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Agios Nickolaos

The cats owned the waterfront at this hour.

She watched them from the alley — three, maybe four, padding through the
lamplight below with the habit of a night guard on rounds. The harbor smelled of
diesel and brine and something older underneath, the salt-rot of a working port that
tourists mistook for atmosphere.

She’d been still for twenty minutes. Stillness was an instinct long before
memory could recall.

Somewhere on the quay, a man laughed.

She located the sound without moving her head.

Agios Nikolaos slept easily this time of year.

The harbor cradled a scatter of fishing boats, their hulls as muted candy under
the lamps. Beyond the breakwater, the super-yachts lay quiet, moored in the outer
dark — trophies of men who mistook possession for peace.

Costas Galanis preferred November. The crowds were gone, the air clean. He
could walk the waterfront and imagine the island was his.

In his early fifties, trim and tanned, he fit the profile he’d built — the self-made
collector, the pleasant dinner guest. The kind of man who charmed a waitress, then
forgot her name by morning.

He finished a last grappa, stepped from the bar, and zipped his fleece against the
chill.

Footsteps behind him — light, fast.

He turned toward the sound.

Too late.

She hit him full force — soft body, hard speed — and they nearly went down
together. Her arms flung over his shoulders, dead weight pulling him off balance.

He caught her. Instinct more than gallantry.

Salt, wet hair, and panic.



Her head fell against his chest. He felt the breath leave her. The soft warmth
stayed.

If he let go, she’d crumb]e.

“Boathouse mé,” she gasped again, barely a whisper.

He looked toward the dock. The yacht waited offshore, its lights refracting on
the water.

Minutes later, the dinghy bumped the stern. The watchman hurried to help as
Galanis lifted her aboard — limp, barefoot, one strap of a torn dress sliding down
her shoulder.

He didn’t ask questions. Just carried her to a cabin and laid her on the bed.

Under the cabin light, he saw the first of the tattoos.

Ink and flesh merged — snakes twined through hibiscus blooms, scales
rendered so precisely they seemed to breathe. A single serpent crossed her shoulder
blade, diving in and out of her skin like lace pulled through fabric.

Galanis stared longer than he meant to. The cabin smelled of teak oil and salt.
He watched the rise of her breathing, the play of muscle beneath the ink.

He’d known women who were beautiful, dangerous, expensive.

But not like this.

He wondered who had drawn her.

He wondered if the artist still lived.

He sat for an hour, watching light shift across her arm, imagining stories buried
under that skin. When she stirred, he startled like a boy caught peeking through a
keyhole.

Her eyes opened — unfocused, feral.

For a heartbeat, he thought she didn’t see him at all.

Then she smiled.

Morning. Sunlight through the awning, a pale reflection on the Mediterranean.
Galanis sipped coffee with patient calm.
She appeared at the top of the stairs in a short blue robe, loosely tied. Barefoot.

The fabric opened as she walked, revealing the curve of a snake descending her



inner thigh, wrapping twice around her ankle, its head poised on her foot —
watching him.

She met his gaze, unreadable.

He smiled and gestured for her to sit.

She hesitated — one beat, just enough — then crossed to the table. He reached
gently, took her hand. Felt the flinch, the quick recovery. She let him hold it a
moment before she drew it back.

He noted the flinch. She noted that he noted it.

He poured her juice. She drank.

When she refilled her glass, the snakes on her arms seemed to shift and breathe.
She turned her wrist, slow and deliberate. The illusion deepened.

He couldn’t look away.

She had learned this early — that a man watching her closely enough believed
he was reading her. The wrist turn, the lowered eyelids, the breath timed just so.
What he was actually doing was handing her everything she needed to know about
him. The speed of his pulse. The quality of his attention. Whether he wanted to
possess or to be absolved. Galanis wanted both, which meant he wanted to be saved.
She knew what to do with that.

Her eyelids lowered. A faint smile formed — almost pity for the prey.

She reached for his hand, coiling her fingers around his, guiding it to her heart,
then tracing an invisible serpent up his arm.

A circle on the inside of his elbow.

A breath against his lips.

She brushed her hair aside. A final serpent climbed her cheek, its head resting
above her brow, eyes bright with a knowing glint. The movement of her brow made
it seem to live.

Heat surged through him.

He closed his eyes.

She watched him do it.



The yacht would depart for San Tropez in the morning. Tonight Galanis would
believe whatever he needed to believe, and she would let him. That was the
arrangement, even if only one of them understood it.

She kissed him, and felt him go.

It was November on Crete. For Costas Galanis, it would always be summer now.



Enviro-Prophet

Carleton Pender rode the environmental wave the way big-wave surfers chase walls
of water off Nazaré—reckless, flawless, and sure he’d never wipe out.

At twenty-eight, he’d landed in Time’s “Thirty Under Thirty.” On paper
(recycled, of course), his worth topped two billion. From renewable concrete to
desalination plants to “planet-friendly” fashion, he was the face of sustainable greed.
He'd started with a YouTube channel, graduated to investors who mistook charisma
for genius, and now flew private from Malibu to Tahoe, feeding an audience that
adored him for believing what they already did.

He was tireless—Ilate-night TV couch segments, social posts with starlets and
senators, always shot in perfect light. A jet. A Malibu house. A condo in Tahoe. And
that faint musk of self-certainty that told the world he’d save it single-handedly.

Lately the surf crowd around him—idealists, dreamers, enviro-kids—had been
replaced by MBAs whose greed wore Patagonia fleece. They rode Pender’s rocket
while pretending it was for the planet.

Prayer for the Planet was his new act: a ninety-minute multimedia sermon
complete with lasers, drone footage, and ticket tiers from $100 to $1,000. The
faithful left bedazzled and cleansed.

GW and Tali Canyon attended the Chicago show as VIP guests of Talios Enviro’s CEO,
who suspected the prophet was mostly smoke. Tali agreed and had ordered a quiet
background file on Pender.

After the ovation, a woman in a fitted suit intercepted them.

"Yes," she said, politely. She'd placed him before he finished standing — the
performance-to-substance ratio, the Red Bull jitter, the way his eyes found her body
before her face. A man running entirely on belief in his own signal. "Anything

specific you wanted to discuss?”



Pender was scrolling his phone, a half-empty Red Bull beside him, when Tali
stepped in. He didn’t notice until she spoke.

“I'm Tali Canyon,” she said, hand extended. “Quite a show you put on.”

He rose too quickly, all teenage nerves. “I'm so glad you came. It’s an important
message.”

“Yes,” she said, politely. He’s pissing out Kool-Aid and drinking it again, she
thought. “Anything specific you wanted to discuss?”

“I think you'd be an ideal lead investor for our ultra-deep groundwater project,”
he said, finding his pitch voice.

Tali sat. “Give me the elevator version.”

He launched into it—numbers, buzzwords, certainty. She cut in twice; he talked
faster. Ten minutes later, he was out of facts but unwilling to stop. His eyes lingered.

Tali leaned forward, deliberately. “You're quite the young stallion.”

He smiled, ready to believe it.

She placed both hands on his chair arms and leaned close enough for her
perfume to reach him. Then, softly: “Erica Denton says hello.”

Pender jerked upright, spilling the Red Bulls. “She’s dead.”

“Yes, Carlton. But not forgotten.”

He froze—half fury, half fear.

Tali met his eyes. “In the last ten minutes you made six scientific errors and lied
twice. You're not as smart as you think.”

She turned and walked out.

Behind her, barely audible: “Cunt.”

She smiled. Carlton Pender didn’t know it yet, but he had just peaked.



Travel Bug

Thirty months into the marriage, GW had developed a reliable read on his wife in a
crowd.

She moved differently when she was genuinely interested in something — a
slight forward shift in weight, the way her hands went still while the rest of her
accelerated. He'd seen it in boardrooms, at auctions, once at a cattle operation in the
San Luis Valley where she'd spent forty minutes with a third-generation rancher
talking grass management while their hosts waited at the dinner table. She never
noticed the waiting. That was part of it.

He noticed. That was part of him.

They'd been in Del Mar for a conference — Talios Enviro, a panel on
desalination that she'd half-organized and half-attended. Allison Tobias was hosting
them for the weekend at a TwinStar corporate condo, and the three of them were
crossing the restaurant parking lot when Tali stopped.

A couple was unloading a compact Sterling van — surfboards on the roof rack, a
lab mix in standing expectantly and the open sliding door, both of them moving with
the ease of people who'd been living this way long enough to stop thinking about it.
The woman opened the rear doors. The kitchen appeared in cross-section —
one-burner induction cooktop, a cutting board that folded over the sink, cabinets
that nested into the frame with the precision of a well-engineered CAD drawing
made physical.

Tali crouched on the asphalt in her conference clothes and studied the joinery.

GW watched her do it. Allison caught his eye and smiled.

The couple — retired teachers from Escondido, as it turned out — opened every
compartment without being asked. The fold-down bed. The cassette toilet. The solar
array on the roof could run everything except the air conditioning, which they'd
decided they didn't need. The woman showed Tali how the dinette swiveled,
demonstrating the sequence twice with the patience of someone who loved the
mechanism itself.

An hour later the restaurant hostess was still waiting.



Something moved through GW watching Tali in that van — crouched in a
stranger's galley, genuinely delighted, temporarily uninterested in being Tali
Canyon. He'd felt this before, the tingling warmth of watching someone he loved
forget to perform. Jenny had been like that in hardware stores — she'd lose twenty
minutes in the fastener or housewares aisle and come out holding something she
couldn't explain wanting. He didn't follow the thought further. He never did. But it
was there, briefly, before Tali stood and brushed asphalt dust from her knees and
turned to him with that gleaming light in her eyes that meant the decision was
already made.

"Imagine," she said. "A home that moves when you want to move. No staff, no
schedules, no one asking for approvals.”

"A billionaire's minimalist rebellion," he said.

"All freedom is relative."

Over dinner she could talk of little else. The engineering of small spaces. The
pleasure of needing less. GW listened and added, and occasionally redirected when
she found a YouTube video of a young couple in a Sterling rhapsodizing about the
advantages of living full-time in a van.

He and Allison exchanged knowing smiles, seeing Tali in full-focus mode. At
some moment in the middle of the meal he realized this was one of the things he
loved most about her — the way a new idea took her over completely, how she
brought the full weight of her intelligence to something as ordinary as a van, how
she made him want to see what she was seeing.

Allison watched the dynamic. Tali’'s energy seemed to move through the
tablecloth. GW beamed.

It wasn't the life he'd imagined. It was better than the one he'd planned.

Two weeks later Tali’s assistant confirmed a private tour at Sterling Recreation
Vehicles in Fraser Center. They'd take the jet, spend a day at the plant, and see if the
dream still fit once you started mapping destinations where red freeway lines

turned into dashes.



Fraser Center

The jet touched down on a narrow strip beside a hangar still marked with the faded
logo of Sterling’s old corporate identity — a script font that belonged to a different
era of American manufacturing. Soy and corn edged the field, the horizon unbroken,
the sky enormous.

Fraser Center, Iowa looked scrubbed and orderly — every barn painted, every
pickup clean. A landscape built on repetition and care.

Tali and GW stepped down in hiking shoes and ball caps, looking more like
weekend adventurers than the people who'd arranged a private tour with a phone
call.

Audrey met them at the fence — thirty-ish, blond, practical, her smile genuine.
She’d washed her car that morning, removed the car seat, and decided she’d treat
them like anyone else until they gave her a reason not to. They’d flown in on their
own jet, which could mean a lot of things.

“Welcome to Sterling,” she said. “We’ll start with the main plant — A and C
classes — then drive to Deep Lake to see the vans.”

She hesitated, as if apologizing for the modest itinerary.

GW grinned. “Perfect. We're both curious.”

Inside, the plant was part aircraft hangar, part shipyard. The smell of cut
aluminum and sawdust hung in the air. Chassis from Freightliner and Ford rolled in
bare, waiting for walls. Every step was done by hand — screwing, sealing, wiring.

GW stopped to watch a crew install a roof panel, their movements silent and
practiced.

“They build them like houses,” he said, leaning toward Tali. “Just without the
concrete.”

She nodded, eyes scanning the conveyor overhead racks as components moved.
“And no robots. I like that.”

Audrey watched quietly, realizing she didn’t need to fill the silence. Most VIPs
wanted photo ops. These two wanted to understand.

Lunch was in a small conference room with subs and chips with two product

managers. They talked about shifting buyer trends — big rigs giving way to nimble



vans, young couples trading square footage for mobility. One manager described the
Advance X4 as Sterling’s compact all-wheel-drive as the future. Another mentioned
the Panorama, a mid-range model with a slide-out bed, and the Aria, a hybrid built
for long-haul comfort.

Tali listened like an investor, but her questions came from somewhere else.

“How do people adapt to a small space after a big life?”

The younger manager smiled. “Most say they feel bigger on the inside.”

That line stayed with her.

After lunch, Audrey drove them north through endless green fields toward Deep
Lake, where the van line operated out of a converted farm tractor assembly
complex. The work was intricate — a ship-in-a-bottle operation. Each component
had to pass through the same side door it would later serve. Cabinetry wrapped
tight around ribs and window frames; wiring disappeared into hidden channels.

Tali crouched, tracing a conduit run with her fingertip. “It’s not just
engineering,” she said. “It’s origami.”

Audrey laughed. “That’s the first time I've heard that — but it’s true.”

GW asked about Sterling’s history — the corporate move north to Chicago and
what it had done to the town. Audrey’s tone softened.

“It was rough. People used to see the CEQO at the grocery store, the CFO at
church. After the move, it felt like the company stopped being ours.”

GW nodded. “Happened in Vail, too. Headquarters moved closer to the airport;
the community felt demoted.”

Tali watched the look they exchanged — a quiet understanding between people
who build things that outlast their own decisions about them.

Then Audrey said, almost as an afterthought: “You mentioned the Platinum
models when you booked the tour. If you want, there’s something else I can show
you.”

She led them past the main assembly floor, through a fire door, and into a
separate garage at the back of the complex — smaller, quieter, the temperature a

degree or two cooler. Six people worked in here. The overhead lighting was



different, more deliberate, the kind used for finish work. Two vehicles occupied the
center of the floor, each on its own platform, each surrounded by the attentiveness
of craftsmen who knew they were building something that would outlast them.

The Advance X4 Geo.

It sat on single thirty-inch all-terrain tires — not the dual rears of the standard
AWD, but one wide tire per corner, the clearance underneath it improbable for a
vehicle this refined. The suspension geometry was visible and purposeful, every
component spec’d for a different kind of road than the one outside. The body was
finished in matte olive, which looked like it belonged in a canyon rather than a
campground.

“These are the only units we sell direct,” Audrey said. “No dealers. The buyers
come to us. We have a two-year backlog.”

Tali was already inside. She found the ladder step, climbed up to into a tilt-up
roof with a picture window. She didn’t speak for a long moment. She bounced lightly
on the memory foam mattress.

GW watched her the way he’d watched her in the Del Mar parking lot. The
forward shift in weight. The hands going still.

“How much?” she said, without turning around.

Audrey told her.

GW did the math automatically, the way he always did — not from anxiety but
from habit. A Newell diesel pusher ran two million and gave you a king bed, two
baths, a full kitchen, a washer, and a dryer. This was a quarter of that and gave you
the sky through a picture window, single thirty-inch tires, and four men and two
women quietly tending to the bespoke construction. He’d rationalized worse.

GW noticed a buyer’s name taped to one windshield but not to the other.

“Two-year wait?” GW asked.

“Let me check the queue.”

Audrey pulled out her phone and stepped away. A minute passed.

“We can add you to the wait list.”

Tali climbed down. She looked at GW.

He opened his hands — your call — which was not quite the same as yes but

was close enough.



Tali lightly squeezed Audrey’s arm, “Would a hundred thousand more move us
to the front of the line?”

“I.. Idon’t know. Let me check.”

Audrey walked into a quiet corner of the garage and made a call while GW
looked under the hood.

Tali watched her after the call go over to a workbench, pick up a grease pencil,

and write the name “Canyon” on the windshield. She beamed.

In the car on the way back to the airport, Audrey apologized for talking too much.
“You were perfect,” Tali said. “You made us want to be part of something.”
That evening, in the jet somewhere over Nebraska, Tali texted her assistant:
Send Audrey a mountain parka — Sterling blue. Include a note: Thanks for

reminding us what craft looks like.

In Fraser Center, Audrey and her husband split a pizza with her parents. She
described her visitors between bites.
“They were so normal. Down to earth. Just like us.”

Her father smiled. “Maybe that’s why they liked you.”



Evan McAlester

Evan McAlester wasn’t in a good mood as he slipped his rifle into the saddle holster.

He was a third-generation Colorado rancher. The family spread—forty
thousand acres homesteaded by his great-grandfather—ran up two valleys that
drained into Granite Creek and climbed east toward the pine-covered slopes of the
Flattops.

Economically, the McAlesters had done all right with beef and alfalfa, but Evan
figured the time was coming to let selective timber harvest add another revenue
stream.

This morning, the future wasn’t on his mind. He was thinking about the
thousands of front-range voters who’d never fixed a fence or lost a calf but had
decided that releasing wolves into the high country was a good idea.

Keeping cattle alive was hard enough with coyotes and the occasional
mountain-lion kill. Wolves added a new layer of work and worry. The state had
promised compensation for losses, but Evan didn’t buy it.

He’d sat quietly in the back of the Granger High auditorium while the local
wildlife officer—someone he’d gone to school with—delivered the official
slideshow.

Everyone knew the man’s heart wasn’t in it.

Afterward, friends shook the officer’s hand, both knowing he was just carrying
out a decision made by people who’d never gone farther into the mountains than a
scenic overlook.

It was the tail end of calving season, Evan’s favorite time of year.

The morning air was crisp, the meadows greening fast, aspens squeezing to
push out new leaves.

He guided his horse up the west fork to check one of three herd groups—fifty
head grazing near the timberline. Later in the summer he and a hand would ease
them down to better pasture closer to the corral and chute.

Riding the old wagon road, Evan spotted the herd in the upper meadow—and
another horse nearby, a rider kneeling over something in the grass.

As he rode closer, the stranger looked up and waved. “Howdy.”



Evan didn’t recognize him. “Something I can help you with?”

“I work over at the T-Bar S,” the man said. “Been tracking a wolf. Looks like it
might've gotten one of yours.”

“You a new guy?”

"'Bout a month. Came down from Lander to help out for the summer."

His hands were clean for a man who'd been tracking anything.

Evan knew the Phillips family had sold the T-Bar S to an out-of-state buyer.
There was no fence line between their properties.

“Can’t tell if this is a wolf kill. I haven’t had much experience. Wanna take a
look?”

Evan looped his reins around the saddle horn and stepped down.

The stranger extended a hand. “Tim Sanderson.”

“Evan McAlester.”

“Your spread?”

“Yep. Let’s take a look.”

Evan knelt by the dead calf. “Does look like a wolf. Sometimes though, it’s hard

to tell if it wasn’t coyo— ...

The snap of his neck ended the sentence.

Late that afternoon Janice McAlester began to worry.

Just a little. Evan often worked past dark—fixing fence, chasing strays.

By mid-evening she called the ranch foreman in Trimble. By eleven, the sheriff
was notified, and the foreman and a neighbor headed up the wagon road in their
OHVs.

Under a full moon, the valley’s ridges glowed faintly, cows casting slight
shadows.

Near the upper meadow, the foreman spotted two dark shapes above the grass
line.

He raised a spotlight—two pairs of eyes flashed back.

He fired a warning shot. The eyes didn’t move.

A second shot sent them vanishing into the trees.



They found Evan beside the dead calf.
His head and arms had been gnawed.
They wrapped him in a mylar blanket, loaded him into the OHV, and drove

down to the ranch house.

The coroner ruled a broken neck.

Too many hoof prints and tire tracks for clear evidence.

Maybe he’d been thrown. Maybe wolves had come later.

The state’s wildlife officer decided that confirming wolf involvement wouldn’t
help policy—or his career.

Privately, he hoped the story would leak anyway.

Janice McAlester had always been the steady center of the ranch. Their two
grown children were away at college, both headed for city lives. In a tearful
three-way call, she told them there'd been a purchase offer: $250 an acre, including
water rights. Ten million dollars. More than any of them had ever imagined.

The night before she signed, she walked the home pasture alone at dusk — the
one Evan had reseeded twice after the drought years, the one he'd said would
outlast them both. She didn't linger. She couldn't afford to.

It didn't take long to end three generations of ownership.



Eric Gant

Eric Gant stood at the window of his fifty-second-floor office, Gant Capital
Management, staring down at Hudson Yards and across to New Jersey.

His mind wasn’t on the view; it was on the chart glowing from one of four
monitors.

He’d risen to stretch—and to sound present while talking to his wife, Cate, on
the phone.

“That’s fine. Whatever you choose. I just don’t want to make a late evening of it,”
he said.

“I know you find Susie and David tedious, but try to make an effort. They're
neighbors.”

Catherine’s tone was matter-of-fact.

Lately, even their smallest exchanges felt like negotiations.

Everything with Eric was: schools, houses, vacations, friends—each reduced to
cost, yield, and return.

Years ago, she’d suspected an affair. Then, for a time, he’d seemed re-engaged.
Now the distance was back, and she no longer cared enough to confirm it. She found
her fulfillment in their children and a circle of friends who didn’t require closing
arguments.

When the call ended, Eric tapped his headset and muttered the mantra that
steadied him:

“Being a family man is important. It makes good press. It shows investors I'm
grounded and trustworthy.”

Across the hall, through the glass, two men and a woman waited in a conference
room—the Water Team.

He joined them, closed the door, and drew the curtains.

“Did it happen?”

Alicia Welton, his assistant, answered first. “Yes. On the final deal, we added
another hundred dollars per thousand gallons, but we had to agree to immediate
delivery.”

“What’s that mean for the downstream ranchers?”



Harold Nellhaus, corporate counsel, brought up a satellite map with a dozen
ranches outlined in yellow.

“These along Granite Creek lose access. They’ll have to hope for a
wetter-than-average summer.”

“What’s the forecast?”

“Drier than usual.”

Gant shrugged. “Bad for them, good for us. They’ll take less when we make
purchase offers. Another five-hundred acre-feet added to inventory.”

“They’ll fold. They're boxed in,” Welton said.

“How many straw buyers on the ground?”

“Four.”

“Make it six. Keep it looking random—we don’t want anyone suspecting we're
consolidating the valley.”

Nellhaus overlaid new data. “Our geo-hydrology report estimates a secondary
aquifer three to five thousand feet below the valley.”

Anton Mounzer, the in-house water savant, was blunt. “The poor schmucks have
no idea what that’ll do to their values.”

Gant smiled slightly. “Good work. I want to see deal frequency increase after the
first of the year. We're close to critical mass.”

He checked his watch—4:45. Right on time for Carleton Pender.

The Tinderbox Bar was two blocks from his office, two from his condo, one from
Summer’s.

Gant liked life arranged for walkability: work, pleasure, control—all within four
city blocks.

He saw Pender step from a town car and go inside.

Gant liked him for three reasons.

First, the frat-boy ease—they could swap gossip about women without
pretense.

Second, Pender’s insecurity made him a perfect hustler: he shook the trees and

brought in whales.



Third, he was manipulable. Sex, drugs, toys, and cash were the levers Gant
pulled to keep his bait fish in motion.

Pender looked up from his Manhattan, the clear cube of ice catching light. “Good
news,” he said. “We’re going to hit seven-fifty mil on the deep-aquifer financing.”

“One of your tech bros?”

“Yeah. He’s primed for more as new projects come up.”

“Did you meet with Tali Canyon?”

“She passed.” He didn’t mention the unease that lingered from their meeting.

A woman in a short red skirt walked past to the restroom. Both men watched.

“I'love it when they bring the dessert tray to the table,” Pender said. “So tell me
more about Sharna.”

A few minutes later she walked back by. Pender leaned in again. “When do I get
to meet your mistress?”

Gant regretted ever letting that slip during a drunk night. He deflected. “She’s
shy—not comfortable around people.”

“Don’t buy it,” Pender said. “You just don’t want to share.”

Gant smiled, letting the moment cool. “We’re consolidating rights across
Colorado, Wyoming, Utah, Arizona. Multiple PR firms, different shells—no one sees
the pattern. We’ll go public at the Western Water Congress in Denver. I want you to
be the face.”

Pender looked genuinely moved. “Thanks, Eric. I appreciate the vote.”

He laid a pair of twenties on the table. “On me.”

As Gant stepped outside, he assumed Pender was right behind him, but the
younger man had stopped to chat up the red skirt and her friend.

Gant checked his watch—still an hour before Cate expected him.

He ducked into a bodega, bought a small bouquet, and turned the corner.

A few minutes later, he knocked on the door of apartment 2203.



Sharna Taylor

Sharna Taylor opened the door, glanced at the flowers, and said nothing.

“I thought you were dining at home tonight,” she said finally.

“Cate’s expecting me at seven.” Gant smiled, extending the bouquet. “These are
for you.”

She took them without looking at them. “I think you can do better than that.”

Gant tensed. “Baby, let me make it up to you.”

She said nothing — just watched him. He knew the rule: not his turn to speak.

He silently calculated the fine. Jewelry, probably. A spa weekend. Maybe the
Maldives if he’d misjudged the temperature. The arithmetic of a man who had
learned that her silences had prices and that paying them promptly was cheaper
than letting them compound.

Then she kissed him lightly. Relief moved through him like a loosened knot.

“I know you'll fix that, won’t you?”

“Of course, darling.”

Dayton, Ohio had a heavier gravity that Sharna noticed before she had words for it.

Not poverty — her father drove for UPS, her mother managed produce at
Kroger, there was a backyard pool and a Disney trip every few years and predictable
love. The Taylors were fine. That was exactly the problem. Everyone in her orbit was
fine, and fine was a ceiling you could see from the ground floor.

She was twelve when she understood it clearly. A neighbor woman —
mid-forties, pleasant, the kind who brought casseroles when someone was sick —
stood at the Taylors’ kitchen counter one Sunday afternoon talking to Sharna’s
mother. For forty minutes the woman described a vacation she hadn’t enjoyed, a
husband she’d stopped expecting things from, a life organized around not wanting
too much. She smiled the whole time. Her mother smiled back.

Sharna watched from the hallway.

She wasn’t angry. She wasn’t sad. She was simply certain, with the cold clarity of

a twelve-year-old who has just seen something she can’t unsee, that the rules



governing this kitchen — the performed contentment, the managed expectations,
the agreed-upon ceiling — were optional. Other people had signed the contract. She
hadn’t.

She never told anyone that. There was no one to tell.

In high school she ruled from above the pyramid — beyond the cheerleaders,
the cool girls, even the teachers who mistook her attention for admiration. The boys
didn’t ask her out. She selected. Her friends called her beautiful, funny, and
magnetic; her exes added ruthless, conniving, pitiless. Few ever saw her darker
moods. Those who did regretted it.

Her brother, athletic and dependable, followed the path their parents admired
— steady, predictable, building toward a version of fine. Sharna adored her family
and knew, without guilt, that she was made of different weather.

College held no appeal. She wanted to start living, not preparing. Men twice her
age opened doors that diplomas couldn’t. She learned quickly how to step through

them.

At twenty-two she moved to New York — third-floor walk-up in Brooklyn, job at a
small art gallery in Chelsea.

The owner was a woman in her mid-forties named Claudine — worldly, precise,
the kind of woman who had built something real and wore it with pride. She liked
Sharna’s poise and her instinct for spinning stories around objects that didn’t have
obvious ones. She hired her on a Thursday and started teaching her on Friday.

Sharna absorbed the business like oxygen. The gallery’s logic — how scarcity
was manufactured, how desire was curated, how a room full of people could be
made to want something they hadn’t known existed an hour earlier — mapped
cleanly onto everything she already understood about people. Claudine was brilliant
and she was lonely, and those two facts lived in her with less separation than she
knew.

Sharna didn’t plan what happened next. That surprised her.

She’d expected to feel the same clarity she always felt — the diagnostic

distance, the clean read of another person’s architecture. Instead, something else



arrived first: genuine curiosity. Claudine was the most interesting person she’d
encountered, the first subject who pushed back against her read rather than
confirming it. The relationship that developed was real in ways Sharna hadn’t
budgeted for, and she filed that information carefully — that her instrument could
be disrupted by genuine complexity, that she was not as invulnerable to real people
as she’d assumed.

What she learned in that gallery wasn’t only how to seduce a woman. It was the
unwritten education of discovering her own limits.

Desire was never the point. But it was better data than she’d expected.

By the time she left — Claudine’s tears, the careful disentanglement, the
reference letter that contained an entire subtext Sharna chose not to examine — she
understood something about herself she hadn’t fully articulated before. The
instrument was precise. It was also, occasionally and inconveniently, alive.

She decided to be more careful about that.

She met Eric Gant at a Lower East Side opening — sculptures made from shipping
pallets, the kind of art that required explanation to be valuable.

He remembered her approaching him. She remembered everything else.

Between wine, laughter, and the long night that followed, she mapped him —
cataloging his boasts, the careless reveals, the readable shape of a man who had
spent thirty years believing his own legend. The affair began as indulgence for him
and reconnaissance for her. Piece by piece she applied pressure — seduction mixed
with implication, admiration edged with suggestion — until his decisions started
carrying her fingerprints without his awareness.

By the time he realized she owned him, he no longer cared.

The master negotiator of Manhattan was now her project: housebroken,
obedient, running on her approval. He didn’t understand how it had happened.

She did.



Setting the flowers aside, she shifted registers — disciplinarian to lover, the
transition as deliberate as changing a key.

Lying beside him afterward, she asked, “Sugar, when was the last time you and
Cate-the-mate had sex?”

Gant thought. “A month, maybe longer.”

“Honest answer — when you're with her, do you think of me?”

He looked at her, startled by his own truth. “My God. All I think about is you.”

She smiled. Hook set.

“Baby, you miss me during the day too, don’t you?”

He nodded, watching her stretch across the sheets.

“I think you need another executive assistant. Imagine how much fun it would
be to see me during the day.” She pulled his hand toward her, whispering, “Imagine
this on your desk.”

Gant’s mind raced through the logistics — the small conference room beside his
office converted to hers, curtains, a briefing for Alicia about discretion. No one
would suspect. Except maybe Pender.

He smiled, eager. “You've got the job. Starting salary, low six figures.”

Sharna’s grin widened. “What about a wardrobe allowance?”

“T'll handle that personally.”

She rolled on top of him. She had a precise sense of timing — when to press,
when to release, when to remind a man of what he stood to lose by disappointing
her.

Gant was her most complex project yet. She was already thinking about what
came next.

At 7:05, Eric Gant walked the hallway of his condo building, bouquet in hand,
body spent.



Two Gants

Barely an eyebrow lifted when Eric Gant announced he was adding a second
administrative assistant.

A few wondered why the new hire’s office adjoined his, but the hush-hush
water project seemed reason enough.

The newcomer, Sharna Taylor, looked exactly right: attractive, sharply tailored,
warm but never flirty.

Professional enough to be admired, distant enough to discourage gossip.

What Gant never told her was that Alicia Welton, his long-time assistant, had
once been his mistress.

On her first day, Sharna read the room perfectly.

She treated Alicia with careful deference—mentor, big sister, gatekeeper.

Alicia accepted the role graciously, even appreciating its symmetry. She taught
Sharna the systems, passwords, travel protocols—and, more importantly, Eric
Gant’s preferences.

Beneath the smiles, Alicia sensed something familiar.

Sharna had the same cold focus she’d once admired—and feared—in herself.

Had Alicia not already decided she might someday destroy Sharna, she could
have imagined them as friends.

Their early conversations sounded ordinary: past jobs, former bosses, life in
New York.

Sharna deflected most questions but never lied about where she’d met Gant.

Alicia noted three things: First, Sharna was extremely private. Second, she had
no visible social life. And third, if she ever needed to be taken down, it would require

precision.

Outside the office, deceit became entertainment.
At night, Sharna coached Gant on how to hide their relationship: no touching, no
glances, no noise behind the closed blinds of the adjoining office.

He was a disciplined pupil, and nobody suspected.



Being near him all day and in his bed each evening, Sharna began noticing
something that unsettled her—something off.

She needed a professional opinion.

She booked an appointment with a respected midtown behavioral psychologist,
slipping a plain ring on her left hand before she walked in.

The story: a newlywed, worried about her brilliant Wall Street husband who
seemed decisive in public but paralyzed by small decisions at home. She’d already
formed her own theory — that the paralysis wasn’t weakness but regression, a man
who’d spent thirty years performing mastery seeking permission, in private, to put
it down. She wanted to know if she was right.

The doctor confirmed it and added a layer she hadn’t considered: the regression
was most acute in the window just after genuine intimacy, when the performance
hadn’t yet reassembled itself. A narrow window. But reliable.

“These are the moments,” the doctor said, “when genuine therapy can help
rebuild his confidence.”

Sharna smiled politely. She had a different application in mind.

After three sessions, she had everything she needed.

That night she waited.

Not long — the doctor had been precise about the window. She let him come
back to himself partway, enough that he could hear her, not so far that the
performance had reassembled. She’d timed it three times now and knew his
quickening pants and exhale that marked the moment.

Her voice softened.

“Baby, you don’t want to go home to Cate-the-mate anymore, do you?”

A tremor ran through his body.

He whispered, “No.”

“She only cares for you when you meet her needs. You deserve unconditional

love.”



Another shudder, then anger.
“That bitch is sucking me dry,” he said. “You understand me better than she ever
has.”
Sharna smiled against his cheek.
“You have to leave her.”
“You're fucking right I do.”
He pulled her close. “Baby, I love you.”

Her pulse quickened. Programming complete.

Morning light.

Gant was already awake, propped on an elbow, watching her.

For a second, she feared he’d snapped back to reason.

“Baby,” he said calmly, “I think I should move in. I'm telling Cate today. She only
cares for me as long as I meet her needs.”

Sharna froze. It had worked—too well.

“Eric, honey, that’s... that’s great. We'll figure it out.”

He smiled. “Sharnie, nobody knows me as you do. I need you at home, just like I
need you at the office.”

Sharnie. The word landed somewhere between lover and mother.

Her own words echoed back at her verbatim. For a moment she wanted to bolt.

Gant kissed her, saw her unease, and murmured, “Don’t be scared. This is what
you want for me. It'll be fine.”

He sounded like a boy seeking approval.

Sharna steadied herself. “We’ve got to think this through. If we move in
together, Cate and the office will know. Doesn’t that jeopardize the project?”

The transformation was instant.

The insecure lover vanished; the CEO returned.

“Baby, you're right. Absolutely. I'll get my own place—same building, different
floor. Nobody knows you live there. I'll put it under a corporate name no one
connects to me. I'll have legal handle it this morning.”

He paused, smiling like a student awaiting praise. “With your approval.”



Sharna kissed him, amused and aroused.

Since they were already in bed, rewarding good behavior was easy.



The New Qil

Anton Mounzer sat in the chair across from Eric Gant’s desk, scattering bagel
crumbs down his loosely knotted tie. The cheap suit hung like a rental. He looked
more at home in his usual Nevada uniform — jeans, western shirt, and scuffed boots.

The working girls at the Wild Boar Ranch outside Elko agreed — they made him
shower first and then stared at the ceiling, waiting for it to be over. Mounzer
remained blissfully unaware of his mild repulsiveness, which many forgave because
he possessed two undeniable gifts: encyclopedic knowledge of Western water and a
habit of handing out hundred-dollar bills like a jammed ATM.

Gant had discovered him years earlier during a west-to-California road trip
tracing the Colorado River’s path. It became a two-week master class that changed
Gant’s life — and, eventually, the lives of millions.

From her adjoining office, Sharna watched through the glass wall.

Mounzer was talking, Gant nodding — but she’d learned to read that particular
nod. It meant Gant was receiving information he couldn’t generate himself and knew
it. In three months she hadn’t seen him nod that way at anyone else. Whatever
Mounzer lacked in presentation he more than recovered in the talent Gant needed
most: a map of terrain no one else had bothered to chart.

She filed that.

From her adjoining office, Summer Taylor watched through the glass wall. She
couldn’t imagine any woman voluntarily spending time with the man. Gant’s father
had been a math professor at Carnegie Mellon; his mother, a painter. From them he
inherited both precision and pattern recognition — the ability to see the negative
space, the unseen structure beneath complexity. Those twin lenses had taken him
from a storefront brokerage to investment banking, then to hedge-fund fame, and
now to the helm of a $100 billion management firm. Gant could see the future, and it
spelled one word: water.

On the advice of a water-rights lawyer, he flew to a dusty ranchette outside Elko
— faded siding, dry grass, and the smell of alkali — to meet Anton Mounzer.

Mounzer’s résumé was a crime scene of small-town politics: disgraced

public-works manager, disgraced water-system manager, disgraced town trustee,



and, even briefly, disgraced police chief. None of his downfalls involved
incompetence; they were the minor vices — embezzlement, adultery, DUIs — that
made him unemployable but irresistible to Gant.

In the world of bespoke suits and Ivy League polish, these were cosmetic flaws,
easily buffed out by money. What mattered was that Mounzer understood water —
all of it — and had no ethical filter.

They talked for hours, Gant on a broken recliner, Mounzer lecturing between

swigs of warm beer.

“Take the Colorado River,” Mounzer began. “Fourteen-hundred-fifty miles from the
Rockies to the Gulf of Baja. Seven states carved it up in 1922 — upper and lower
basins, fifteen million acre-feet split between them. Problem was, they were drunk
on wet-year data. The real flow’s half that now.”

He leaned forward, eyes bright behind the grime on his glasses. “That’s just the
Colorado. Surface water’s vanishing everywhere. Cities are sinking as aquifers drain.
As the water drops, the lawsuits rise. And someday a son of a bitch at the head of the
ditch’ll shut a gate, and that’s how a war starts.”

Gant nodded. “Wouldn’t it be better if a more business-like system managed
allocation? Efficiency could help millions — farmers, cities — everyone.”

Mounzer stared for a beat, then barked a laugh. “Geez, son, that’s a hell of a sales
pitch. Sure, tell the world you're saving farmers. But let’s call it what it is — you're
rich and want to be stinkin’ fuckin’ richer.”

At that moment, Gant knew he had his man.

Unlike oil and gas, water had remained stubbornly public. Cities, irrigation districts,
and co-ops controlled it through a century of legislation, treaties, and patchwork
local boards. Rights overlapped, contradicted, and multiplied: senior and junior
claims, augmentation credits, evaporation allowances, even separate water courts in

a few Western states.



Below ground lay a second universe — shallow tables tapped by wells, ancient
aquifers stretching across state lines, drained faster than they could ever refill.
Deeper still, seismic surveys hinted at fossil seas miles beneath rock and salt —
untouched, pressurized, waiting for the technology cheap enough to reach them.

Surface water was simpler: snowmelt and rain stored in reservoirs, delivered
by canals and tunnels. Flow was measured in CFS — cubic feet per second. A high
mountain trout stream might run 150 CFS in midsummer; the Colorado at Lees
Ferry, 8,000 to 20,000.

Volume was acre-feet: one football field, one foot deep = 326,000 gallons = a
year’s supply for two suburban homes or four urban ones.

Mounzer’s lessons weren’t theory. They were blueprints.

Under his mentorship, Gant built a four-part strategy to corner the coming water
economy:

Own it. Buy direct water rights from landowners and ranchers too dry or broke
to say no.

Control distribution. Acquire the canals, ditches, and reservoirs that moved the
flow.

Capture the referees. Fund candidates, endow think-tanks, shape policy toward
privatization.

Conceal and isolate. Create silos of shell entities so no one saw the larger map.

That map had been sketched years earlier on Mounzer’s Elko kitchen table — a
treasure map of pipelines, rights, and leverage points.

The Water Committee formed quietly. Three people.

Mounzer recruited Harold Nellhaus, a Reno attorney specializing in sleazy
divorces with a knack for land acquisitions.

Alicia Welton handled internal structure and silence. She had the coiled
patience of a woman who had learned that the most dangerous position in any room
was the one nobody was watching — and had spent years making sure that position
was hers. Mounzer liked her immediately. They recognized the same thing in each

other: patience weaponized.



Each cell beneath them operated blind. Each holding company traced to
nowhere near Gant Capital. The plan was invisible, synchronized, and legal enough
to pass casual inspection.

To Gant, water was the new oil — a finite resource with infinite profit potential.

To Mounzer, it was just the oldest con in the desert:

“Find the well. Own the pump. Charge for the bucket.”
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