden logic in the spaces between numbers. Out here, it was the intervals between moves that mattered most. That, and trust—not the word but the practice.
She circled the water tower, sizing up the possible snipers’ nests, then nodded to Ash. He peeled off, riding at half throttle, the decoy. Jasko hung by her side, silent but for his breathing. She loved him for that. Of all the brothers, only he knew when to keep his mouth shut.
At the edge of town, the dogs started up—a mangy, synchronized chorus that tracked their progress for blocks. Remi slowed, checked the loading dock of the shuttered grocery at the crossroads. Four men, maybe five, in leather patched with rival colors. Not locals. Not friends, either. She dropped the bike to second and took a hard left, into a lot fissured with weeds, the stench of sunbaked trash seeping up like a warning.
The meet was scheduled at noon, but Remi always came early. “We stay with the bikes,” she said to Jasko. “If it goes off, you ride. Hard and ugly.”
“What about you?”
“Dead girl can’t testify.” She smirked. “But the story’ll survive. It usually does.”
“We could set a fire,” Jaskooffered. “Draw them out, fuck their lines before they can close on us.”
Remi considered, calculating the heat, the wind, the trajectory of chaos. “Too early. Let them sweat first.” She signaled him with a flick of her wrist. Jasko looped behind the abandoned taco hut, scouting the parking lot, careful to stay in the blind spots. Remi stayed visible, the lure. She rocked her helmet to the back of her head, let the wind stripe her hair and waited.
The men by the loading dock watched with blank faces, hiding their nerves under the boredom of hard cases. One was a scarred slab she’d seen before—Dallas’s goon, maybe still on retainer. Remi clocked the bulges: three handguns, at least one concealed blade, and something heavy, hip-level, wrapped in duct-tape. Cheap grenade, or maybe just the world’s ugliest flask. She memorized their angles in relation to the sun, in case of a sniper glassing her from distance.
Ash juked through the intersection, popping a tiny wheelie in salute. The men shifted, momentarily distracted, and Remi used it to slip her own untraceable phone from her pocket, thumbed through the sequence. The satellite signal would bounce, splay, and echo—it’d make any eavesdropper’s ears bleed, a last gift from her dad’s side of the gene pool. She keyed in the code for “Double Judas,” their hail-mary contingency.
On the cracked sidewalk, the lead gorilla shifted his bulk forward, feigning boredom, but Remisaw his eyes flick up to the roofline, a micro-expression of expectation. She followed his gaze: up, over, to the corner where the faded sign still promised “Beer by the Gallon.” It was empty, as far as her aviators could tell, but she studied the air for shimmer, any sign of a reflected lens. Something was off: the posture in the crew, the lazy way one kicked at gravel, another’s hands pocketed but stiff. They were waiting for ordinance, not instructions. The possibility tasted brackish; Remi adjusted her stance to put the bikes between her and the grocery’s facade.

A slow, deliberate crunch—Jasko’s signal. She didn’t look back, didn’t need to. A rhythm as old as the crew itself: one for safe, two for trouble, three for too late. She counted. One. Two. She grinned, teeth white as a shark’s in the shade. The show was on.

Lead gorilla pushed off the curb. “Heard you got something for us,” he said, voice barbed but careful. Remi glanced at his hands, then his mouth. The wind was dry; she let it blow a beat before answering.

“I have a message,” she said, making a show of languor as she fished a nicotine lozenge from her pocket and popped it between her teeth. She let her eyes go bored, scanning the cracks in the tarmac. “But you already knew that, or you wouldn’t have borrowed Dallas’s ugly for the morning.”

Behind her, three more bikes rolled in. Ash’s decoy had flushedthe hawks: all-arounders from the valley, patched for maybe half a year, lean and hungry for rep. These weren’t the type you could spook with posturing or a loaded silence. Remi flicked her mirrored shades, caught their reflection. Young, but not dumb. Maybe not dumb enough.

She waited for the lead gorilla to take two steps closer before she raised her voice, tanking the air. “If you want it, you come get it. But you’ll all have to go through me, first.”

There was the microsecond pause—what handlers called limbic lag—where men had to reckon with the gap between threat and want. Someone, probably a rookie, shifted his stance, telegraphing the next move. The leader’s face went dead neutral, then—so fast the others missed it—he smiled. Flash of wolf, then gone.

“Don’t need all of you,” he said. “Just one.”

Remi snorted, a sound like gravel in the back of her throat. “You got me all the way out here and don’t even want my autograph? Flattering.”

“You know what Dallas wants.” His eyes didn’t leave hers, not for a fraction.

“I know what everyone wants. And your boss overprices his secrets.” She let her gaze flick up, just a hair, over his right shoulder. A cue—not for her, for Jasko. She heard him shift, prepping for the shiv or the charge, whichever the moment required. “Let’s keep it short, cowboy. I’m here for a clean trade and the road.”

He shrugged, telegraphed boredom but with the rebound of a coiled spring. “Fine. Make the pass.” His fingers twitched at his side, close to the duct-tape bulge.
Remi smiled, slow and bright. “I will.” She stepped forward, one pace, enough to clear the asphalt between their crews without ever being within reach. The leader flexed, expecting a bluff or a ploy; Remi’s move was neither.
She reached up, slid the lozenge from her lips, and spat it directly at his boot. “You’ll want to test that for cyanide,” she said dry as sand, and then, “catch.” Left hand, underhand, she lobbed a sealed flash drive, clumsily taped in crime-scene orange.
He didn’t flinch, caught it midair. Flicked his gaze down at the object—no visible tripwire, no obvious explosive. She could see him calculating: naive enough to walk into a trap, but anyone who’d see Remi coming would assume poison, double-cross, bluff.
Good. Let them guess.they’ll owe for this.”

Remi’s smile was granite. “Clubhouse never pays twice.” She stayed low, rolling back on her heels, arms loose and casual. Every muscle was a hair-trigger.

“Enjoy the sun,” the lead thug said. He turned without flourish, the others pivoting with the same military precision that means bad history or heavier training than most crews bother with. They didn’t look back. At the sidewalk, they mounted battered blacktourers—low, gnarled, never less than a year old. They peeled off as one, rooster tails of gravel ticking off Remi’s boots. The horizon swallowed them up, the heat shimmer bright as an open furnace.

Jasko emerged from behind the taco hut, knife sheathed but hand still loose at his hip. Ash coasted in after, his eyes flicking back and forth, every inch twitch and detail banking in his memory.

Remi counted breaths. One, two, three… world not ending. She shook out her arms, slid her phone back into the vest. “They’ll open that drive before they make the county line,” she muttered. “We just bought ourselves maybe forty-five minutes.”

“Not enough to hit the safe house and bolt,” Ash said, scanning the empty lot. “They had at least one spotter up top. Maybe drones on us from the jump.”

Remi tipped her head, lips pursed. “Old man Dallas does love a sledgehammer solution,” she said, half to herself. “We need a new plan.”

“Got one,” Ash said. He pointed a thumb diagonally. “There’s acut road out back—the old mining service, runs parallel to the river for fifteen miles, barely mapped. If we kick north, we could lose them in the salt flats.”
Remi’s mind flipped the course of action through its algorithmic wringer. “We’ll fry out there in this heat. No cover, no resupply.”
“Rather burn than bleed for Dallas,” Jasko said.
She nodded, once, decisively. “Rig the decoy, Ash. I want them chasing ghosts while we vanish.”
Ash grinned his predator’s grin and jogged to the bag, pulling out a remote-detonation puck the size of a deck of cards. He handed Remi a second, smaller flash drive—labeled like the first, but this time a real payload.
“You sure you want to burn that bridge?” he said.
“Clubhouse always bets on entropy,” Remi said, and tucked the drive into her boot.
They saddled up, keeping low, engines pulsed but not screamed, and peeled through the lot’s potholes with the grace of sharks in shallow water. Remi took point on the mining road, dust billowing behind them in white, chalky plumes. Jasko rode close on her six, rifle slung loose across his back, black tape on every reflective surface. Ash vanished for two minutes, then rejoined, his mile-wide grin practically sweating TNT.
The first five miles were ancient ruts and sudden turns, crow-picked carcasses on the shoulder, the only sign humanity ever bothered to pass by. Mirages stacked on the horizon, so real they seemed to beckon. The sunwas a bare-knuckle fist on their backs. Remi gritted her teeth and rode.

At mile seven, a drone shadow sliced ahead, crisp enough to spook a lizard from cover. Jasko lifted his hand in warning but never slowed. Remi ducked low, trusting the tight-to-the-dirt stance more than invisibility. Up in the thin blue, the drone hung, then drifted west, chasing the decoy heat signature Ash had rigged back at the lot.

Remi switched to verbal, the throat mic buried under her collarbone. “Ash. Confirm visual on tail?”

“Negative, scrubbed clean for five clicks. You see that buzzard?”

“Yeah. Tinfoil’s working overtime. Bring up rearguard, but stay off the ridgeline.”

Ash’s laugh came through the headset, shredded by high-gain. “Already on your right. Two hundred meters.”

Just ahead, the mining road plunged downhill, a slab of ancient concrete fractured by geologic tantrum. Remi throttled down, let gravity do its work, boots hovering just above the pebbled sand. The valley below opened wide, a shallow basin lined with the bones of dead industry—crumpled towers, retorts, and half-toppled catwalks. Her dad would have told her the names of every alloy used, the history of failure written in rust.

She flicked her eyes to the side mirror. Jasko’s face registered nothing but forward pressure, as though pursuit was the only state that counted as living.

At the valley floor, Ash peeled left, up the berm of the settling pondsand scouted the line of sight while Remi coasted into the lee of a collapsed smelter. They cut engines, let the silence settle. Brief and precious.

“You sure we lose them?” Jasko’s hand itched near the rifle, skin crawled raw from the dry friction of fight-or-flight.

Ash grinned, ears red from sun and adrenaline. “Unless Dallas went full CIA overnight, nobody tracks heat sigs here but satellites. And they’re slow.”

“They’ll loop to the main road in ten, fifteen,” Remi said, voice thin with the calculus of risk. “Check your kit. Burners ready?”

Jasko unzipped the rollpack, flipped open ballistic foam for burner phones, a second drone, and three grenade capsules, labeled in her lithe left-hand: PLAN B, PLAN C, PLAN FUBAR. He thumbed the blue one. “If we’re splitting, I take east.”

“Nobody splits until we settle the payload,” Remi answered, already palming the real flash drive. “Clubhouse says the dead drop is still hot, but if the other crew’s already cut their own deal, we need insurance.”

Ash’s smile fell. “You think old man Dallas—?”

“I think they all double-bet. Why trade with one crew when you can pit six against each other and mop up the winner?” She pocketed the drive. “If we’re going to walk out of the desert, we walk out rich or not at all.”

Jasko’s mouth set in a hard line, but he nodded. “What’s the angle?”

Remi squinted up atthe high-con, a black line of birds drifting in aimless defense over the smelter’s broken ribcage. “We feed Dallas the wrong code. He burns his own agents trying to exploit it, and while he’s mopping up, we run the real thing to Vegas. Makes us ghosts before anyone’s reset their ops.”
Ash’s tongue flicked the inside of his cheek, calculating blood to risk. “We’re betting Dallas will bite.”
“He’s already hungry,” said Remi. She lifted the sealed drive, weighed it in her palm like a loaded die. “The carrots on this are radioactive. Old world nukes, half the Valley’s dirty laundry, and every cop paid off since the Reagan years. If he sniffs even a byte, he’ll chase it to the ends of the state.”
Jasko angled his head, skeptical. “And Vegas? You trust them to deal straight when we show up with the real payload?”
She smiled. “Vegas only cares about the win. Not who brings it in.”
Ash’s laugh cut out, sharp and mean. “Fuck it. Better to die on our feet in neon than rot in the desert.”
Remi’s phone pulsed, a haptic throb through the vest. She checked the screen. “They took the bait,” she said. “Dallas is moving every asset south. We’ve got a window.”
Jasko swung his leg over the bike and kicked the engine alive, rolling the rest of the way out of the ruin. Ash cracked his knuckles and jogged ahead, clearing the path through glass and rebar. Remi followed, slower,waiting for the last lagging sign of pursuit. It didn’t come.

They wound out past the perimeter of the old plant, skirting the chain-link and sun-buckled warning signs, then shot north along the creekbed where only scrub, trackless sand, and the ghosts of busted machinery bore witness.

At the ten-mile mark, the mining road shivered into nothing, eaten by wind and time; they switched to the creekbank, bikes slaloming between boulders and standpipe skeletons. Remi’s knuckles burned raw where the gloves had blown out, but she didn’t ease up. At the first real cover, a shallow cave gouged out of the wall by some mining mishap, they pulled in and killed all noise.

“We’re behind schedule,” said Jasko, checking his watch.
“Less than ten minutes. The decoy gave us plenty,” Remi said. She checked the drive again—real, still warm against her leg. The desert had a way of making things precious by how easily they could be lost.

Ash came back from a recon sweep, hands empty but face slick with sweat. “No heat. Not even a dust cloud.”
Jasko grunted approval, then dragged a camo tarp over their bikes, artfully dusting the surface with sand and old bird bones. They ducked deeper into the cave, the temperature dropping fast. Only then did Remi let herself slump to the gritty floor.

For a moment, nobody spoke. They sipped water in small, rationed pulls and stared at the entrance, the light outside gone from white-hot to bloody and low, the world preparing its own dark lens.
Jasko fidgeted with his knife, running the blade’s flat against his palm, burning off adrenaline. “You ever think we’re the bad guys?” he asked, not really to anyone, so much as to the cave itself.
“In this world? There’s only bad options,” Ash said. “We’re just more honest about it.”
Remi tuned them out, focusing on slowing her heartbeat. When it landed around eighty, she dialed in the next set of coordinates, ghosting the map into her retinas, the trail that would hedge them past Dallas’s perimeter and straight into Neon City. Each step was a little gamble. She liked it that way.
The wind picked up, whistling through the jagged mouth of the cave. With the shift, the light outside went mid-grey, then the blue of TV static, and Remi caught the distant pulse of a helicopter’s blades. She motioned, a subtle duck, and all three of them melted into the cave’s black seam, as if daring the world to dig them out.
The blades receded. The desert’s only tell was the brief swirl of dust kicked up on the ridge; even up close, nothing would betray them as more than rattlesnakes in a stone gut.
Jasko exhaled. “You think your mom would have made it this far?”
Remi smirked. “She’d have owned Dallas by now. Or poisoned his tequila.”
Ash’s laughter was a low, respectful thing. “Your mom was a legend,” he said. “Still is.”
Remi closed her eyesand saw the archive of her mother’s tricks: the invisible ink, the forged invoices, the smile that melted border guards and broke arms with equal facility. She remembered the stories and the silences between them, the tacit challenge to better the art. Remi wanted that, not just for her own story, but for every ghost in the system whose breath she could still hear in the coils of a cheap radio.

They waited in the cave until the sky bruised down to navy. Only then did Remi stand, dust herself off, and motion the boys to prep the bikes. There would be no sleeping tonight, not while Dallas’s trackers swarmed through the narrows like termites in a fresh beam. Every pipeline and dust road must already bristle with eyes.

Ash took point and Jasko rode anchor, silent and lethal. Remi stayed dead center, her grip a conduit for anger and calculation in equal measure. The route ahead was a bastard hybrid of GPS overlays, old prospectors’ tales, and her mother’s annotated maps. She’d cross-indexed the coordinates, plotted the null spaces between recon drones and observable satellite windows.

They skimmed north beneath the stars, crossing dry creekbeds and the skeletons of ghost towns where Remi’s own code had once blacked out the power for half a county. She grinned at the memory, a minor mercy.

Near dawn, the temperature plummeted. On the outskirts of a prefab suburb half-claimed by weeds, Remi called a halt. The safehouse was an old Cold War fallout pod, disguised as a meth-shredded doublewide on concrete blocks. Its camo-netting was an insult to camouflage, but that, too, was part of the play. She checked the perimeter as they rode in, expecting the explosive welcome of a claymore or garrote wire. Instead, just a dog—fat, ribby, chewing a shoe that might still have a foot in it. Jasko reached down and scratched its head, as if needing a touch of animal in the glassy pre-dawn. Inside, the safehouse stank of airless months, bleach, the talc of old secrets. Remi entered first, swept the main room with a borrowed revolver, then signaled clear. The walls were lined with empty shelves, tagged with coordinates and dates in black marker—a ledger of caches, betrayals, and the slow coastal retreat of an empire in crackup. On the kitchen counter sat three bottles of electrolyte, a pillbox, and a note: DON’T SLEEP. MOVE BY NOON. — GHOST Remi recognized the handwriting, all slash and go. She took it as a compliment that Ghost predicted their timing to the hour. Ash set to the door, rolling an old office chair against the knob and wedging it tight. Jasko peered through the kitchen’s warped window, eyes scanning the subdivisions for movement, but nothing ticked, nothing blinked. A minute later, Remi extracted the flash drive from her boot. She studied it—crime scene orange, bristled with friction tape, the edge worn silver where she’d rocked it against her ankle. She pinched it between thumb and forefinger and let her anger pool in her knuckles. Ash watchedher. Waiting for the move, the speech, the one-liner that would make it more than just another night running from the monster they’d all tried so hard to outgrow.

Instead, Remi slid the drive across the table. It spun, hit the wall, clattered to a stop. “Jasko. Run the clone first. If it’s bugged, I want to know before we throw our lives down the plinko hole.”

Jasko nodded, already unrolling the tangle of burner tech from the army duffel. A netbook missing two keys, a flat-wired packet sniffer, batteries rubber-banded in sets of three. He plugged the drive into an airgap adapter, launched a ratty Linux shell, and began tapping. The only sound was keys, bottles hissing open, and the dog’s low, greedy gnaw.

Ash leaned on the counter, picked up the pillbox and shook it. “GHOST leave candy?” he asked, voice gone rough.

Remi shot him a look, black with warning. “If it’s not sealed, it’s not real.”

He popped the top anyway, sniffed, shrugged, set it down. “Could be worse. You remember the reshop with the arsenic chocolates?”

“I remember you eating the arsenic chocolates.”

“Yeah, but I puked before it stuck.”

Remi watched the scrolling code. The logos, the ciphers, the dead drops waiting to be decrypted. “Jasko?” she prompted.

“Looks clean. No loggers, no silent piggybacks. We’re good to work.” He hunched over,wiped his hands on the thighs of his jeans, and looked at Remi for the go order.

She pushed off the counter, took the netbook from him, and cracked her neck left and right. It always came down to this—a screen’s glow, a stream of hex in her retinas, and a thousand variables shrunk down to the twitch of her thumb. Maybe the old world died with paperwork and bullets, but not this. This was the new currency. She slotted the real drive and ran the phage script. The payload unfolded—encrypted at three layers, every byte a fuse.

“Fuck me,” she whispered, not with awe but raw delight. The data wasn’t just nuke codes. It was bigger. It was every dirtbag cop, lobbyist, and judge who’d ever made deals with the Vegas syndicates. And buried under the top layer: photos of old man Dallas, not just buying arms but standing with men even the FBI labeled ghosts. State-level treachery. Enough to pull a city inside out.

She grinned, and for a minute, let herself feel the terror and the power of it. She thought of her mother, and wondered if anywhere out there, she was laughing too.

Ash moved closer, reading over her shoulder. “That’s it?”
“That’s it. Vegas doesn’t just want this—they need it.” Remi flicked the lid shut. “We ride as soon as the sun’s up. Nothing slows us.”

Jasko squinted, the set of his jaw slackening a little. “We’re betting the house.”
“And burning it to the ground,” Remi said. “Let’s see who comes calling.”

As the boys geared down for a brief sleep, Remi sat by the safehouse window and watched the world creep blue to gold. She checked the drive once, then twice. No leaks, no stings. Clean. For now.

When the first heat shimmered on the blacktop, she woke the crew, kicked the dog out (it followed anyway), and rolled for the horizon. Behind, the desert erased their tracks so quickly it was like they’d never been there at all. But out in the spaces where secrets live, Remi marked the memory, and rode.

Tomorrow, Vegas. And the end of the first game.
 
