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CHAPTER 1
The First Pulse

[bookmark: _ajz82fauyr19]Kandahar Province, Afghanistan — 0211 hours 
The night hit him right in the teeth—booming, frantic.
 Chopper blades slapped the midnight air, stirring up a mess of dust and hot wind that clawed at Ryan White’s face. He hung onto the ceiling strap like his life depended on it, which, yeah, it probably did. The medevac bird pitched hard over a burning ridge, the whole frame screeching like it was going to shatter. Door gunner sent angry tracer rounds ripping into the dark—red stitches across the mountain, muzzle flashes winking back like eyes. 
“Two minutes out!” The pilot’s voice barely made it through the static, just this rough, panicked bark.
Ryan just gave a nod, cradling his field kit like it might float him through hell. His gloves? Already soaked—sweat and blood, and honestly, he couldn’t tell whose was whose. Down below, a Humvee burned, his people pinned. He could smell it, even up here: sharp metal, scorched oil, the thick stink of fear. 
Then, like a punch to the gut, something went wrong. 
Bang—hollow, nasty. Then came a groan of metal, deep enough to shake his bones. The chopper jerked sideways, dumping them toward the dirt.
“What the hell was that?” Ryan yelled. 
“Hydraulics!” the pilot spat, wrestling with the controls. “We’re losing lift—coil’s dry!” 
Ryan twisted to the window. Those rotor blades, which had been just a blur, now crawled—five black knives hacking uselessly at the air. 
He ripped off his harness and staggered toward the cockpit, grabbing whatever he could. “You can’t keep us up like this—!”
The pilot looked ghost-white under the red lights, slamming the collective up and down. “I know! Brace for impact.”
The world tipped. Desert rose up. Gunfire flashed below—figures in the firelight. The gunner fired one last wild burst, then everything snapped.
 Impact!!! 
Metal screamed, blades blew apart. Ryan slammed into the bulkhead, then—nothing but weightlessness and heat. The chopper knifed into the sand, carving a fresh scar into the mountain.
When he came around, the world was tilted, burning orange. The pilot’s head lolled, eyes fixed. The gunner? Gone. Only boots and blood left behind. Smoke filled his chest. He dragged himself toward the hatch, kit in tow, left leg dead weight.
 Outside, bullets ripped the air. Shouting—his name, maybe. Someone hollering for a medic. 
Ryan stumbled into the sand, blood pounding in his ears. The ridge glowed hellish. His unit scattered, little more than shadows. First thing he saw—Marcus, crouched by a body, waving him over. 
Ryan limped until his leg quit on him, dropped beside Marcus. The soldier laid out in front of them was split wide open, throat to belly. Marcus shouted something, but it just faded, muffled, like he was underwater. 
Then—another explosion swallowed the night.
 Blackness.
O’Hare International Airport—Homecoming 
The plane touched down at O’Hare International Airport with a jolt, rattling Ryan White’s teeth. He gripped the armrests, his knuckles bleaching white, as the scream of reversing engines flooded the cabin. For a split second, he was back in the belly of a C-130, the acrid smell of jet fuel and sweat replacing the sterile chill of the Airbus. A child’s laughter snapped him back. Chicago. Home.
VA Medical Center — Two Weeks Later:
Indoors, the world just shrunk. Everything felt way too polished, like someone mopped the life right out of it. Ryan perched on his hospital bed, leg strapped up tight, discharge papers like a brick pressing his thighs. The shrink’s words wouldn’t stop rattling around: You’re good to go, Sergeant White. I just need some time. 
Yeah. Time. What a joke.
People loved to say time fixed stuff. Maybe for them. For Ryan, it just muffled the ghosts, made them harder to spot. Didn’t mean they left. 
He ran his thumb over the old bullet casing, tracing those jagged letters—Marcus’s initials. Out in the hall, a nurse called, something about the lights. He didn’t bother replying. Just squeezed his eyes shut and let the harsh buzzing overhead try (and fail) to drown out the godawful helicopter blades still chopping through his brain.
Chicago—One Years Later:
Every morning, Ryan White would reach for a bullet casing as the first thing he touched. It was always there on his nightstand, right between a bottle of melatonin, which helped him sleep, and a dog tag with the words CPL. J. P Marcus Grove -O NEGATIVE. Over time, the brass of the casing had lost its shine, and the edges had become smooth from its constant touch. uncertain days, when memories overwhelmed him, Ryan Imagine he could still catch the scent of gunpowder and Marcu's aftershave lotion. This routine served as a constant reminder that in life, you find a way to adjust, or you do not survive.
Flashback-Kandahar-Nightfall
Ryan found himself in the temporary morgue, surrounded by heavy smell of chemicals and an overwhelming sense of sadness. Marcus' body was zipped up inside a bag. As Ryan held a bullet casing in his hand, he felt its sharp edges. “You’re going back home,” his commanding offer said as he handed Ryan a packet of SSRIs which are medications often used to help with depression and anxiety. “Please, make sure to take care of yourself and stay safe.” Ryan didn’t say a word. Just stared at the bag, feeling the heat bleed out of the room.
Three tours in Afghanistan had carved grooves into his face that no amount of civilian life would smooth. At 43, Ryan’s dark hair was streaked with gray, deep brown eyes, his knuckles, scarred from years handling chaotic emergencies, his face bore marks of past battles. A jagged scar cut through his left eyebrow, a reminder of an explosive device in Kandahar that spared his life but shook his faith. His wire-rimmed glasses were smudged from countless night shifts, doing little to hide the tired hollow under his eyes. Recently, he has grown a beard, an uneven mix of gray and brown with a tint of red present, to cover up the boyish cheeks that once made Marcus joke, he looked like a cub scout who robbed Medvec. The Army had sharpened him into a trauma nurse practitioner—part medic, part soldier, all pragmatism. But here, in the fluorescent glow of the terminal, he felt unmoored. The duffel bag slung over his shoulder held everything he owned: dog tags, a folded flag from Marcus’s coffin, and a stethoscope that felt heavier than it should.
The Uber dropped him at St. Brigid Hospital, a hulking monolith of glass and steel. Ryans new temporary gig: a 90-day contract in the ER. Just another patch of sand to hold, he thought. The recruiter had promised “flexibility,” which Ryan knew meant “exploitation.” But he did not care. Short-term contracts meant fewer questions, fewer attachments.
His first shift was a blur of gunshot wounds and overdoses. Chicago’s streets were no less brutal than Helmand’s, just colder. By midnight, he had stabilized a teenager with a stab wound to the liver, his hands steady even as the boy’s mother screamed in the hallway. Efficiency. Control. That is what he had learned overseas. His personal mantra: Adapts. Adjust. Survive.
The ER was just chaos—stretchers crashing by, interns yelling out numbers, that nasty mix of bleach and panic hanging in the air. Ryan? Guy was on autopilot, hands slippery, bouncing between stitches and suction and chest compressions like he couldn’t even feel it anymore. 
“White, pressure!” someone yelled—maybe that resident with the bad haircut. Whatever.
 
“Yeah, got it.” Barely a flicker in his voice.
 He pinched off the artery, eyes glued to the mess, not the faces. One patient made it. 
The next one?

 Not so lucky. By 3 a.m., he was planted at the sink, scrubbing at blood stains that seemed more permanent every night. Caught a glimpse of himself in a cabinet door—eyes like empty sockets, hand twitching just a bit. 
Marcus used to look the same right before shipping out. Weird how that sticks with you.

 A paramedic slapped his shoulder on the way past. “That was wild, man. Nice save.” Ryan didn’t even blink. Just shut off the tap, dried his hands on his scrubs, and—without thinking—checked his pocket. The casing was still there, cold and solid. Like some heartbeat he couldn’t shake, no matter what.
Three tours in Afghanistan had carved grooves into his face that no amount of civilian life would smooth. At 43, Ryan’s dark hair was streaked with gray, deep brown eyes, his knuckles scarred from years handling chaotic emergencies, his face bore marks of past battles. A jagged scar cut through his left eyebrow, a remaindered of an explosive device in Kandahar that spared his 
But then came the girl.
 She could not have been older than 17, Type 1 diabetic, her glucose levels spiking into the 500s. Her mother, a server with cracked hands, begged the billing clerk for insulin. “Her insurance lapsed last month,” the clerk said, not looking up. “$800 a vial.”
Ryan stood frozen, his mind flashing to a dust-choked field clinic outside Kandahar. Private Randy Douglas, his arm blown off by an IED, grinning through the pain: “Save the morphine for the kids, White. I will tough it out.”
He did not tough it out.
“I’ll cover it,” Ryan heard himself say. The words tasted like ash. He handed over his credit card, knowing full well it would max him out. The clerk raised an eyebrow but processed the payment. The girl left with her insulin, her mother crying gratitude. Ryan retreated to the break room, his hands shaking.
That is when he saw the memo taped to the fridge.
MediTrust Bank: Now open in the East Lobby! Low-interest loans for medical expenses!
He stared at the flyer, a slow fury burning in his chest. They had put a bank inside the hospital. A vulture dressed in scrubs. 
That night, Ryan, lay awake in his rented studio, Marcus’s voice in his ear. “You going to let them get away with it, brother?” 
He Was not!


Chapter 2
The First Cut

Ryan found him in the triage bay, a grizzled man in his 60s with a gangrenous foot. The smell hit first—rot and unwashed skin. Ryan touched his middle toe, and it fell off, a Vietnam vet, the nurses whispered. Homeless since ’08. 
“He’s septic,” Ryan said, gloving up. “We need to debride this now.”  
The charge nurse shook her head. “No insurance. Admin says stabilize and discharge.”  
“He’ll die in the street.”  
“Not our problem.”  
Ryan’s jaw tightened. He had heard that phrase before—from contractors hoarding supplies, from officers writing off entire villages. Not our problem. 
He stormed to MediTrust bank’s office, its polished oak doors, marble counters were bright under the LED lights, He noticed two guards with cash bags making a delivered, they must deliver here every Thursday morning at 10:15, to the mockery of the ER’s chaos. Inside, a sleek blonde in a pantsuit offered him a smile. “How can we help you invest in your health today?”  
“I need a loan. For a patient.”  
Her smile did not waver. “Of course! We offer rates as low as 33% APR. Co-signer needed.”  
Ryan left without another word.


  

By the time he returned to the bay, Joe was coding. Ryan pumped his chest, injected epinephrine, shouted for help that came too late. Flatline. A nurse covered the body with a sheet. 
That night, Ryan broke into MediTrust Bank.
It was laughably easy. The bank’s security relied on the hospital’s cameras, which cycled every 10 seconds. He had timed it during his rounds. Dressed as a janitor, he mopped his way to the vault, disabled the alarm with a magnet stolen from an MRI room, and stuffed $87,000 into a biohazard bag.
The next morning, a donation covered insulin for every diabetic in the pediatric ward.
...


Chapter 3
Blueprint for Justice

Mercy General in Phoenix was worse: 
Ryan’s contract there began with a Code Blue in the parking lot—a pregnant woman seizing from eclampsia. The ER turned her away; her Medicaid had not processed. Ryan intubated her on the asphalt, delivered the baby via emergency C-section with a pocketknife and a shoelace. The mother survived. The child did not. 
That night, he robbed MediTrust Bank.
This time, he used a syringe of Propofol on the guard. Propofol is a fast-acting anesthetic and sedative used to induce and keep anesthetized as well as for sedation in patients, especially in ICU. The guard leaned against the wall, his eyes wide from the Propofol. Ryan quickly caught him before he hit the ground, gently laying him on the concrete. Clean. Quiet. $125k. He funneled the cash through a Bitcoin wallet to a free clinic in South Phoenix. 
But as he boarded a Greyhound to Denver, a headline caught his eye: Mystery “Night Nurse” Funds Lifesaving Care. The article quoted a cancer patient: “He’s an angel.”  
Ryan crumpled the paper. Angels do not carry scars, he thought. 
...


Chapter 4
Ghost Protocol

Denver, Colorado  
St. Luke’s Medical Center  
The Rockies loomed in the distance, their snow-capped peaks gleaming under a brittle winter sun. Ryan White barely noticed. His rented Jeep idled in the staff parking lot of St. Luke’s, its heater rattling as he scanned the hospital’s blueprints on his phone. The MediTrust branch here was smaller, tucked between the cafeteria and the chapel. Perfect for a hit-and-run. 
His 90-day contract began in 12 hours. 
---  
Day One  
The ER was quieter than Chicago’s, but no less grim. Ryan’s first patient was a rail-thin woman in her 20s, her pupils blown wide as saucers. She thrashed against the gurney restraints, screaming about “white devils” in her veins. 
“Carfentaxyl,” muttered a weary Resident. “Third OD this week. They wake up screaming—if they wake up at all.”  
Ryan froze. Identical symptoms. Like Phoenix. 
He logged the drug’s name into his phone, then slipped a vial of the woman’s blood into his coat pocket. 
...  
Day Seven  

The heist was set for 3:00 a.m.—shift change, skeleton crew. The bank guard was named Cooper. Ryan remembers this because he has gone through all the employee files. Cooper was 55 years old and divorced, with two children attending community college. He also had a Mortgage that often-incurred late fees. However, none of these details were important now. Ryan disabled the cameras with a laser pointer from the ophthalmology ward, then with his surgical steel crafted picks from NSA the vault lock was picked easily. $61,000. Not enough, but it would cover a month of dialysis for the homeless camp off Colfax. 
As he exited, a shadow moved in the chapel. 
Ryan dropped flat as a silenced bullet whizzed overhead, embedding in a Hand Hygiene Saves Lives! poster. The shooter fled. Left behind: a cigarette butt stamped with a winged horse logo. 
Project Pale Horse.


Chapter 5
Shadows In the halls

Day Fourteen  
The overdose ward overflowed. Teenagers, construction workers, stay-at-home moms—all twitching with the same toxin. Ryan cross-referenced their charts. Everyone had been prescribed Vespera Therapeutics’ “non-addictive” painkillers post-surgery. 
He called Nina Gallaway.
“Marcus mentioned Vespera,” she said, her voice crackling over the burner phone. “Before he died. Said they were laundering something through Afghanistan.”  
A flashback: Marcus, feverish in a Kandahar, slurring about “ghost pills” in aid shipments. 
“They’re using us as mules, White…”  
Ryan hacked St. Luke’s procurement logs. Vespera’s “charity” shipments—10,000 bottles monthly—went to a clinic that did not exist. 
---  
Day Twenty-One  
The cartel found him at a 24-hour diner. 
Two enforcers in scrubs slid into his booth. “El Halcón says hello.” One pressed a syringe to Ryan’s thigh—carfentaxyl, glowing faintly blue. 
“You’re killing your own customers,” Ryan said, calm as a monk in meditation. 
The enforcer smirked. “Customers die. Addicts multiply.”

Ryan slammed a fork into the man’s trachea, seized the syringe, and jammed it into the second thug’s neck. The diner erupted. He left through the kitchen, the dying men’s phones in his pocket.


Chapter 6
The friend Who Remembers

Safe House, Boulder 
Nina arrived at midnight, her Prius coated in highway grime. She looked older than her file photo. Nina is a woman in her late 30s whose presence radiates quiet resilience and hard-won serenity. Her hair, once perhaps brittle or neglected, now falls in loose, chestnut-brown waves streaked with subtle silver threads—a testament to her years and wisdom. She keeps it shoulder-length, tousled but cared-for, often tied back in a low ponytail or clipped loosely, as if embracing practicality without sacrificing softness. 
Her eyes are her most striking feature: deep-set and almond-shaped, a warm hazel that shifts between green and gold in the light. They carry a piercing clarity, no longer clouded by haze, though faint lines at the corners hint at years of laughter, tears, and survival. There is a guarded tenderness in her gaze, as if she is still learning to trust the world again. 
Nina’s figure is lean but softly rounded, reflecting the rebuilding of her body after years of strain. She is neither frail nor overly athletic, but there is a quiet strength in her posture—shoulders squared, spine straight—as if she is physically grounding herself in her new life. Her hands, slightly calloused from purposeful work, and she move with deliberate calm. 
She dresses in muted earth tones—soft sweaters, sturdy jeans, or flowing skirts—favoring comfort over trends. A silver pendant rests at her collarbone, a small token of self-forgiveness or a mantra. Her skin glows with a healthier hue now, though faint shadows beneath her eyes and a small scar on her wrist linger as quiet reminders of her past. 
There is an air of cautious optimism about her, a woman who has learned to find beauty in simplicity. Her smile, when it comes, is slow but radiant—a sun breaking through storm clouds.
“You look like hell,” she said, handing Ryan a USB drive. “Vespera’s board members. Three are ex-military. Two have ties to MediTrust.”  
He flinched as she cleaned his diner knife.  Her hands were warm. Steady. 
“Why help me?” he asked. 
She held up Marcus’s dog tag, still on her keychain. “He spoke about you often, and he told me that if something happens to him, I shouldn’t be surprised when the fighting started. I’m here to make sure you stay alive.”  
They traced the carfentaxyl to a lab beneath Denver’s airport.


 Chapter 7
The Syndicate’s Web

Denver International Airport, Subterranean Lab: 
The lab reeked of ammonia and desperation. Ryan crouched behind a pallet of shipping crates labeled VESPERA THERAPEUTICS—HUMANITARIAN AID, his gloved hand gripping a stolen keycard. Nina hovered beside him, her breath fogging in the freezing air. “You’re sure this is the place?” she whispered. 
“The carfentaxyl trail ends here,” Ryan said, nodding at the glowing blue vials visible through a reinforced glass window. Inside, technicians in hazmat suits calibrated machinery that hummed like a swarm of wasps. 
Nina’s jaw tightened. “Marcus died for this?”  
Before Ryan could answer, footsteps echoed down the corridor. He yanked Nina into a supply closet as two cartel enforcers passed, their holstered Glocks glinting under fluorescent lights. One paused, sniffing the air. Ryan’s finger hovered over his combat knife. 
Not here. Not yet. 
When it was safe, Nina gave him a USB drive. “You will need this to access their servers. But you also need this guy.” She showed information on her phone about Darius Rose, 33.  He used to be a cryptographer at the NSA. Cryptography is not just numbers; it is a kind of war. It is a quiet battlefield with ones and zeroes exploding like bombs, and codes are hidden traps for breaking security. Darius was not just part of this war. He was a brilliant rebel, treating encryption like toys and security walls like thin paper. The NSA did not just teach him; they gave power to his wild genius and hoped to direct him.
Think of a man who dreams about hexadecimal code and can crack AES-256 encryption before his coffee gets cold. Darius did not merely hack systems; he tormented them like a ghost. The Pentagon’s servers? Just a playground for him. Their “unbreakable” budget protocols? As simple as a child’s drawing.
Darius was dishonorably discharge for redirecting $43 million meant for secret drone projects to rebuild destroyed Afghan schools, he did more than just break security—he embarrassed it. In the logs, he left a digital message: a looped audio clip of Smash Mouth’s “All Star” mixed with a Pashto lullaby, delivering a bold statement
Looking at him. Darius, razor-edged cheekbones under a mess of ink-black hair he has not cut since the discharge. Eyes like overclocked processors—glacial blue, flickering with the manic glow of a man who speaks machine better than human. Tattoos coil up his arms dresses like a cyberpunk ghost—hoodies with frayed NSA patches, tactical jeans stuffed with burner phones, a leather jacket that is lined with RFID-blocking foil.
The Pentagon called it treason. Hacktivists call it art. Darius? He would smirk and call it Tuesday. He did not just exploit zero-day vulnerabilities—he invented them. Rumor says he once re-engineered a Starbucks app to mine Monero while ordering a latte. Now he is off-grid, mentoring teenage prodigies in Balkan hacker dens and selling zero-click exploits to NGOs… when he is not ghostwriting ransomware to crash oligarchs’ yachts.
Dishonorable discharge? Please. The man’s a myth. A phantom in the machine. And the encryption keys to your deepest secrets? He has already got them. Sleeping with one eye open, mortals.
Ryan raised an eyebrow. “A bleeding-heart hacker”?
“The best kind.”
...
Safe House, Boulder  
Darius lived in a converted shipping container; its walls plastered with anarchist posters and server racks. He greeted them with a thermos of black coffee and a smirk. “So, you are the Night Nurse. Expected more scrubs, less…mall ninja.”  
Ryan ignored the jab, slapping the USB drive on the table. “Can you crack Vespera’s firewall?”

Darius plugged it into a laptop wired to three monitors. “Child’s play. Their security’s a Band-Aid on a bullet wound.” His fingers flew across the keyboard, lines of code cascading like digital rain. “But why bother? You planning to send them a nasty email?”  
“I’m planning to burn them to the ground.”  
The screens flickered. Medical records, offshore accounts, FDA violation reports—all spiraled into view. Ryan zeroed in on a transaction: $12M from St. Brigid Hospital to a Cayman Islands shell company. Authorized by CEO Dr. Vanessa McKay. 
Nina cursed. “She is not just embezzling. She is funding the cartel’s distribution.”  
Darius whistled. “And here is the kicker—Vespera’s ‘charity’ clinics? Fronts for Carfentaxyl testing. They are using patients as lab rats.”  
Ryan’ stomach churned. Save who you can. Marcus’s voice again, frayed at the edges. 
“We hit their money,” Ryan said. “Tonight.”  
St. Brigid Hospital, Chicago: 
The MediTrust vault was a fortress, but Ryan knew its rhythm. 3:00 a.m. shift change. Two guards, one nodding off over a sudoku puzzle. He disabled the cameras with Darius’s malware, slipped inside, and began stuffing cash into a duffel. 
Then the lights died:
Silencers popped. Bullets tore into the vault door. Ryan dove behind a desk as two enforcers stormed in, their faces masked with tactical gear. 
“El Halcón sends his regards,” one growled. 
Ryan flung a stapler at the nearest man’s temple, ducked a spray of gunfire, and lunged. A knife to the ribs, a snapped neck—the fight lasted seconds. Blood slicked the floor as he crouched over the bodies, planting a thumb drive bug in one’s comms unit. 
Nina’s voice crackled in his earpiece. “Ryan gets out! They are locking down the hospital!”  
He fled through the morgue, the duffel heavy with stolen cash, the bug already transmitting.


Chapter 8
No going back

Safe House, Undisclosed Location  
The bug’s audio was clear. 
Dr. McKay voice: “...double the Carfentaxyl shipments. The clinics cannot keep up with demand.”  
El Halcón, accent thick as tar: “You promised no traces. Now this pendejo nurse—”  
“White is a loose end. Handle him, or I will find someone who can.”  
A click. The recording ended. 
Nina stared at Ryan, her face pale. “They are not just partners. They are at war over the empire.”  
Ryan tossed his nursing license into a steel bowl. The plastic melted under a butane torch, the flame reflecting in his eyes. “Empires fall.”  
“What’s the play?” Darius asked, uncharacteristically grim. 
Ryan pulled up a map of Vespera’s distribution hubs. “We hit the supply chain. Labs, clinics, bankroll—all of it.”  
“They’ll hunt you harder,” Nina warned. 
He slid Marcus’s dog tag into his pocket. “Let them try.”
...
Interstate 80, Wyoming  
The semi-truck exploded at dawn, a fireball swallowing 10,000 Carfentaxyl pills. Ryan watched from a ridge, Darius whooping over the comms. “Barbecues served, boys!”  
But the victory soured fast. By noon, news breaks: Night Nurse Bombing Kills 3 Guards. 
Nina gripped the steering wheel as they sped away. “They were cartel, Ryan. They chose this.”  
“Doesn’t make it right,” he muttered, scrubbing ash from his hands. 
Marcus’s voice haunted him: You still think there is a line? 
---  
St. Brigid Hospital, One Week Later  
Ryan stood outside McKay’s office, a janitor’s uniform hanging loose on his frame. The bug had given him her schedule. 8:00 p.m. Board meeting. Alone. 
He slipped inside, locking the door behind him. 
McKay looked up, unfazed. “Mr. White. I wondered when you would graduate from theft to trespassing.”  
He leveled a syringe at her—Carfentaxyl, blue and lethal. “Call off El Halcón. Shut down the labs.”  
She laughed. “Or what? You will kill me? You are not a murderer. You are a nurse.”  
For a heartbeat, he hesitated. 
Then the window shattered. 
...


Chapter 9
The Pale Horse

Safe House, Rural Montana  
The stolen Vespera shipment lay scattered across a folding table: vials of Carfentaxyl, syringes, and blister packs stamped with winged horse logos. Ryan snapped on nitrile gloves, his breath visible in the freezing air of the abandoned barn. Darius hunched over a microscope, his face lit by the glow of a laptop. "This isn’t just street-grade Fentanyl," he muttered. "It’s engineered. Look at the crystalline structure—almost military precision."  
Ryan held a vial to the dim light. The drug glowed faintly blue, like bioluminescent venom. "Marcus saw this in Afghanistan. ‘Ghost pills,’ he called them. Wound up in aid shipments, disguised as antibiotics."  
Nina entered, her arms full of gas station coffee. "I cross-referenced Vespera’s clinical trials. Their ‘non-addictive painkiller’ was tested on vets with PTSD. Every participant died of ‘unrelated causes’ within six months."  
Darius pulled up a classified file on his screen. "Project Pale Horse. Pentagon-funded study from 2012. Goal: Develop a non-lethal incapacitating agent. Looks like Vespera weaponized it."  
Ryan crushed the vial in his fist. "We hit their main lab. Tonight."  
---  
Vespera Therapeutics Lab, Outside Kansas City  
The lab was a fortress: razor wire, motion sensors, and cartel guards patrolling with AKs. Ryan’s team approached through a storm drain, Lena—a wiry 22-year-old recovering addict—leading the way. "Vents lead to the production floor," she whispered, her hands steady despite the withdrawal tremors. "But if they spot us—"  
"Stick to the plan," Ryan said. 

They appeared in a sterile hallway. Darius hacked the security feed while Ryan neutralized a guard with a pressure point strike. Inside the lab, machines hummed, filling vials with Carfentaxyl. Lena planted explosives as Nina documented evidence. 
A shout echoed. "¡Intrusos!"  
Gunfire erupted. Ryan shoved Lena behind a reagent tank, returning fire with a silenced pistol. "Go! Detonate it!"  
The blast tore through the lab, blue flames consuming the poison. 
...



Chapter 10
Hearts and Minds

Detroit Free Clinic  
The crowd erupted as Ryan’s anonymous donation funded the clinic’s grand opening. News vans circled, reporters dubbing him "The Night Nurse." A mural of him in a vigilante mask beautified the building, the caption: HE WON’T LET YOU BLEED OUT.
Ryan watched a mother hug her son, a Carfentaxyl survivor. "For now."  
St. Bridge Hospital ER-5:49 a.m. Flashback:
The ambulance bay doors hissed open, and Max Bolger, a haggard mechanic reeking of motor oil and sweat, charged into triage screaming. His arms trembled as he clutched a small bundle wrapped in a grease-stained jacket. "SHE’S NOT BREATHING! DO SOMETHING!"  
Ryan snapped into motion, taking the child from him. The girl’s skin was waxen, her limbs limp as rope. A wooden spoon handle protruded from her rectum, the splintered end crusted black with substantial bleeding coming from her rectum and vaginal area. Track marks spiderwebbed her inner arms and upper legs— punctures, from being injected with cocaine and heroin by her parents and others that happen to be there partying that night.
"Trauma Bay 3—now!" Ryan barked. A nurse gagged as they peeled back the jacket. The girl’s thighs were mottled with handprint-shaped bruises.
"Name?" Ryan snapped at Max, though his hands never stopped working—cutting away clothes, attaching leads. 
"S-Sarita. Five. I am her neighbor. I heard music… thought they were partying…" Max collapsed against the wall, retching. "They were laughing while she—"  
The cardiac monitor screamed. V-tach. Sarita’s heart quivered like a hooked fish. Ryan reached for the defibrillator pads, but her tiny chest was already still.
"Time of death: 6:07 a.m.," a Resident muttered. 
Ryan stared at Sarita’s ankle bracelet—a pink plastic unicorn. He had seen one just like it on a girl in Kandahar. Collateral damage, the LT had called her. 
"Parents are in Holding," a police officer said. "Need medical clearance before processing."  
The father, Dominic, grinned when Ryan entered. Meth sores cratered his face. "Kid owed me. You got any Percocet I have a headache from partying all night.”
Ryans vision tunneled. His fingers brushed the Succinylcholine vial in his pocket. 
---
Hospital Supply Closet – 8:15 p.m. 
Dominic’s smirk died when the paralytic hit his veins. Ryan methodically recreated Sarita’s injuries—syringe tracks, a steel bedpan handle dangled from his rectum, his penis cut off and hung from his mouth —his voice ice. "You don’t get to scream you piece of shit.” 
When the police officers found Dominic, they called it suicide. "Guilt ate him alive," the sergeant shrugged. Even though the scene told a stranger tale of foul play that chiseled a wordless confession that only Ryan would know. The sergeant never questioned Ryan, just provided a simple nod that Ryan quietly understood he knew better than to ask, it was done, and done thing’s don’t ever get mentioned.
Staff Locker Room – 9:01 p.m. 
Nina cornered Ryan scrubbing his hands raw. "They’ll trace the success to you."  
He met her gaze in the cracked mirror. "Let them."  
"Why?" He held up Sarita’s unicorn bracelet. "Because I’m done asking nicely."  
---

---  
Safe House, 3:00 a.m. 
The clinic explosion lit up the night sky. Ryan’s phone buzzed with alerts: NIGHT NURSE BOMBING KILLS 12. Footage showed Dr. McKay weeping over bodies. "This monster must be stopped!"  
Darius cursed. "She used our explosives. She fucken Framed us."  
Nina gripped Ryan’s arm. "They’re calling you a terrorist. The FBI’s offering a bounty."  
Ryan scrolled through casualty photos—a nurse’s charred ID badge. Maria Flores. Single mother. Worked nights to pay for nursing school.
He loaded his Glock. "We adapt. Adjust. Survive. And we hit harder."  
--- 


Chapter 11
Hunted

  
Interstate 90, Montana
 The scream of metal tore through the wind as the FBI's armored SUVs boxed Nina’s Prius against a rusted guardrail, their flashing lights painting the mountainside in strobe-like chaos. Tires squealed. Sirens wailed. Ryan twisted in his seat, window down, both hands steady on a suppressed pistol. He fired. One, two, three sharp cracks—precision shots. The front SUV jerked as its tire shredded, skidding sideways in a plume of smoke and sparks.
“Darius!” Ryan barked, voice slicing through the chaos. “Jam their radios—now!”
 “I’m on it!” Darius’s voice crackled through the earpiece, tense but focused. His fingers danced over the mobile rig in his lap. “Signal lock in five seconds. There is a semi a mile up—ramp exit in two!”
 “Perfect.”
Nina’s knuckles whitened on the wheel. “Ryan I am concern they will shoot Nina, they think she is your damn getaway driver Darius said through Ryan’s earpiece!”
 Ryan’s eyes locked on the side mirror—two SUVs closing fast. “Then we give them a show. The next chance you get—hard right.”


 Nina did not ask. She trusted him. Even as bullets chewed the trunk and spiderwebbed the rear glass, she floored it.
“Now!”
She yanked the wheel. The Prius screeched across the rumble strips, tires barely clinging to the asphalt. The semi-truck loomed ahead, its ramp lowered as it slowed on the shoulder. Nina angled the car, heart pounding, and ducked it low.
Metal shrieked as the Prius scraped beneath the trailer, the roof mere inches from collision. Sparks flew. Behind them, the lead SUV did not turn fast enough- slammed into the ramp’s edge. The second tried to brake, too late. A thunderous crash echoed down the pass as both vehicles crumpled into twisted steel.

Abandoned Motel, Idaho
 Rain tapped against the broken windowpanes of the run-down room, the dim lamp casting long shadows. Nina’s hands trembled as she pressed gauze to Ryan's bleeding shoulder. Blood soaked through fast, but she did not flinch. Not anymore.
“He knew,” she whispered. “Marcus knew about McKay’s operation. He was building a case. The laptop, the codes, all of it. And then… ‘accidental’ friendly fire?” Her jaw clenched. “No. Someone silenced him.”
Ryan stared down at the tarnished dog tag in his palm; fingers stained with blood. “He was not just a soldier. He was our brother. He died trying to fix a system that is rotting from the inside out.”
Nina looked up, fire in her eyes. “Then let’s finish what he started.”
“Endings are earned,” he murmured.
She stood, loading a fresh magazine into her pistol. “Then let’s rewrite theirs.”


Chapter 12
The Blood Budget

Ryan felt his heart race as he took in the sheer force of what was coming at him. It was hard not to picture Lena tied up somewhere, screaming for him to help her. If she was still alive, that is. He had made a promise to so many people, and just now, the whole thing was beginning to feel not quite real, like a movie that was being played out ahead of him, with some very vital scenes yet to be shot.
He clutched an IV stand that was near him, using its shiny surface to bounce back the red-gold beams of light that were crisscrossing the room. The light was alive with energy, creating a web of deadly light. It made him feel more frantic in what he was trying to do. He had to get through this light field without being zapped by it, and no part of him was feeling even slightly casual.
"Darius, I need a way out!" Ryan shouted into his earpiece.
"Hold on! I'm working on it!" Darius replied, with a strained voice.
Ryan's intensity increased as he held the line, countering the attack. He used the fire extinguisher to fill the room with choking white powder that blinded his two assailants. For a moment, he was able to see and think again. In that moment, he heard El Halcón's laughter coming through the intercom. It was taunting him, of course. But what was it saying?
He knocked another thug down with a swift kick and then sprinted toward the steel doors, but they were sealed tightly. As he realized he was running out of time, panic surged through him.
"Lena!" he shouted, his voice tinged with desperation.
All at once, a loud crash bellowed from behind him. Darius had pulled off a real hat trick, getting the security system to flicker ominously in the dimly lit corridor, as if he were backstage at a rock concert.
"Darius shouted. 'Now!'"
In the instant when the doors first began to part, Ryan threw himself against them as if they were the most essential thing in the world. Beyond the door, he could just make out Lena's figure—too thin, too pale—being pulled away from him, her fear magnified by the fact that she was about to be taken into some irrevocable and unfathomable darkness.
"I am on my way!" he shouted, with determination propelling him forward.
When he burst through the doors, he knew he had to confront El Halcón and rescue Lena before it was too late.
...


Chapter 13
Rules Of Engagement

In a room lit only by the sparse light of a safe house in El Paso, tension was heavy in the air. Ryan was a man transformed by desperation and the weight of his choices. He had become a caricature of a good person, and now he was just a person with a morality that was tenuously hanging on. The sicario was a hardened enforcer of the cartel. The kind of person who could kill without flinching. And after all the years of dodging good people with good morals, he was as slippery and bad as the good things that bad people do. But right now, at this time and moment, he was writhing in agony.
"Where is Lena?" Ryan asked, his voice a low growl, full of urgency.
The assassin, defiantly yet painfully, coughed up blood and shot back, "Go to hell."
In a moment of unfeeling decision, Ryan put Carfentanyl into the man's IV, the drug known for being enormously powerful. "You first," he said back, his eyes cold and lacking the empathy they used to have.
The man screamed, but his voice carried no power. It was a ripple of sound that probably only Ryan would ever hear.
"¡En la clínica de la frontera!" he finally managed to scream,
making the tortured pitch of his voice hang in the air, as
his toothless mouth gaped wide in some grotesque version of joy.
Lena. He had given her location and was now probably dying for
her and the reason he had been staring wide-eyed at the screen.
Nina, a witness to this transformation, stared in horror at Ryan. "This isn't you, Ryan," she tried to reason with him, her voice trembling with disbelief.
Ryan cleaned his hands, both literally and figuratively. "It is now," he said. His tone made it clear that he had reached a point of no return. The man's screams fell away as Ryan's resolve solidified, drawing him ever deeper into a world where being moral was a luxury he could no longer afford.
---
Nina backed away from Ryan, her breath catching in her throat. The glow from the cracked laptop screen flickered across his face, casting shadows that made him look almost inhuman. A man wearing his own face like a mask.
"You didn’t have to do that," she whispered, shaking her head. "We would’ve gotten the location another way."
Ryan didn’t look at her. He stared at the syringe, then at the now-still body on the cot. "He wasn’t going to talk. Not in time. And Lena doesn’t have time."
Nina’s voice rose, brittle and raw. "So, what, you're a killer now? Just like them?"
Ryan finally met her gaze. There was no rage in his eyes—only an eerie calm. "No," he said. "I’m not like them. I’m worse. Because I know better."
He crossed the room, grabbed a duffel bag, and started packing—ammo, fake IDs, burner phones. Movements methodical. Ruthless.
Nina stood frozen, haunted by what she'd just seen. But then she saw something that made her hesitate—a trembling in Ryan’s hands. Barely perceptible, but there. The war inside him hadn’t been won yet. Not completely.
"You can still come back from this," she said quietly. "We get Lena, and we disappear. Start over."
Ryan zipped the bag shut with finality. "Starting over means pretending we never went this far. I’m not going to lie to myself. Not anymore."
The air buzzed as Darius’s voice came through Ryan’s comms. "I picked up chatter. Halcón’s crew is shifting out of Vespera. They’re fortifying the clinic. Looks like Lena’s being moved to a secondary location."
Ryan’s jaw clenched. "How long do we have?" 
"Maybe four hours before they vanish off-grid."
Ryan slung the bag over his shoulder and walked past Nina. She reached for his arm, but he was already moving.
"Are you coming?" he asked without looking back.
Nina hesitated, torn between fear and loyalty, between who Ryan was—and who he had become
She took one shaky breath, then grabbed her coat. "I’m not letting you go through hell alone."
Outside, the wind howled through the broken streets of El Paso.
And somewhere beyond that, in a clinic at the edge of a lawless border, Lena waited—alive, maybe.
And running out of time. 
---

Frontera Clinic – Undisclosed Border Town:
The clinic was quiet. Too quiet.
Lena sat restrained in an old examination chair, her wrists raw from the zip-ties cutting into her skin. The room stank of bleach and rotting wood, the buzzing fluorescent lights above flickering in sickly pulses. Medical equipment—outdated, rusted—lined the walls like props in a horror film.
She was cold. Not just from the temperature, but from the hollow absence of hope. Her lip was split, one eye swelling shut, but she hadn’t screamed in hours. Not even when they played the audio—Ryan’s voice, distorted, desperate, talking about her like a liability.
A lie.
It had to be.
Footsteps echoed beyond the hallway. She tensed.
El Halcón entered, flanked by two armed men in surgical masks. He wore a lab coat now, a twisted joke, with blood still splattered on the collar. His expression was casual, almost cordial—like a man preparing for a consultation, not an interrogation.
"You’re resilient," he said, pulling on latex gloves. "Most people beg after the first night. You haven’t begged once."
Lena glared at him through her good eye. "I don’t waste breath on insects."
He chuckled, nodding to one of the masked men. A tray was wheeled in—syringes, scalpels, forceps. “Such spirit. A shame we’ll have to break it.”
She focused on her breathing. Three seconds in. Three seconds out. Pain was a wall. If she could outlast it, Ryan would come. He would come.
“You know,” El Halcón mused, selecting a syringe, “your boyfriend’s quite the ghost. Killed two of my lieutenants. Tortured one of my best men.” He leaned in close, his breath hot against her face. “He’s burning his soul for you.”
Her voice was hoarse, but steady. “Then start digging your grave.”
He smiled. “Oh, I already did.”
Suddenly, gunfire echoed outside distant but unmistakable. Sharp. Controlled.
El Halcón turned, frowning. “What the hell…?”
Lena’s heart pounded. She didn’t know if it was hope—or the start of something worse. But she knew that sound. Controlled bursts. Muzzle discipline. 
It was Ryan.
He had found her. And he was coming.


Chapter 14
The Night Nurse Rises

Ryan rigged defibrillators to door handles, electrocuting cartel thugs. Lena lay unconscious on a gurney, Carfentaxyl dripping into her veins. Darius hacked the PA: "Code Hypocritic! All staff, evacuate now!"  
El Halcón cornered them in Radiology. "You’re out of miracles, my friend."  
Ryan activated an MRI, the magnet yanking guns from hands. "You’re out of time."  
Darius caught the bullet, just straight-up threw himself in front of Lena like some kind of action movie hero. The force knocked him hard—right back into Ryan, who barely caught him. “Go!” he barked, sucking in air, his hand clamped tight over the mess of blood leaking out. “Finish it.” Even hurting, his voice was all grit, his eyes basically daring the world to try him again. Ryan saw him like that—sent fire surging through Ryan’s veins-no more hesitation, no more fucken mercy.
...


Chapter 15
The Cost of Mercy

St. Morgue Hospital Brigid, a.m. 3:15.
The fluorescent lights hummed like captive wasps as Ryan pulled the body of the cartel enforcer into the cold storage locker. He couldn't think about the blood he was probably leaving behind on the tile floor, a trail leading back to Radiology. He pushed aside the thought of that blood and the body, and he thought instead of Lena. She would be at the end of this cold, dark corridor, and he'd be getting her out.
"You should not have come back for me," she whispered.
"You are not their collateral," Ryan said as he threw her a thermal blanket.
He pulled off his bloodied scrubs, revealing a chest etched with scars—shrapnel from Kandahar, a bullet graze from Detroit, a jagged line where Marcus had stitched him up after a Taliban ambush. Lena gaped, her eyes wide.
She said, "You’re just…flesh and bone," as if she expected him to be bulletproof.
"Disappointed?" He thrust a morphine auto-injector into her thigh.
"Feeling free of anxiety or distress; glad that something unpleasant is no longer happening or is not going to happen."
The door of the morgue creaked as it opened, revealing Nina. Her face was ashen. She whipped a paramedic's uniform at Ryan. "The FBI is sweeping the building. We need to move. Now."
“Not yet.” Ryan dropped down next to Darius, who looked like hell—sprawled out on that freezing steel table, gritting his teeth but hanging in there. Lena was right there, white knuckling his hand, her other palm mashed down hard over with a Syvek bleeding bandage, blood seeping around the edges. Ryan’s voice was damn near a growl, “I’m not budging till both Lena and Darius are solid.” Darius tried to haul himself upright, wheezing, face twisted in pain. “I can move—just… get me the fuck up.” Out in the hall, those boots were getting louder. No time for debate—the FBI was almost on top of them.
Nina's voice turned harsh. "We will get our justice soon.” McKay is hosting a fundraiser gala tomorrow night. All the vipers in one nest."
Lena moved slightly. "The files from Vespera... Darius told me they were saved on a satellite server. The password is 'PaleHorse89.'"
The year Marcus enlisted was 1989. Ryan's jaw tightened. Was that a coincidence?
"Sleep now," he told Lena. "We assault paradise at first light."

 Safe house, 07:03 a.m.
The farmhouse reeked of charred coffee and gun oil. Nina projected Vespera's financial numbers onto a filthy bedsheet. She couldn't help but remember the last time she'd done this, back in the Mayfield house, with 2021's figures. Those figures had felt astronomical, and they'd been bad enough. But what was she looking at now?
22/23 EXECUTION PLAN: $9.3 Billion!!!
"McKay's gala is an opera of money laundering," Nina said. "Each toast with champagne funds yet another deadly overdose."
A transaction led Ryan to a clinic in Kabul—the very place where Marcus died. "They've been using war zones as test labs. For years," Ryan said.
Lena breached the database of the Chicago Police Department. "It's tougher than a tourniquet made for someone in a trauma crisis. It's got SWAT, biometrics, and jammers—and wait. Let me zoom in on the menu. They're self-catering and including these. . ..
She pointed out a line: Hydration Elixir—Vespera Vitality Blend.
Nina made a noise of laughter, mockery.  "They’re lacing the drinks. Getting the top people addicted.''
Naloxone syringes were loaded into a tactical belt. "Then we crash the party," was the order of the day.
...


Chapter 16
The Devil’s Guest List

Vespera Gala Prep, 4:33 PM:
The van that was delivering the food smelled like truffles and betrayal. As he stood almost at attention, doing the work for which he had been trained, Ryan adjusted the catering tuxedo that he was wearing, not really just a uniform, but a kind of little-matted-salary catwalk inversion of his brother's freshly pressed blue work shirt. The collar, made of silk, was despicable when it came to a style of dress that needed on a budget.
"The lobster bisque has a bomb in it," she muttered. "Very classy."
Nina’s voice crackled in their earpieces. "I’m in the surveillance van. McKay got three exits—east terrace, service elevators, and underground garage. El Halcón came with six sicarios. Armed to the teeth."
Ryan held a vial of Carfentaxyl in the palm of his hand. "Stay with the plan. Make the files public, vent the gas, and snag McKay."
"What if we die?" Lena asked.
"Make a lot of noise."
Grand Ballroom, 8:17 p.m.
Light poured from the chandeliers onto the ocean of suits and glitter. Dr. Vanessa McKay held the audience in the palm of her hand from the podium, her smile as sharp as a scalpel. "Tonight, we celebrate innovation—the tireless work of Vespera's heroes!"
With a tray of Elixir flutes, Ryan moved among the guests. He saw a pair of Senators who were both a little too enthusiastic about chugging the drink and their pupils already dilating.
Nina: "The satellite connection is live. Let me know when you're ready so we can get started."
A hand seized his elbow—El Halcón, reeking of tequila and decay. "You look...familiar, Camarero."

Ryan just slammed his forehead forward—no hesitation, just pure rage—and you could practically hear the crack as his skull collided straight with the cartel boss’s face. Nasty crunch, like someone stepping on a bag of chips, and suddenly El Halcon’s nose was a mangled mess, blood spraying everywhere. The guy staggered back, clutching his face with both hands, staring wild-eyed, blood leaking through his fingers like something out of a horror movie. Ryan wasn’t about to give him a breather—not a chance. He wanted him to feel every bit of it, make it personal.
Gasps shot up from the crowd—two cartel thugs actually flinched, one of them even jerked back like he’d caught a stray punch through the air. Bartender? Froze halfway through pouring a drink, eyes flicking to the door like he was calculating his escape route. Some ladies near the wall slapped a hand over her mouth, trying to swallow a scream. Ryan couldn’t care less who was watching. Honestly, he hoped they all had front row seats. He wanted every single one of them to know exactly what happened to anyone who stood in his way.
East Terrace, 8:29 p.m.
Ryan pulled McKay through the hail of gunfire, her necklace of pearls breaking loose, the beads flying like shrapnel. "You are out of your mind!" she hollered.
"No. Clinical." He tied her to a railing on the balcony, the wind from Lake Michigan clawing at them. "You killed Marcus. You killed thousands. Why?"
McKay laughed, with blood dripping from her lip. "Progress demands sacrifice, you see. Your friend understood that—until he grew a conscience, which obviously you lack as well."
Ryan broadcast one of Marcus last recording for all to hear: “project Pale Horse trial logs-Fatalities covered as combat losses. Dr. McKay, you're a butcher.”
Screams below as the crowd realized their drinks were poisoned.
Nina: "The livestream has 3.7 million viewers. SWATs breaching!”
Ryan pushed McKay toward the edge. "Got any last words?"
"You won’t leap," she spat.
He held her hand tightly. "I've already fallen.”


Chapter 17
The Fall

St. Brigid Hospital Rooftop, 8:47 p.m.: 
The wind was out for blood that night, howling and clawing at their clothes, whipping Ryan’s hair straight into his eyes so he could barely see. McKay was scrabbling like a cat on a windowsill, heels scraping the ledge, toes desperate for anything to hold onto—spoiler, there was nothing. Her nails dug trenches down Ryan’s wrists, leaving angry red marks that stung like hell. Down below, the city was an absolute madhouse—horns blaring, sirens going off, lights spinning around like some nightmare carnival. It all screamed one thing: fall, and your toast.
“You’re not a killer!” she shrieked, voice shot through with panic. “You’re a nurse, dammit! You fix people—you don’t just drop them!” She was gasping, breath hot and ragged, tears cutting through her mascara. It was a mess, honestly. Spit flying, mascara streaks, the whole nine yards. “Please let me help! I can fix this, I swear!” Her feet kicked like she was trying to swim in midair, shoes tumbling off and disappearing into the black, gone for good.
Ryan’s grip? Rock solid. His knuckles were bone-white, eyes dead calm—made her want to scream even more. Every time the wind shoved her, she swayed in his grasp, dangling by nothing but his fists and maybe a thin strand of fate. The city lights bounced in her wide, desperate eyes. She knew. Oh, she knew.
Ryan’s jaw clenched so hard it looked like he’d snap a tooth, forearms bulging as he held on. Her begging, her little bargains—he’d heard it all before. Lies, poison, the same tricks that wrecked so many lives. “You had your chance,” he said, voice flat and cold as the rooftop.
Her eyes went huge. “No—Ryan—please!” She latched both hands over his, trying to glue him to her wrists, but his fingers started to peel away. One by one.
“Tonight,” he muttered, “I’m your retribution.”
He let go.
Her scream carved straight through the wind, echoing up the building as she spun away, arms flailing, her face a pale blur streaking downward. And then—silence. Except for that sickening little crack far, far below.
Ryan stood there, chest heaving, wind still yanking at him like it wanted its own victim. He didn’t look away. Not until the last shiver of movement was gone from the lights down below.
Red dots—SWAT lasers—danced across his chest. He lifted his hands, Marcus’s dog tag clenched tight in his fist.
“Gun down!” some cop barked.
Nina’s voice, shakier than he’d ever heard it: “Ryan. Just let them take you. Please.”
Ryan staggered away from the edge, the night gulping him down like some cosmic joke. Wind whipped by so loud it nearly drowned out his own heartbeat—and then, bam, the ground came at him in this smeared mess of steel and ugly shadows. He smashed into the fire escape net, hard, felt it snap with a wild screech—cables giving up the ghost. Then, yeah, he was falling again, no happy landing in sight.
Next stop: dumpster. The impact was pure hell—metal caved in, something in his chest went crunch (not a sound you wanna hear, trust me). Ribs howled, air gone, pain everywhere. For a second, he just lay there, ears full of ringing and mouth full of that metallic tang—blood. He spat, swore under his breath, and somehow managed to drag himself forward, one busted arm at a time. His knees scraped along the soaked asphalt, every inch a fight against the blackout creeping in from the edges.
Out of nowhere, headlights carved through the foggy alley. Tires screamed—someone was in a hurry. The ambulance, jacked and battered, fishtailed to a stop. Driver’s door slammed open. There was Lena, wild-eyed, yelling his name like she could drag him back to life by sheer force of will.
Ryan hauled himself into the cab, slammed the door shut. Lena mashed the gas, engine howling, sirens punching a hole through the city noise. Behind them, everything blurred—red, blue, chaos getting left in the dust as they tore off into the night.
“You promised—no martyrs!” Lena yelled, voice raw over the sirens, white-knuckle grip on the steering wheel as she whipped past a delivery truck that definitely wasn’t in the right lane.
Ryan just stabbed the syringe into his thigh—no hesitation, just pain and fire tearing up his veins. Everything snapped into high-def: the engine roaring (or maybe wheezing? hard to tell), the clatter from the back, Lena’s unsteady breaths, all of it cranked up to eleven.
“Where’s Nina?” He forced out, trying—and failing—to sound casual.
Lena’s mouth went all hard lines. “FBI grabbed her. But—” She shot him this look, wild and a little bit pleased, and said, “Congrats. Your little stunt is everywhere. Vesper’s stock tanked. Hard.”
Ryan hacked out a cough, pain lighting him up, blood splattering his sleeve like something out of a bad cop show. He wiped his mouth, tasted metal, grinned like he’d just won the lottery and wanted to punch someone about it. “Good,” he spat, voice barely there but mean as hell.
The ambulance tore through the city, that siren splitting the night—somewhere out there, Vesper was probably realizing their precious empire was going up in flames. About time.
  The vibe in that penthouse ballroom was just electric—like, you’d swear lightning was about to start crackling out the windows. The whole place glowed with this icy blue light from a mess of monitors. Stock numbers nosediving, headlines blaring stuff like “Cartel Ties Expose” and “Downtown Bloodbath Livestreamed.” Total panic fuel. And smack in the middle, on the biggest screen, Ryan’s face just stared back—blood splattered on his cheek, eyes burning hot enough to melt the damn lens. You could practically feel the fury pouring out of him, way too real for TV.
Ryan's heart raced as he absorbed Lena's words. The adrenaline coursing through his veins was both a blessing and a curse; it numbed the pain but heightened his senses. He felt the weight of his actions bearing down on him, but he had no time to mull over that now.
"We must reach her at once!" he bellowed, his voice raw but resolute.
Lena looked at him, her eyes full of fear and urgency. "They'll be looking for us, Ryan! We can't just hand ourselves over to them!"
"I care not!" he retorted, hissing as he involuntarily drew in a breath that set his ribs screaming. "If they have Nina, we have to act. I will not leave her behind!"
The siren blasted as the ambulance charged through the city tires screaming as Lena swerved to avoid a concrete telephone pole.  Ryan’s head was stuffed with visions of Nina, with thoughts of what she would want him to do; but now he was in too deep, and there was no way out but forward.
Sirens yowled somewhere behind them—way back now, fading out, like the city was trying to spit them out. Lena jerked the stolen ambulance down a side street, barely squeezing past a cab that laid on the horn like it was personal. Ryan’s hands? Forget it, the dude was crushing his phone so hard you’d think he wanted to snap it in two. He barked into the call, voice tight as piano wire—trying to keep it chill, though sweat dripped down his temple. Nina was out there, snatched by the Feds, and this call was all they had left. Somewhere in all that static and chatter, she had to slip up. Had to.
“So, uh, what are you up to right now?” he threw out, all fake-easy, even though his heart was doing the Macarena.
Lena shot him a look—one of those “are you kidding me, dude?” glances—before her eyes zipped back to the chaos outside. “You’re totally trying to trace her, huh?” she hissed, not even bothering to hide her nerves.
“Gotta be a way,” Ryan grumbled, half to himself. He was parsing every sound in the background—maybe a subway rumble, a dog barking, literally anything. He hunched closer, like proximity helped, even as the sirens finally drowned in the distance. “C’mon, Nina. Toss me a bone.”
Metal on metal—just a faint clatter, leaking out of the phone’s crappy speaker, barely making it past Nina’s steady, too-careful talking. Ryan squinted, all suspicion. That wasn’t cars. Not office noise either. Weird.
“You hear that?” he snapped, edging forward.
Lena wasn’t even listening, too busy squeezing the ambulance past a couple of cop cars. “Hear what?”
Then—there it was again. Low, almost like a beast: a foghorn, echoing out, chased by those squawking seagulls. Ryan’s heart gave a nervous little jolt. Water. Had to be. “She’s by the harbor or something,” he muttered, talking more to himself than to Lena. “Probably down by the port. Maybe even the shipyard.”
Nina’s voice glitched, just for a heartbeat—enough. He’d nailed it. Ryan’s mouth twisted into this cocky half-smile, half-snarl thing. “Gotcha.” He hung up, brain already lighting up with a mental map—docks, piers, every spot the feds could use to hide somebody big.
Lena noticed that look on his face. “Where to?”
Ryan didn’t miss a beat. “Right into the lion’s den.” Hell yeah.
"Make your way to the docks!" he ordered, fully aware that this location was not likely to have many guards and would serve as a decent place to lie low and come up with a plan.
Driving as fast as they could toward the docks, Ryan concentrated on plans and contingencies. He was alone and had to think quickly and overcome the natural inclination of his mind toward despair. He could not afford to fail. Not this time.
The Warehouse:
Man, the air in that warehouse? Just gross—thick with salt, bitter as hell, and cold enough to bite. Every time Nina breathed in, it was like swallowing the harbor itself. The overhead lights—those nasty old sodium ones—buzzed and hummed, drowning everything in this ugly, sticky orange. She was stuck on a crappy folding chair, wrists zip-tied behind her back. There was this pathetic strip of duct tape dangling off one wrist—she’d almost gotten free before the meathead guarding her caught on.
Outside, the foghorn kept wailing—a deep, miserable sound that vibrated right through her chest. Chains rattled somewhere, probably slapping against a boat, and gulls shrieked like they were in on the joke. Water slapped the pilings, just constant noise, no escape from it. All of it just a reminder: she wasn’t getting out of here unless someone burned the place down.
Two FBI agents lurked by a stack of crates. Both wore those windbreakers that always look like they came free with a bad haircut. One was glued to his phone, probably playing Candy Crush. The other? He just stared at her, dead-eyed, like he was waiting for her to give up so he could go home early.
Her heart pounded, wild and loud. But she knew Ryan. Somehow, she just…knew he’d show. Didn’t have a clue how he’d pull it off, but if anyone was gonna break through, it’d be him. She just had to hold out a little longer—long enough for him to turn the whole damn place upside down.
—
Meanwhile—Ryan and Lena were tearing through the city in a stolen ambulance, siren off so nobody’d know what hit them. Rain hammered the windshield, and the engine’s growl bounced off all those empty warehouses, making everything tense as hell. Streetlights flickered, throwing weird shadows across Ryan’s face—he looked more like a wolf than a man, eyes locked in.
Lena slammed the stick shift, tires spraying water as she cut down toward the docks. The air got thick, heavy with salt and diesel, the kind of smell you never quite wash off.
Ryan cracked open his shotgun—classic movie move, right? —feeding in shells, click-click, keeping rhythm with his own pulse. “Three agents, minimum,” he muttered, scanning the skyline. “One on Nina, two outside. They’ll expect us at the front.”
Lena just shot him a look. “So, we’re not?”
That grin? The one that said, ‘Yeah, I’m about to do something stupid and awesome’? It crept across Ryan’s face. “Nope. We’re coming from the water.” Ahead, sodium lights did their best impression of a haunted carnival, flickering off the waves. Somewhere in that mess, Nina was waiting—and time wasn’t on their side.
—
The water near the docks was black glass, barely disturbed as Lena guided their tiny skiff between hulking old barges. The ship’s generator rumbled, hiding the quiet splash of their oars. Ryan crouched up front, shotgun wrapped in oilskin, eyes locked on the warehouse’s sickly glow.
Somewhere behind, another foghorn howled—long and low—perfect cover as they closed in. Through a busted panel in the wall, Ryan spotted movement. An agent inside, pacing like he was bored out of his mind. Two more shadows by the loading bay, rifles slung loose. Nobody looking at the water.
“Thirty seconds,” Ryan whispered, knuckles white.
Lena nodded, steering them to a crusty old piling. Ryan slid overboard, water up to his waist—cold enough to punch the air out of his lungs. Didn’t matter. He hauled himself up the steel ladder, boots barely making a sound.
One smooth move: up, over, landing soft on the slippery dock. One guard turned, too slow. Ryan put him down with the shotgun’s butt—no fuss, no noise.
Inside, a chair scraped the concrete. He heard Nina’s muffled voice.
Blood roaring in his ears, Ryan signaled to Lena and crept toward the side door. Every step, he got closer to blowing this whole nightmare wide open.
Explosive Breach:
Ryan flattened himself against the chilly, ribbed metal, heartbeat pounding right in sync with those footsteps thumping on the far side. Lena now—she was ghosting through the loading bay, melting into every shadow, pistol up, nerves of steel.
Then—bam—something stirred off to his left. Somebody dragging their feet limped out from behind a pile of pallets, clutching an MP5 with a fat silencer. Still breathing, apparently.
Ryan froze. Blink-and-you’ll-miss-it.
“Miss me?” Darius looked like hell—still grinning, though—his arm stuck in a bloody sling, teeth grinding like he’d rather be anywhere else.
“What the hell, Darius?” Ryan spat, eyes darting.
Darius shrugged or tried to. “Same as you, man. Making sure she walks out of here.”
No time to bicker—inside, a chair crashed to the floor, loud enough to make everybody jump. Ryan didn’t hesitate; he slammed his boot into the door, and those rusty hinges screamed like banshees.
One agent inside—didn’t even get a full yell out before Ryan’s shotgun punched thunder through the warehouse. Darius slipped in tight, firing in short, mean bursts—dropped another guy before he could even blink.
Lena slid in from the back, all business, her shots sharp and surgical. Last guy tried to hide behind a crate—good luck, buddy.
“Nina!” Ryan bellowed, voice cutting through the gunfire and chaos. She answered, hiding behind crates, out of breath but still going.
Ryan and Darius moved together, like they’d rehearsed this a thousand times—one laid down cover, the other darted forward—closing in on the woman the feds thought they could just disappear. Yeah, right.
Nina Rescue:
Ryan vaulted the last crate, shotgun up, and there was Nina—wrists zip-tied, eyes wild, duct tape dangling from her neck like some sad party favor. She looked like she wanted to sob with relief, but nope, not happening. Gunfire from up on the catwalk cut that moment short, sharp and ugly.
“Get down!” Ryan shouted, diving over her just as bullets shredded the crate behind them. Darius was already firing back, one hand gripping his gun, the other arm basically useless and bleeding, but he wasn’t about to quit.
Then Lena—seriously, the woman could win gold in sprinting and knife-throwing—skidded across the concrete, blade flashing. One flick, and Nina’s wrists were free. “Up, now!” Lena snapped, hauling her up like a ragdoll.
Above, the guard fumbled a reload. Bad move. Ryan jacked a shell in and blasted a hole through the railing, sending the guy tumbling down in a mess of limbs and metal.
And then, of course, things got worse. Side doors crashed open, and a pair of black SUVs fishtailed into the bay, headlights blazing through the dust. FBI—everywhere. Way too many. No way they were fighting out of this one.
“We’re trapped!” Darius yelled, ducking behind a crate as bullets ricocheted off steel.

Ryan spotted the only hope—a cargo ramp sloping down to the water. “Not if we swim,” he growled, already grabbing Nina. Lena was right there, Darius laying down cover fire, the whole squad running like hell for the ramp. Boots pounding, bullets snapping past, concrete spitting up around them.
A shot hit the handrail just inches from Ryan’s face—no time to flinch. The harbor looked freezing. Didn’t matter.
“Jump!” Ryan bellowed, and they all went for it, plunging into the black water. Cold slammed into them, shouts above fading into a muffled, watery mess.
Honestly, not the best night of their lives. But hey, still breathing. For now.
Underwater escape:
Dang, that water hit like a slap from the Ice Queen herself. Total brain freeze, instant regret, zero time to complain. One second, they’re topside, chaos everywhere, the next—bam—swallowed whole, everything above turning into this weird, underwater roar. Ryan’s chest felt like it was on fire, but he powered through, dragging Nina with him deeper under the pier, shadows pressing in.
Meanwhile, bullets started chewing up the surface, snapping and popping like they were cracking open the world. Light from the dock stabbed through the water, all wobbly and freaky as agents leaned in, yelling stuff nobody could really hear.
Lena popped up for air between the pilings—just a quick, desperate gasp—then went right back under. She brushed past Ryan, probably more by accident than anything. Darius, still rocking that busted arm in a sling, kicked like his life depended on it (well, it did), gritting his teeth so hard you could practically hear it underwater.
Then this stupid-bright spotlight started sweeping the water, lighting everything up like some kind of underwater rave. Ryan yanked Nina down just in time, bubbles fizzing everywhere. Up ahead, something big and blocky loomed out of the murk—an old tugboat, looking like a survivor from a different era, its ladder dangling into the harbor like it was inviting them up. Or taunting them. Hard to tell.
They surfaced in the tug’s shadow, gulping air like they’d forgotten how to breathe. Lena got to the ladder first, dragged herself up with a very undignified grunt, then hauled Nina after her. Darius followed, every pull making him wince, but he wasn’t stopping for anything. Ryan hung back for a second, scanning the dock. Paranoid, maybe, but hey—paranoia keeps you alive.
Suddenly, this engine revved up behind them—one of those FBI Zodiacs, snarling and bouncing loose from its mooring. The wake slapped hard against the tug’s hull, outboard motor whining like an angry wasp.
“Move it!” Ryan barked, scrambling onto the deck just as the spotlight swung their way again. Lena was already at the wheelhouse, yelling, “If this tub starts, we’re outta here!”
Ryan didn’t waste a second—slammed the ignition, prayed a little, and the tug coughed, spat, then roared to life. He shoved the throttle, and the whole boat bucked forward, plunging into the black heart of the harbor channel.
Behind them, the Zodiac wailed in hot pursuit. No time to look back.
The tugboat sounded like it was about to explode, diesel engine absolutely howling as it tore down the channel. Water everywhere—like, proper face full of salty spray. Ryan’s hanging onto the wheel for dear life, eyes all wild and glued to the snaky stretch of moonlit water up ahead. Good times, right?
Meanwhile, the FBI’s little Zodiac—yeah, that black rubber speed demon—comes slicing in behind them, its engines shrieking like banshees on Red Bull. They’ve got this blinding light sweeping over the water, catches Lena and Nina right in the eyes as they’re ducked behind piles of rope. Not exactly cozy.
“Faster!” Darius is yelling, half doubled-over but somehow still blasting away with the MP5. Tracers zing off into the dark, making the Zodiac swerve all over the place. But it’s still right there—like, annoyingly persistent.
Lena’s screaming over the engine noise, “They’re faster! We can’t outrun them!” Which, yeah, obvious much?
Ryan’s just, “Not planning to,” and jerks the wheel so hard the whole boat groans. He swings them into this gap between two container ships—these monsters just looming out of the dark like steel skyscrapers.
The Zodiac’s still on their tail, threading the needle. So, Ryan slams the throttle back and spins the wheel again, sending a monster wake crashing sideways. The Zodiac gets hammered right into the container ship—seriously, you could feel that hit in your teeth. Agents are yelling, scrambling, probably regretting every career choice.
No time to gloat. Ryan takes off again, gunning it through a mess of docks, cranes, and those half-sunk rusty hulks you only see in harbors after midnight. He’s weaving through, sticking to the shadows so the searchlight behind them just gets confused, swinging all over the place. The Zodiac’s engine noise fades out, finally.
Darius, looking like he’s about to throw up but still trying to play it cool, slides down the rail and mutters, “Think we lost them.” Not exactly a victory speech, but he’ll take it.
Ryan’s not buying it. He’s locked on the horizon, jaw clenched. “We’ve got maybe ten minutes before they regroup. We need to disappear.”
Lena glances back at the city, those lights just little dots now. “Disappear where?”
Ryan’s stare goes cold. “Out to sea.” Like it’s the most obvious thing in the world.
City lights just barely hung on out there, bleeding orange into the dark until—poof—swallowed up by night. Nothing left but black water and the tugboat’s engine complaining like an old man with a bad back. Out here? Forget hiding. No handy stacks of shipping containers, no shadowy alleys—just the Atlantic, stretching out forever, and some monster of a storm cooking up above it.
Wind started getting serious, too—knife-sharp, cold as hell, dragging that wet, electric smell of rain right in your face. Clouds muscled out the stars, and somewhere, thunder started banging away, low and mean, like a warning you’d be dumb to ignore.
Up in the wheelhouse, Ryan was white-knuckling the controls, looking every bit as wrecked as he felt. Adrenaline was doing its job, but you could tell it was about to clock out. Guy’s ribs were screaming every time he sucked in a breath, and you could see how his vision kept tripping at the edges.
Darius, because he never takes a hint, staggered up on deck. He had one hand pressed tight to his side, where blood was already leaking through the bandages Lena had slapped on. Guy looked like death warmed over, but—classic Darius—he was grinning anyway. “You drive like you’re trying to kill us,” he croaked, grabbing the railing as the tug did its best rollercoaster impression.
Ryan shot him a look—half annoyed, half worried. “Yeah? Well, you look like roadkill.”
Darius just shrugged, coughed, and spat blood overboard. “Touché.”
Down below, Lena was all business—wrapping Nina up in a blanket she’d found somewhere, trying to warm her up. Poor kid was shaking so hard her teeth were chattering, and honestly, who could blame her? It wasn’t just the cold. Lena kept whispering, “Stay with me, kiddo,” rubbing her arms, like she could actually fight off the storm by sheer willpower.
Lightning tore across the sky—like, Hollywood-level dramatic—just in time to show off the beast of a wave coming at them. Next second, the tug went airborne. They slammed down into the trough so hard the whole boat shuddered, water pouring over the bow like the ocean was trying to climb inside.
Lena looked up at Ryan, hair whipping all over, and yelled, “This thing’s not gonna make it! If this storm gets any uglier, we’re rolling over!”
Ryan didn’t even blink. He stared out at that black water, jaw set, eyes hard. Going back? Not an option. Vesper’s people were still out there, somewhere, and the Feds weren’t far behind. Only way out was through.
He kept his voice low, but you could hear the steel in it. “Then we hold steady. We ride this thing out—or we don’t ride at all.”
Right then, thunder crashed overhead. And the sky finally broke open.
Storm Survival:
The storm hit like it had a personal grudge. Wind just screamed across the deck, tearing ropes right off their posts, hatches banging open so hard you could feel it in your teeth. Rain? More like getting pelted with a thousand hypodermic needles. The tug swung sideways, hull groaning like it was about to split in two as they climbed this absolute monster of a wave.
Ryan’s at the wheel, hanging on for dear life, every muscle in his body on fire, ribs grinding—seriously, you could almost hear the bones arguing. The bow smacks into the next swell, and water just detonates over the deck, blasting Darius so hard he nearly eats it. He slams into the rail, hands locked on like his life depends on it (which, honestly, it kinda does), one arm just dangling, totally useless.
“Hang on!” Ryan’s yelling, probably blowing out his own vocal cords just to be heard over the storm.
Lightning goes off, turns Lena into a silhouette as she throws herself over Nina, pinning her against the deckhouse. Water’s rushing over their legs, dragging at them, like the sea’s just trying to collect what it’s owed.
Then—bam! Another wave, broadside. The whole tug lurches, tilts way too far, crates and ropes sliding around like they’re in some weird slapstick routine. Somewhere below, metal shrieks—a sound you never wanna hear on a boat. Something important just died in the engine room.
Darius is crawling across the deck, grabbing Nina’s shoulder to keep her from getting yanked away. “We can’t take much more of this!” he yells, voice already shredded.
Ryan can barely see, salt and blood mixing in his eyes. Every part of Him's screaming, “fight!” but the tug’s falling apart beneath his feet. He doesn’t think—just acts.
“Lena! Lifeboat—now!”
She doesn’t even pause, just bolts for the emergency cradle, hair plastered to her cheeks, yanking hard on the release. The lifeboat drops with this godawful screech, slamming into the chaos below.
Darius is half-carrying, half-dragging Nina, hustling for the lifeboat. Ryan stumbles out of the wheelhouse, chest on fire, forcing himself forward as another wave rears up, bigger than the last.
The tug’s horn gives one final, hopeless bellow, and then lightning nails the mast—blinding white, sparks everywhere. Ryan shoves Lena and Nina into the lifeboat, Darius tumbles in after them, hand out.
“Ryan—jump!”
And the next wave? It’s a freaking wall, just erasing the sky. Ryan bolts for the rail, throws himself into the lifeboat, and then the tug’s just—gone, swallowed whole.
The lifeboat whirls away, helpless, spinning through the foam, their screams just tiny sounds swallowed up by the monster storm.
Storm Aftermath Dawn:
The storm ripped through in the dead of night, but honestly, not a single one of them could say when it happened. Time got weird when you’re half-drowned and freezing, apparently.
Ryan woke up tasting salt, lips burning, and the whole world felt like it was tilting under him—oh, wait, it was. The lifeboat pitched on a dirty gray swell, wreckage everywhere. Bits of twisted metal, busted-up wood, some sad little barrel drifting around like it was auditioning for a shipwreck movie. His ribs screamed every time he sucked in air, but hey, at least he was sucking in air. Small wins.
Lena, up front, looked like hell—soaked through, shaking, eyes sort of open but way too sharp for someone who almost died. She clocked Ryan moving and instantly tensed, ready for, what, round two with Neptune? Nina was curled up next to her, swaddled in a shredded survival blanket. Colorless, but breathing. Good enough.
Darius guarded the back, arm stuck in a sling, holding a flare gun like he’d been born with it. The dude looked like he’d gone twelve rounds with a cement mixer—bruises, blood, the whole deal. Still, something in his eyes said, “Try me.” His voice came out like he’d gargled gravel. “Morning.”
Ryan tried to sit up. Mistake. Pain. Whatever. He looked around—just water, endless and ugly, sky all cloudy and low. No ships, no land, just the creak of the lifeboat and some faraway gull making a racket.
“How far out are we?” Lena asked, barely above a whisper, like the ocean might get offended if she spoke up.
Ryan scanned the mess, checked the sky. “Way too far. We’re ghosts out here.”
Darius gave this crooked, half-crazy grin. “Yeah, FBI’s gonna love that.”
Nina, who basically looked dead a minute ago, piped up, voice soft but somehow scary certain. “They won’t stop. Vesper won’t stop. You know that.”
Ryan met her stare.  Beat to hell, floating in the middle of nowhere, but not giving up. Not on his watch.
“Then neither do we,” he said, and for a second, it sounded like a promise.
The sun poked through the clouds, weak but trying, throwing this skinny line of gold across the water. Somewhere out there, trouble was waiting.
And Ryan White? Already turning the boat toward it.
Abandoned VA Hospital:
By late afternoon, the gulls were losing their minds and the waves just kinda… gave up. Salt spray messed with everybody’s eyes, but Lena squinted through the blur and—boom—there it was. Land. Actual, honest-to-God land. Jagged coast, cliffs, rocks—looked rough as hell but beautiful, you know?
She barely breathed it out: “Land.” Like if she said it too loud, it’d vanish.
Ryan, stubborn as always, grabbed the oars. Every pull probably made him see stars—cracked ribs and all—but he just gritted his teeth and kept going. Darius jumped in, even with one arm hanging useless, sweat pouring down his face. The two of them fought the surf like it owed them money until the lifeboat finally kissed sand and gravel. Pine trees somewhere up the shore—yeah, you could smell them, sharp and clean after all that salt.
Nobody talked. They just sort of collapsed, sprawled out like a bunch of shipwrecked mannequins. Nina just lay there, staring at the sky, tears running down her face. She didn’t look like a hostage anymore—more like someone who just won a fistfight with the universe.
Lena wandered off first, poking around the tree line. And, well, trust her to find something creepy. Half-hidden behind sagging branches: a building. Not just any old shack—this place had seen better centuries. Red brick flaking everywhere, windows covered like someone was hiding from the apocalypse, faded letters you could barely make out: VA MEDICAL CENTER. Vines trying to swallow the whole thing, doors hanging wide like they were expecting company.
Ryan just stared at it, face all tight. “A hospital.”
Lena snorted. “Or whatever’s left.”
Pushing those doors open took work—the hinges howled like banshees—and the stink hit them right away: musty, rotten, like the world forgot this place existed. Inside, paint peeled in sheets, ceiling tiles on the floor, and old signs still pointing the way to places you’d rather not end up—Trauma, Pharmacy, Psych. Wheelchairs rusted solid, gurneys lined up like they were waiting for a parade of ghosts.
Darius said, “This place is dead.” But he sounded almost… awed? Like a church, not a morgue.
Ryan shrugged. “Dead places make good hiding spots.” He stepped inside, eyes darting everywhere—bedsprings you could turn into barricades, ancient lamps you might coax a spark from, drawers that probably hadn’t been opened since disco was cool.
Look, they were a mess. Beaten down, hunted, bleeding out on every side, but there were walls between them and the world again. For now, that had to be enough.
Ryan gently set Nina on a gurney, rummaged through a cabinet, and—miracle of miracles—found a box of saline still sealed up. He shot a look at Lena and Darius, voice low but steady:
“We regroup here. Tonight, this hospital gets a heartbeat.”
The wind rattled those busted windows like it wanted to join the party, and somewhere way off, you could almost hear alarms—just echoes now.
World’s still burning out there. But in this forgotten dump? They’d find a way to sharpen themselves for whatever the hell came next.














Chapter 18
The Wounded Healer

Abandoned VA Hospital, Day 3
Ryan flailed around in the cot, sweat-soaked and half-delirious, trapped in loops of memories pretending to be dreams—except, let’s be real, nightmares wish they had this kind of material. Marcus’s voice sliced through his head, all sharp edges and unfinished business. McKay’s laugh? It stuck around, jagged as busted glass. Faces blurred together: Darius, Nina—friend, enemy, who even knew anymore? He reached out, desperate for something, anything, but the world just spun away, stubborn and mean.
When he finally pried his eyes open, the universe hadn’t gotten any nicer. Lena hovered over him, needle in hand, darning his ribs back together like she was patching up an old pair of jeans. Every tug set his insides on fire. He clamped his jaw shut, refusing to give the pain the satisfaction of a scream.
“They let me walk,” Nina piped up from the gloom, shoving a crumpled newspaper at him. NIGHT NURSE BLASTS BIG PHARMA; VESPERA CEO MAY HAVE KILLED HIMSELF. Front page, no less.
Ryan winced, sweat dripping down his face. “McKay’s toast. El Halcón’s a ghost. What pieces are even left?”
Nina didn’t bother replying. Instead, she jammed a brittle film strip into a clunky old projector they’d yanked out of the psych ward trash. The beast coughed and sputtered, spitting flickery shadows across the wall.
What Ryan saw nearly iced his blood.
Marcus. Alive. Strapped down, some whitewashed Vespera lab, timestamp screaming: two weeks after he was supposed to be worm food.
A doctor’s voice, all business, no soul: “Project Pale Horse—Phase Three successful. Proceeding to field testing.”
On screen, Marcus thrashed, blue veins crawling under his skin like something out of a horror flick. Mouth wide, silent scream, then nothing—total stillness.
“No,” Nina whispered, tears carving tracks down her cheeks. “That wasn’t living. That’s what real death looks like. They turned him into something… less than human.”
Rage hit Ryan like a train. He snatched up the projector and hurled it—plastic and gears exploded everywhere. Darkness swallowed them, except for that last image of Marcus, burning behind their eyelids.
Ryan’s hands balled up, knuckles pale. “We end this. All of it.”
The silence after was thick, until Nina broke it, voice cold enough to cut glass. “We need a plan.”
Before Ryan could spit out a word, a metallic clang echoed down the empty halls. Footsteps—slow, heavy. Voices next.
“Check this floor. Two escaped. Orders: dead or alive.”
Ryan’s stomach tried to crawl out. They’d been made.
Nina grabbed his arm, eyes huge. “We got to hide. Right now.”
They melted into the shadows, crouched behind a busted-up gurney. Dust clawed at Ryan’s lungs while the boots came closer, glass crunching underfoot.
Ryan leaned in, whispering, jaw tight. “They’re after us.”
Nina’s jaw set. “Let’s make ’em wish they never found us.”
They slipped through the hospital, ghosts among ghosts, weaving through corridors that stank of mildew and old regret. The stairwell loomed, its railings flaking rust. Every step slammed home—time running out, hunters closing in upstairs.
Ryan’s thoughts spun even as his body threatened to quit. Marcus is still somewhere. Vespera’s not dead yet. If we make it through tonight, we bring the fight to them.
At the bottom, Ryan stopped, squeezed Nina’s shoulder. “Once we’re out, we split up. You get the allies. I dig up the dirt. Twenty-four hours. Meet back here.”
Nina stared him down, eyes blazing through the fear. “Don’t get killed, Ryan. If they catch you—”
“They won’t,” he snapped, faking certainty he didn’t feel. “We’ll find each other. And we’ll find Marcus.”
He shoved the exit door open—rusty hinges screaming, moonlight spilling over their battered faces. The night air slapped them, sharp and salty, city burning somewhere far off.
As they slipped out of the VA’s carcass, Ryan knew—this wasn’t about scraping by anymore. This was war.
And Vespera? Yeah, they just signed their own death warrant.
Ambush outside the VA:
The door slammed behind them so hard it rattled the glass, moonlight leaking out over weeds that had eaten the VA courtyard alive. No wind, no crickets. Just dead-still air pressing on their backs.
And then—
Crack.
Night ripped open—a muzzle flash, bright and ugly. Bullet sparked off the doorframe, way too close to Ryan’s skull.
“Down!” he snapped, grabbing Nina and shoving her behind some busted wheelbarrow. Gunfire just shredded the quiet, bullets chewing holes in everything.
Figures slipped into view, all tacti-cool—four dudes, gear shining cold under the moon. Their rifles zeroed in, herding Ryan and Nina out into the open like they were nothing but prey.
“We’ve got the nurse,” one guy barked, his voice all robot thanks to the throat mic. “Orders are clear—bag the girl, kill the rest.”
Ryan’s stomach just dropped. They want Nina breathing.
Nina’s breath hitched, but her hands? Fast. She yanked a syringe from her kit, filled it with something clear. Met Ryan’s gaze, chin set. “We’re not going quietly.”
Hell yeah. Ryan grabbed a brick—just lying there in the weeds—and bolted from cover, ribs howling. He hurled it at the nearest guy, watched it crunch into his face. Dude went down like a sack of bricks. No pun intended.
The others lit up the place, bullets spitting dust and concrete. Ryan and Nina ducked low, zigzagging toward the old ambulance rusting in the weeds.
Another shot—Nina screamed, shoulder jerking, blood painting the ground. Ryan caught her before she could crumple. Adrenaline hit like a lightning bolt. “Stay with me!”
Three left. Their boss stepped up, visor flashing in the moonlight. “End of the line, White. You’ve done enough damage.”
Everything tunneled for Ryan. He reached under the ambulance, fingers closing on a chunk of rebar. Heavy. Solid.
“You came to the wrong hospital,” he spat.
He charged.
The rebar drilled right into the leader’s gut with a sound nobody wants to hear. Guy folded in half. Ryan yanked his sidearm and emptied it into his helmet—blood and bone everywhere. The weeds got a fresh coat.
All hell broke loose. Nina, half-conscious, jammed her syringe into the neck of some bastard who tried to grab her. He convulsed, white foam bubbling out, then dropped twitching.
Ryan tackled another guy into the side of the ambulance. The whole thing shook, rust and glass raining down. The guy tried to scream but Ryan smashed his face into the metal until everything went limp.
Silence. Except for Ryan’s own pulse, pounding like war drums in his ears.
Three bodies on the ground. One guy? Gone—limping fast into the trees, radio blaring.
Ryan didn’t need a fortune cookie to know what that meant. More trouble coming.
He shoved Nina into the driver’s seat, blood dripping everywhere. “Go. Now.”
Nina’s hands trembled, but she gunned it. Tires spat gravel, the ambulance roaring to life. Behind them, the hospital just loomed, empty and hungry. Up ahead, city lights flickered, buzzing with danger.
Ryan kept the stolen pistol tight in his grip, eyes glued to the night. Marcus. Vespera. Answers. It’s all coming to a head, one way or another.
Ambulance bounced down this busted-up road, engine hacking like it was begging for mercy. Gunshots were fading in the rearview, but, man, it felt like the air was still humming with them—makes your skin crawl.
Ryan was pressing a wad of cloth to Nina’s shoulder, hands smeared in her blood. “C’mon, stay with me,” he gritted out. His jaw was clamped so tight, you’d think he was trying to chew through steel.
Nina looked like some kind of ghost, breaths quick and jagged. “Didn’t hit anything major… skipped the artery,” she rasped. “But you better stitch me up or I’m toast.”
He glanced around—rusty drawers, busted straps, crap everywhere. Miraculously, there was a suture kit, ancient but sealed. He ripped it open, fingers shaking all over the place.
“Lucky break,” he said, voice rough as asphalt. “Guess the VA forgot to loot everything.”
“Lucky?” Nina spat, gnawing on gauze as he got the needle ready. “That’s one way to spin it.”
Every time Ryan moved, his ribs screamed bloody murder, but he just zeroed in. Needle went in. Nina jerked, barely stifling a scream with her fist.
He kept going, mumbling steady—like those nights in the ER, talking people through hell. “You’re going to make it, you hear? You’re ten times tougher than those assholes chasing us.”
Nina’s eyes shot to his, some stubborn spark shining through the pain. “Yeah? Look at yourself. You’re dripping blood, your ribs are probably dust. Keep this up, you’ll drop before we hit the city limits.”
He yanked the final stitch, ignoring the spinning in his head. “Nope. I don’t get to pass out yet. Not ‘til Marcus is finished—period.”
Ambulance took a hard turn, headlights slicing through dead trees. Up ahead, the city’s bones glowed against the night.
Ryan slumped back, wiped his hands off, just stared at the skyline like it might bite him.
Then—cough, weak but definitely there.
Both of them froze.
The gurney rattled. Someone moved under that ratty army blanket—Darius, sweat-soaked and pale as hell, but still breathing.
“Hey, can you two keep it down?” he rasped. “Some of us are working on not dying here.”
Nina slapped a hand over her mouth. Ryan just stared, then snorted out a laugh. “Unbelievable. Nearly wrote your obituary, man.”
Darius coughed, a crooked smile sneaking in. “Gunna have to try harder than that.”
And so, the ambulance kept rolling—three wrecked people, stubborn as hell, and one thing left to do.
The ambulance limped in on its last dying breath, one last pathetic shudder before the engine just gave up. It coasted to a halt in front of this ancient brick beast of a building, all tangled with ivy and attitude. “Department of Veterans Affairs Medical Center”—the words were still there, barely, carved over the busted archway. Most of the paint was just memories. Rain and time had eaten it away ages ago.
Ryan kicked the door open, pretty much fell out, and staggered into the night. Every step sent a lightning bolt through his ribs. The whole place reeked—mildew, rust, old ghosts. “Well, this is it,” he choked out, staring up at the empty-eyed windows glaring down at them. “Home freakin’ sweet home.”
Nina slid down from shotgun, clutching her shoulder where the bandages were already spotting through. She eyeballed the place like it might bite. “Yeah, if your home is a grave,” she muttered.
Darius groaned from the back, tried to swing his legs out, and almost face-planted until Ryan caught him. Guy felt like he was burning up, heavy as a sack of bricks. “If it’s a tomb,” Darius croaked, “guess it’s ours now. Can we get inside before I become zombie chow?”
They hustled him in—well, more like dragged/collapsed their way through the busted doors. Every step echoed like a gunshot in the empty lobby. Broken wheelchairs everywhere, gurneys flipped, some sad flag in shreds hanging from the ceiling. Dust everywhere, swirling in the moonlight like ash—yeah, total war zone vibes.
It got so quiet the deeper they went, it felt like the place was holding its breath. Paint peeling off in sheets. Doors hanging open, showing off empty wards with wallpaper curling away from the walls and medical charts scattered like confetti after a really bad party.
Eventually, they stumbled into what used to be a surgery ward. It wasn’t pretty, but it was better than outside. Rusted surgical lights, a cracked old table, cabinets still stuffed with expired bandages and mystery pills.
Ryan got Darius down on a stretcher and pretty much collapsed himself, breathing like he’d just run a marathon inside his own chest. He dug out a camping lantern and flicked it on—finally, some light that didn’t make everything look haunted. For the first time in days, they had actual walls. Shelter, kind of, even if it did come with a free side of ghosts.
Darius tried to sit up, but pain smacked him back down. “So, what’s the move, White? Don’t exactly see you booking us spa treatments.”
Ryan dropped onto a lopsided stool and started scrubbing dried blood off his hands. “We fix what we can. Catch our breath. Then we figure out how to torch Vespera’s whole operation.”
Nina just flopped onto a busted supply crate, voice flat from exhaustion. “And if Vespera finds us first?”
Ryan didn’t say anything. He was staring at something in the corner—a hulking old film projector, half-buried in dust. Weird, right? Like, who even leaves that behind after the apocalypse? Someone wanted it found.
He walked over, kinda slow, and wiped off the label. PROJECT PALE HORSE. Block letters. Official as hell.
His gut did a nosedive.
Nina caught the look on his face. “What? What is it?”
Ryan’s answer was a whisper: “Answers.”
He threaded the film into the machine. The projector jerked to life—whirring, clicking, throwing pale, flickering light across the wall.
And there he was.
Marcus. Alive. Strapped down, eyes wild.
Ryan felt every drop of blood in his body freeze solid.









Chapter 19
The Last Safe House

Abandoned VA Hospital, Montana
The howling wind blew through the skeletal parts of the hospital, shaking loose panes of glass within their frames. Sitting on a rusty gurney, Ryan carefully studied a map of Vespera's last lab—a defunct military bunker somewhere in the New Mexico desert. He had set the map out between himself and Nina, who was pacing like a caged lion nearer to the room's only intact window.
"We could break into the bunker, but we wouldn't stand a chance in terms of firepower," she said. "El Halcón has enough mercenaries, drones, and weaponry to start a coup.
Ryan mapped a path across the desert. "We don't need firearms. We need anarchy," he said.
The door creaked open. Lena entered, her face drawn but determined, behind a big man in a leather jacket with cartel tattoos on his arms.
"Say hello to Raúl," Lena said. "Former second-in-command to El Halcón. He doesn’t like us much."
Raúl grunted. He tossed a flash drive onto the gurney. "Security schematics. Air vents, guard rotations, weak points in the blast doors." His voice came out as gravel, but I didn't ask him to repeat the question. I already knew the answer. His left eye was milky with scar tissue, and I guessed he had lost some vision as well as whatever sanity he had before these henchmen got to him. I couldn't see it any more clearly today, but whatever happened to him must have been recent.
Nina regarded him with suspicion. "What is the motivation for aiding our cause?"
"You believe revenge has a banner?" He gestured toward Ryan. "He isn't the only apparition present."
Ryan was standing there, wincing from the pull of his stitches. "Can you get us inside?" he asked.
Raúl had a smirk on his face. "I can take you to the place where the devil resides. After that, it is up to you to deal with him."
Nightfall, Safe House Roof
Ryan was found by Lena beneath a star-choked sky, busy cleaning the Glock he had stolen. "You trust him?" She asked, nodding toward Raúl, who was smoking below.
Ryan said no. Yet, he went on to say, "But he’s useful and here we are.”
She sat beside him, her fingers brushing the naloxone kit on her belt—a habit now. "When this is over... what then?" She asked him this question relentlessly, and it had started to bug him.
"You clean up. Start that clinic you were talking about."
"And you?"
The silence was Ryan’s only reply. Above him, the stars pulsed in the ash-filled sky of Kandahar, alongside Marcus's laughter, beside the faces of those he'd let down.
Lena caught hold of his arm. "You don't understand, you can't die without a brain, got that? Nina didn't somehow order you to be a moron and die, did she? No. Think."
He came very close to smiling. "Noted," he said.

Ryan stared at the stars, their distant light a cruel reminder of what lay ahead. The weight of Lena’s words hung in the air, a tether that pulled him back to reality. “I get it,” he said finally, shaking his head. “But this isn’t just about survival anymore. It’s about redemption. For Marcus. For everyone.”

Lena sighed, her gaze steady on his face. “Redemption doesn’t mean throwing your life away. You’re not Marcus, Ryan. You can’t carry the weight of the world on your shoulders.”

“Maybe I want to,” he replied, his voice firmer now. “Maybe I owe it to him to try.”

Suddenly, the night was pierced by the sharp crackle of gunfire in the distance, echoing off the crumbling walls of the hospital. Both of them froze instincts kicking in. Raúl flicked his cigarette away, his demeanor shifting from casual to alert. “Sounds like a welcoming committee,” he muttered, scanning the shadows beyond the roof.

Nina joined them, her eyes narrowed. “We need to move. If they’re in the area, we don’t have much time.”

“Let’s gather our gear,” Ryan said, urgency igniting in his veins. He stood, the adrenaline masking the pain from his stitches. “Raúl, are you ready to lead us to the bunker?”

The man nodded, his expression serious now. “I wouldn’t have come here if I didn’t mean it. But once we’re in, you’ll need to trust me. I know those halls better than anyone.”

Lena glanced at Ryan, her expression questioning. Trust was a luxury they could scarcely afford. “What if he’s leading us into a trap?”

“Then we improvise,” Ryan replied, determination sharpening his resolve. “We either find Marcus, or we don’t come back. No more half-measures.”

With the decision made, they gathered their supplies—Ryan securing his Glock and the naloxone kit, while Lena packed medical supplies and a small first aid kit. Nina grabbed the flash drive and the security schematics Raúl had provided, her eyes alight with purpose.

As they prepared to descend, Ryan felt the weight of Lena’s hand on his arm again, her grip firm and reassuring. “Promise me you’ll come back,” she said, her voice low but fierce.

“I promise,” he whispered, though the words felt fragile in the face of the uncertainty ahead.

They made their way down the crumbling staircase, the winds outside howling like a banshee. Each step echoed with the ghosts of those who had suffered within these walls, and the air grew thick with anticipation. They reached the ground floor, where Raúl was waiting, his expression unreadable.

“Stay close,” he said, leading them through the dilapidated building toward the back exit. The faint glow of headlights flickered through the broken windowpanes, illuminating the dust motes swirling in the air.

“Looks like we’re not the only ones out here,” Nina whispered, glancing at the shadows weaving through the parking lot.

“Let’s move,” Ryan urged, heart racing. They slipped out the back door, the cold night air biting at their skin. Raúl guided them toward a rusted pickup truck parked under a half-collapsed awning.

“Get in,” he ordered, climbing into the driver’s seat. “We’ll take back roads to avoid their patrols.”

As they drove into the night, the landscape shifted from the desolate ruins of the hospital to the open roads of Montana. The quiet hum of the engine was a stark contrast to the chaos brewing in Ryan’s mind. He glanced at Nina and Lena, their faces illuminated by the dashboard lights, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that this was the calm before the storm.

“Do you think we can really pull this off?” Lena asked, breaking the silence.

Ryan leaned back in his seat; his gaze fixed on the dark road ahead. “We have to believe we can. If we don’t, we’re already lost.”

Nina’s voice broke in, steady and resolute. “Marcus isn’t just a name on a list for me. He’s a person—a friend. We’ll do whatever it takes to get him back.”

Raúl shot them a sidelong glance, his expression unreadable. “You act like you’re the only ones who care. Don’t underestimate the stakes here. El Halcón won’t be merciful.”

The mention of El Halcón sent a chill through the truck. Ryan felt the weight of his past decisions pressing down on him. “What do you know about him?” he asked Raúl, wanting to peel back the layers of the man they were risking everything to trust.

Raúl hesitated, his grip tightening on the steering wheel. “El Halcón didn’t just show up one day—he was scraped together from everything ugly the world had to offer. Blood, cigarette smoke, cheap cologne, and a father who thought “compassion” was just another word for weakness. The old man shoved a pistol into his kid’s palm before the poor bastard could even read. First kill at eleven. Not just the rival’s boy—nah, he wiped out the whole damn family, one by one, on some dusty road while the screams bounced off cactus and dirt. Dad just stood there, hand heavy on his shoulder, grinning like he was watching his son graduate or something.
Fast-forward—thirteen years old, and the kid’s already got a kitchen knife and a sick smile, peeling a man open like he’s prepping dinner. By fifteen, he’s barking orders at grown men, veterans twice his age, and they’re actually listening. Everyone in the barrio knew the name El Halcón—the Hawk. Once those cold eyes landed on you? Forget it, you’d already lost.
But calling him a “killer”—man, that’s like calling a hurricane a little rainstorm. El Halcón didn’t just end you. He erased the whole damn story. Didn’t just shoot you and move on. Nah—he’d torch your place, smash your kid’s toys, even salt the ground so nothing could grow again. He’d rip your name outta the mouths of your friends. Cross him? You didn’t just die. You vanished.
His “calling cards” were straight-up nightmares. Sometimes there’d be pieces left—dangling from a bridge or melting in a barrel of acid. He didn’t just send messages—he scratched them into skin, left bodies where the living would trip over them in the morning. He ran on fear. Spent it like it was pocket change.
People who worked for him? They whispered stories. Said he’d make new recruits shoot their own best friend to prove they had a spine. Heard he’d show up at some snitch’s house, chat with the family for hours, just soaking up the terror before wiping ’em all out. Guy didn’t just like killing—he liked the taste of dread.
But he wasn’t just some dumb brute swinging a machete. Nah, this dude was sharp. Knew his enemies the way chess masters know the board. He’d figure out what made you tick—your woman, your kid’s soccer field, your mother’s grave, whatever. Then he’d tear it all down, make sure nothing was left standing.
Everybody was scared. Men, women, even me his— right-hand guy—l slept with one eye open, waiting for El Halcón to decide I was next. Cause everyone understood this wasn’t just about dying. El Halcón made sure nobody even remembered you were alive to begin with.
To outsiders? Just another cartel boss. But the people who’d seen his work up close—they didn’t talk about him like he was human. More like a plague. Something black and ancient, crawling around in the dark.
“El Halcón is not just a man,” Raúl whispered. His voice had dropped low, almost reverent. “He’s a fucken monster my father warned me about when I was a boy. A curse that walks.” He doesn’t need a small army or fancy tech—he’s the hawk circling overhead, just waiting for the perfect moment. When El Halcón comes for you, he doesn’t just kill you, Lena. He wipes you out. Everything you ever cared about—family, old buddies, even that random neighbor who once said your name—he torches it all. Like you never even existed. Poof.” “You think you’ve made enemies?” Raúl rasped, “you don’t know the meaning of the word. Vespera? The fucked FBI? They’re children with toys compared to him.” 
El Halcón wasn’t a kingpin.
He was a freaking curse. 
He’ll use Marcus against you without a second thought.” 

The words hung heavy in the air, the truth of them settling like lead in Ryan’s stomach. They were heading straight into the lion’s den, and the thought of facing El Halcón sent a shiver down his spine. 

“Then we’ll outsmart him,” Ryan said, determination flooding his veins. “We’ll expose him for what he is. And if he thinks he can use Marcus against us, he’s mistaken.”

As the truck rumbled down the dirt road, a plan began to form in Ryan’s mind, fueled by a fierce loyalty to his friends and a burning desire to bring Marcus home. They had come too far to turn back now.

And if they were going to confront the darkness, they would do it together. Raúl barked out a laugh—sharp, ugly—and instantly regretted it. His busted lip split wider, dribbling blood down his chin. “C'mon? Dude, he’s already here. Always watching. Like I said he doesn’t need goons or fancy tech. He’s the hawk overhead—circling, waiting. When he comes for you, he doesn’t just put you in the ground. He wipes you clean. Everything. People you love, strangers who barely knew your name, your dog, your damn houseplants—he torches it all.”
Ryan leaned in close, bandaged fist digging into Raúl’s ribs. “You’re not scaring me with ghost stories.”
Raúl glared at him, wild-eyed. “You should be scared. You really should. And when he comes for you? Blood’s the least of it. He razes houses, salts the ground, makes sure nobody even remembers your name. He doesn’t just kill people—he removes them from the universe.”
 Darius, pale and sweating, piped up weakly, from the back seat. “That’s just a myth. He’s a guy, not some boogeyman.”
Raúl’ whipped his head around so fast his neck popped. “No. You think I’m making this up? Guys fear other guys. We all fear him. Me—I was his right hand. Fought with him, bled with him. Every morning, I woke up wondering if I’d be next, just for fun.”
He squirmed, chains rattling, voice cracking open as old terror bubbled up. “He makes you kill your friends. Watches, just to see if you’ll do it. He’ll sit at your table for hours, eat your food, talk with your family—then butcher them right in front of you. He—” Raul’s words jammed in his throat, choked off by the weight of it.
The truck went dead silent. Even the shadows felt heavier.
Ryan’s heart hammered loud enough to drown out the world.
Raúl's eyes flicked to the blacked-out truck window, like maybe El Halcón was already perched there, eyes gleaming, claws flexing. “You poked the nest. And when he comes, you’re not just losing your lives. He’ll rip out everything you ever cared about. You won’t even recognize the ruins.” 
 




Chapter 20
Wolves in White Coats

Vespera Bunker, New Mexico Desert
The entrance to the bunker was like a giant steel mouth set into the earth, and it was watched over by men whose eyes seemed as empty as the unfriendly guns they pointed at the approaching figures.

Raúl’s stumbled straight into the floodlight, arms up, wind slashing his face. He tried to yell something—no chance. Wind just snagged his words and flung ’em somewhere over the wall. Didn’t matter. His whole body screamed it anyway: open hands, shoulders bunched up tight, the classic “don’t shoot” look.
The guards hesitated, rifles drooping a little. They shot each other a look—kind of that “are you seeing this?” vibe. One of them edged closer, yelling, but the storm just chewed up his voice.
Then Raúl snapped.
Blink and you’d miss it. There’s steel in his hand, like magic—a knife flicked out from his sleeve. One mean slash, and the first guard’s throat opens up like a busted hose. Blood everywhere, all over Raúl s shirt, splattering the concrete. The guy tries to scream, but it just comes out as a horrible wet gargle, hands clamped to his neck, knees giving out fast as the red keeps pouring.
The second guard? Poor dude doesn’t even get a full gasp in. Raúl spinning, yanking a pistol from the dying guy’s belt. He fires, point-blank. The flash lights up the rain. The bullet slams into the guard’s chest, sends him flying back into the wall with a crack that makes your teeth hurt. Guy slides down, trailing blood, mouth working uselessly as he tries to breathe around the hole in his lungs.
Both of ’em were gone before their brains could even register it.
Raúl just kicks their bodies out of his way. Wipes the blade on one man’s vest, totally casual, like he’s dusting crumbs off his shirt after lunch. He turned and waved Ryan’s team forward, the gate now unguarded, the path inside slick with blood and rain.
The storm’s still screaming, but you could hear that awful, wet gasp as the first guard choked out his last breath. No thunder loud enough to cover that.
Ryan just froze, melted into the shadows, jaw clenched so hard he tasted copper. He watched Raúl do his thing—if you could call that butchery a “thing”—while lightning went nuts overhead. Blood everywhere. It looked almost black, like ink, the way the stormlight hit it. Painted Raúl’s face, dripped from his chin. Guy didn’t even flinch. Just stepped over the dying guard like he was sidestepping a puddle. Knife still hot, pistol in his other hand, a little whiff of smoke curling up. Freaking movie villain energy.
Ryan’s stomach twisted into a knot. He’d seen death before—plenty—guys bleeding out on steel tables, cartel psychos slicing people up just for the hell of it. But Raúl? Man, he was a whole new brand of monster. No nerves. No hesitation. Like he was born for this. It made Ryan’s skin crawl. This wasn’t just another hit. It was a goddamn show.
“Jesus Christ,” Darius hissed somewhere behind him, voice shaky.
Lena jerked, flinched hard, but she didn’t look away. Her knuckles were white on the rifle. If she was scared, she was too stubborn to show it.
Raúl turned, rain and blood all over his face, and smiled—if you could call that thing a smile. No warmth, just teeth. “The way’s open,” he said.
Ryan caught his eye, heart doing drum solos, and for a second, he honestly didn’t know if Raúl was leading them in or just lining them up for the slaughter. Not that it mattered. They were out of choices, and the storm was the only thing hiding the bodies. Compound was right there. Freeze up now and they’d be dead, plain as that.
Nina dragged herself behind the others, rain gluing her hair to her cheeks, half-blind and pissed off. Then Raúl just—bam—slit the first guard’s throat. She actually yelped, hand slapped over her mouth. The sound the guy made, all choking and bubbling on his own blood, just about knocked the wind out of her. Gunshots, she could handle. That? That was something else.
And then Raúl just kept going, put a bullet through the next guy’s chest. Blood sprayed, and Nina nearly lost her lunch right there, stumbling back until her shoulder hit the wall. Her stomach twisted up, bile burning in her throat.
She stared at Raúl, wide-eyed, totally freaked and furious all at once. “What the actual hell, Raúl?” Her voice was shaky, but she didn’t care. “You didn’t even try to disarm them-you butchered them.”
Raúl barely blinked, casually wiping his knife on the dead guy’s shirt, calm as a priest after confession, like he was dusting off crumbs. “Disarming’s for people who want prisoners. I want quiet.” He said it like he was talking about taking out the trash.
Nina clenched her fists so tight her knuckles went white. All her fear just turned to white-hot anger. “You’re a freaking psycho.”
Raúl just cocked his head, looking at her like she was some weird bug he couldn’t quite figure out. “And you? You think you can win a war by playing nice? Someone’s gotta do the dirty work. That’s people like me, to do what the rest of you can’t stomach.”
Before Nina could bite his head off, Ryan cut in. He brushed her arm, gave her that look—don’t, not now, not here. Her whole body was shaking, adrenaline making her teeth chatter, but she got the message.
Still, her eyes stayed locked on Raúl. She’d seen some nasty stuff before, but this was different. There was something about the way he almost grinned in the pouring rain, like murder was just another Tuesday for him. Made her feel hollow inside, like her trust had just snapped in half.
He shifted his grip on his weapon, jaw tight enough to crack. Fine. Let Raúl play monster—for now.
“Move,” he snapped, voice slicing through the rain. “We’re going in.”
The laboratory was a cathedral of horrors: lines of prisoners secured to wheeled cots, the evil blue carfentaxyl flowing.
Screams of despair echoed in the unfriendly interior, tortured howls that would turn any normal person brain-happy with regret and fright.
"Sick bastards," Nina whispered. "They're trying out bigger doses."
Ryan gestured to the control room. "Put in the charges. Lena, get the prisoners out."
Raúl lingered, looking at the young woman who was having a seizure on the table. She could have been his sister's twin. "I’m—" He cleared his throat. "I’ll take the east wing."
Control Room, Level -3
Ryan broke into the core computer system, using an ancient password provided by Darius—PaleHorse89—that was somehow still valid. The screen came alive with data: shipment orders, payoffs to politicians, and a streaming video of El Halcón, very much alive and in a secure vault.
Nina’s voice crackled in his earpiece. "Charges set. Two minutes till detonation."
A gunshot echoed.
Lena screamed.
Ryan ran at full speed toward the noise. His lungs burned with panic, his heart already knowing what he would find.

Holding Cells, Level –2:
Lena was slumped against a cell door, that reeked of rust and old sweat. Her chest spread open with blood. Blood pumped out hot between Ryan’s fingers as he dropped to his knees beside her, clamping down, on the bleeding sight. A mercenary lay dead at her feet, a knife embedded in his eye. Prisoners crouched behind Lena.
Ryan remained holding pressure over the injury. "Stay with me." “Don’t you quit on me, Lena!” Ryan’s voice bounced off the concrete, cracked and wobbly. No heroics, just raw panic.
Lena’s eyelids did that half-shut, half-open thing—like she was trying to remember how to blink. Everything was fuzzing out, just shades of gray bleeding into each other. It was the kind of empty that feels like falling, except she wasn’t moving. Her heartbeat thumped, slow and hollow, like someone drumming underwater. Her arms and legs? Might as well have been slabs of stone.
She sucked in a breath—sharp, messy. The taste of blood was thick, metallic, all over her tongue. For a second, she swore her mom’s face hovered in front of her, but then, poof—gone, just black.
Lena’s mouth opened, maybe to say something, but all that came out was this wet, choking sound. Her eyes rolled up, white and wild. For a second, she looked… gone. Like the lights were already out.
“No—hell no,” Ryan snarled, shaking her, his hands slick and red. He forced her eyes open, desperate. “Lena, don’t you dare. You keep those eyes open, you hear me? Right now. Right here. With me.”
Her pulse barely ticked under his fingers—so faint, like butterfly wings. But hey, it was there. She wasn’t gone. Not yet.
His voice, even all shaky, cut through the pain-fog—like someone tossing her a lifeline in a hurricane. She reached for it, even though the blackness kept trying to drag her under.
Ryan pressed down harder, hands slipping. “Two minutes, Lena. Just two minutes ‘til it all blows. You don’t get to bail before the finale.”
Something almost like a smile flickered at her mouth—just a twitch, but enough to say she was still fighting.
She thrust a pen drive into his hand. "Coordinates of the live stream... Get them to safety." She paused, her breath catching. "You know, with your skills, you'd have made a good nurse."
Lena getting much needed repairs.
Ryan’s hands? Man, they moved like he was trying to strangle the Grim Reaper himself. He ripped open his trauma kit—actually ripped it, teeth and all, like a dog with a bone. The timer in his ear kept thumping away, ticking down, one minute forty. Honestly, it sounded like a death march.
“Don’t you dare close your eyes!” he snapped, voice sharp enough to draw blood. He slapped a pressure pad on her wound and mashed it down, hard as hell. Blood just kept coming, hot and slippery, all over his hands. The dressing was basically useless. Figures.
“Come on, Lena. Don’t you quit on me, not now—”
Her head lolled. She went limp. For a second, Ryan’s guts just fell out—pure panic, all static and ice. “No! Not today!” He grabbed an injector, jammed it into her thigh. Adrenaline shot through her, and she jerked, gasping, heart stuttering back into gear.
One fifteen.
He started wrapping gauze around her chest, probably too tight, but whatever. His own ribs howled—he’d been banged up bad—but he kept going. No good options when it comes to these type of injuries,
“Listen up, Lena,” he hissed, leaning in, voice all teeth and desperation. “You didn’t haul my sorry ass this far just to check out now. Got it?”
Her eyes fluttered open, pupils huge and slow. She was still here. Good enough.
Fifty seconds:
The floor shook—bombs arming, probably. Dust everywhere, raining down like confetti. Ryan yanked her arm over his shoulder, still clamping that soaked bandage with his other hand. He hauled her up, basically dragging her. She was dead weight, and he was running on fumes.
She mumbled into his ear, voice thin as smoke, “I… feel cold.”
His jaw locked. “That’s shock, not cold. Don’t you dare. I’ll torch the world before I let it take you.”
Thirty seconds:
He half-carried, half-dragged her down the hall, boots slipping in her blood. It smeared everywhere, like a sick trail of breadcrumbs. Every step was a fistfight with physics and time.
Twenty seconds:
The exit finally showed up—red lights flashing, concrete all lit up like a club at 3 a.m. Ryan couldn’t breathe, lungs doing their best impression of broken bellows, but he held on to Lena like she was life itself.
Ten seconds:
He slammed into the blast door, yelling, shoving it opens with whatever was left in him. Stumbled out into the night, Lena clenched to his chest, just as the whole place blew behind them—fire, steel, the works.
Shockwave tossed them like rag dolls. Ryan twisted, shielding her, and they hit the ground hard. Everything rang. Flames clawed at the sky.
When things finally stopped shaking, Ryan lay there, coughing up ash, ears ringing. But Lena—her chest still moved. Barely, but it did.
He pressed his forehead to hers, both of them covered in blood and soot. “You’re not bailing on me. Not now. You hear me? You live.”
And then—swear to God—she managed the tiniest, ghost of a smile.
The steel door to the main vault exploded inwards.  The detonation, showing the room in smoke, fire and shrapnel. With Smoke and fire everywhere, bits of metal pinging off the walls. El Halcón jerked up from where he’d been crouched, hands still on his half-packed suitcase, cash and vials catching the flickering light. His mouth twisted, half-smirk, half-sneer. 
“Nurse White,” he said, voice all slither and teeth. “Come to say goodbye?”
Ryan didn’t bother replying. He just stepped into the chaos, scalpel flashing in his grip, shoulders squared like he’d already made peace with hell. The room went dead quiet except for the hiss of dust and the soft clink of glass rolling across the floor.
Then, boom—El Halcón lunged, no warning, just pure rage.
They crashed together like two storms. El Halcón swung like he was trying to cave in Ryan’s skull with meat mallets. Ryan ducked, slashed the scalpel across Halcón’s ribs, but the guy barely noticed. With Blood in the air, the smell of burnt copper and metal from the heat of the explosion.
Then, bang— El Halcón’s fist crashed into Ryan’s jaw. Stars everywhere, teeth rattling like dice in a cup. Ryan staggered, breath knocked right out of him.
Another hit—right in the ribs. Something popped. Felt like getting stabbed with broken glass. Het nearly dropped, vision flickering.
But Halcón didn’t slow down. Dude was built for violence—like someone raised on nothing but pain and bad intentions. He grabbed Ryan by the collar, slammed him against the vault wall so hard the air left the room. Scalpel skittered out of reach.
Forearm to the throat, crushing his windpipe. Halcón fished for a knife, voice all dark promise: “I’ll carve you slow, White. Like I carved my first when I was eleven. You’ll die knowing your body is just the beginning.” “I will make sure that you remember every second.”
Ryan’s world tunneled. Blackness closing in, lungs screaming. But his hand—somehow steady—slipped into his trauma kit. Found a syringe. Carfentanyl— Halcón s own poison, the stuff flooding the streets.
Ryan jammed the needle into Halcón’s neck.
Halcón’s eyes went wild, bloodshot, crazy. He ripped the syringe out, but—too late. The poison was already fire in his veins.
Ryan dropped, gasping, ribs on fire. Blood dripped off his chin. He wiped his mouth, dragged himself upright, and stared down the bastard who’d terrorized half the city.
“Watch close,” Ryan croaked. “This is what justice tastes like.”
Halcón tried to roar but just choked. His whole body spasmed, veins popping up dark and ugly. He swung at Ryan, slow-motion now, like he was fighting underwater.
Ryan caught his arm, twisted, and shoved him back into the desk. The suitcase went flying, cash and vials everywhere.
Halcón crashed to his knees, snarling, eyes gone glassy. He tried to talk, but just spat foam, body rebelling against him, the poison eating him alive.
Ryan leaned in, every breath agony. “No bullet. No knife. Just you—rotting from the inside.”
Halcón flailed, fists pounding uselessly on the floor. But his strength was gone. Fading.
Ryan staggered back, bloody, hurting, but still upright. Halcón wasn’t.
And yeah, Ryan knew monsters like him didn’t just vanish. There’d always be more shadows. But for once, the devil got a taste of his own medicine.
El Halcón crashed down on one knee, chest on fire, muscles twitching like live wires under the Carfentanyl— ripping through him. He scrabbled at the desk, sent the last vial flying, glass popping loud as gunshots—chemicals and blood splattering everywhere.
Ryan? Yeah, he was a mess. His whole body was basically yelling at him—jaw was a jackhammer, ribs felt like busted glass—but he still hauled himself up, dragging Lena close to his chest. She was barely breathing, but hey, still with him. He could feel her breaths—feeble, but there. Like a candle that refuses to go out, even with the wind howling.
Behind him, the big boss—the cartel king himself—let out this guttural, animal noise. Tried to stand, made it about halfway before he started swaying, all massive shadow and twitching veins under the vault lights. Dude’s eyes were wild, caught somewhere between murder and panic.
Honestly? El Halcón didn’t even look human anymore. More like some vengeful spirit, or a monster fueled by pure spite. He smashed his fist into the wall, using it to keep himself upright, the other hand reaching out like he could still pull Ryan apart if he could just—just get there.
Ryan glanced back, just enough to catch his eyes. Blood was smeared down his face, but his voice? Calm. Freakishly calm.
“Look closely, Halcón. This is what losing feels like.”
And with that, he turned and started limping out, Lena in his arms, picking his way through smoke and debris. Every step hurt like hell, but he never let go.
El Halcón stayed there, half-up, shaking so hard he was almost vibrating, blood and spit foaming out of his mouth. He slammed his fist into the desk again, teeth bared, his raw, furious scream bouncing around the vault.
Not beaten. Not dead.
But for the first time ever, he had to just stand there and watch his prey walk away. 




Chapter 21
The Weight of Shadows

New Mexico Desert → Safehouse, Arizona:

The desert night burned.

God, Ryan’s ears were still screaming from that hellish bunker caving in. Everything looked like he was peering through dirty glass, smoke clawing at his eyes, and the air… Jesus, that chemical stink of burned metal? It stuck to his throat like poison.
He lurched ahead, barely keeping it together, Lena Reyes sagging heavy in his arms. Her blood just kept seeping through that sad excuse for a bandage—he’d torn up his own shirt, but honestly, it was a joke against a wound like that. Vespera burned behind them, belching black smoke, hiding all its sick secrets under a mountain of ash and busted concrete.
Nina and Raúl flanked him, moving the dazed survivors along—these poor bastards in nothing but hospital gowns, looking like ghosts just jerked out of their graves. And Ana? She staggered next to him, not saying a word, wrists chewed up raw by those restraints. The whole crew looked like extras from some apocalypse movie, except this was no movie and nobody was yelling “cut.”
“We got to pick up the pace,” Nina snapped, her nerves practically crackling. She shot a look over at the horizon—yeah, the sun was definitely getting nosy, creeping up just enough to blow their cover. “If those cartel idiots catch a whiff of us out here—”
“They’re already on their way,” Raúl grumbled, voice barely more than a breath. He couldn’t tear his gaze from Ana—like maybe if she made it out, it’d somehow wash the blood off his own hands from that guard he’d gutted out front. 
Lena’s breath caught, all ragged and ugly, like she was drowning on dry land. Ryan dropped to his knees, trying not to jostle her as he eased her down onto the freezing sand. She grabbed at his arm—fingers sticky and slick, leaving a red streak like some messed-up war paint. “Isabel,” she coughed out, voice raw, “my sister… federal prosecutor… D.C. Safe” ... Her words tumbled out, half-spit, half-blood.
“What’s she saying?” Nina dropped to her knees, her hand shaky as she touched Lena’s face—damn, she looked ghostly.
“Cajón de té,” Ryan echoed, rolling the words around in his mouth. The hell did Marcus call it? Tea box. Yeah, right. “Like, a stash? Or is this code for something? Coordinates, maybe?
Lena’s mouth did this weird little twitch thing, maybe almost a smile—then her fingers just kind of let go. She kept staring dead-on at the sunrise, didn’t even blink.
Her eyes just… stayed put. No movement. Creepy as hell.
Raúl did the whole crossing-himself thing, like he was warding off ghosts or whatever. Nina muttered something under her breath—sounded like cursing—and pulled her scarf up, covering Lena’s face.
“We can’t leave her here,” Ryan muttered, voice barely hanging on. “Coyotes’ll—”
Nina cut him off, sharp and raw. “And what, we drag her with us? Look at them.” She jerked her chin at the prisoners, limping, barely upright. Her face was a mess—mud, tears, all of it. “We don’t have time. They’ll be crawling all over this place any second.”
Ryan crouched, hands trembling as he unclipped Lena’s dog tag—CPT L. Reyes, USMC. He shoved it deep into his pocket. Too many names eaten by dirt and time. Not hers. Not today.
...

The safehouse was basically a mud-brick dump out in the sticks near Tucson, walls slapped with old, curling maps and grainy surveillance shots. Darius sat there, slouched in his wheelchair next to this Frankenstein mess of monitors, all buzzing with cartel chatter he’d snagged off the air.
“You look like hell,” he told Ryan, giving those busted-up knuckles a good once-over.
“Yeah, well, I feel worse.” Ryan chucked Lena’s thumb drive at the desk, didn’t even bother to sit. “Crack this open. Fast.”
Nina just dropped onto the nasty couch—honestly, probably older than any of them—pulling Ana close. The kid hadn’t said a word since the bunker, just stared straight ahead. Meanwhile, Raúl stalked back and forth like he was about to chew through the wall, dragging his knife over his jeans till it left little threads hanging.
Darius shoved the drive in. The monitors went nuts—spreadsheets labeled Project Nightshade, shaky vids of people seizing up on carfentaxyl, payment logs with names you really didn’t want to see Senators, Judges, hell, even some FBI big shot. Nightmare fuel, all of it.
“Jesus,” Darius muttered, way too quiet. “This is way bigger than just the cartel. Vespera’s straight-up greasing palms everywhere.”
Ryan hunched forward, eyes glued to the screen. Up popped a folder: Isabel Reyes. That’s Lena’s sister. Federal prosecutor. Her case against Vespera? Smothered by some shadowy bigwig. There was grainy security footage—her D.C. apartment trashed, her freaked-out cat vanishing into a black SUV.
“Lena said her sister prosecutes,” Nina said, voice a little less shaky. “If Isabel’s alive, she could blow this open. You know—subpoenas, search warrants, the whole nine yards—”
“Or she’s dead, like Lena,” Raúl cut in.  He shot daggers at Ana, who shrunk back. “How’d you live through those trials, huh? What’d you do for ‘em?”
Ana tried to disappear into the ratty couch, fingers carelessly tracing those faded IV scars. “Nothing. I mean, they—made us play games. Like, Russian roulette, with needles. If you made it out—”
“Enough.” Nina’s glare could’ve melted steel. “She’s not with them. So, drop it.”
Then—bang- bang -bang. Three knocks, sharp and quick. Pause. Two more. Tension snapped like a cheap wire. Darius spun, pistol half-hidden under that ratty blanket. 
The door groaned open—like, actually whined—and in stalked this figure with a hoodie yanked low. One quick pull, and bam: sharp cheekbones, eyes cold as freezer burn, and a nasty scar slicing right through his eyebrow. “Hola, hermanos,” (Hello Brothers) he tossed out, chin-jerk to Raúl. “El Halcón sends his regards.”
Raúl? Just snapped, barreling forward. Didn’t matter. The stranger moved smooth as oil, twisted Raúl’s arm behind his back. “Easy, man. I’m on your side.”
“Yeah, right,” Ryan spat, already bristling. “Who the hell are you?”
“Mateo Vázquez. Teo, if you’re lazy.” He let go of Raúl, palms up. “I was one of El Halcón’s drug runners.  Until he smoked my brother for lifting a kilo.” He tapped the scar. “This? His little thank you.”
Nina planted herself right in front of Ana, blocking her like a mama grizzly. “And why the hell would we trust you?”


Teo just grinned, cocky as hell, and lobbed a burner phone at Darius. “Pop the GPS. Convoy’s on the way—loaded, pissed, and not loving your desert fireworks show.”
Darius barely glanced up from the phone, swearing under his breath. “He’s not lying. Six trucks. Twenty minutes, tops.”
Ryan was already tearing through his kit, jamming adrenaline and ketamine into syringes. “Then we’re not sticking around. Move.”
Teo lingered, eyes zeroing in on Ana. “She’s coming with me. El Halcón wants her back. Bad.”
Ana lost it—full-on scream, primal and ugly. Raúl slammed Teo into the wall. “Touch her and I’ll carve your heart out myself.”
“Enough!” Ryan snapped. He didn’t hesitate, just jabbed a needle into Ana’s arm to steady her. “We all go. Teo, you’re in front. Try anything, and I’ll make cartel torture look like a damn bubble bath.”
Teo just cocked an eyebrow, slow smile spreading. “You’re way scarier than the rumors, nurse man.”
...
The convoy found the safehouse empty, save for a single gift: the decrypted files, playing on a loop across every screen. By dawn, the video of Vespera’s human trials had spread to every major network.  
Ryan watched the fallout from a stolen pickup truck, parked deep in the Sonoran scrub. Nina slept against his shoulder, Ana curled in her lap. Raúl drove, his knuckles white on the wheel. Teo rode shotgun, humming a folk tune as he cleaned his pistol.  
On the radio, a news anchor repeated the phrase that would define the coming storm:  
“The Night Nurse strikes again…”


Chapter 22
The Sister’s Gambit

Washington, D.C. → Sonoran Desert, Arizona:
Isabel’s heels hit the marble like she was late for a gunfight. No way anybody missed that sound—sharp, echoing, totally lacking in grace. Honestly, subtlety? Never really her thing.
Beneath her blazer, Lena’s dog tag sat ice-cold against her chest, chain digging in every time she moved. Isabel pressed her hand over it, like she could pull some warmth out of a memory that had always been a little jagged, a little too sharp to hold.
That was Lena: never easy, never soft. Pure muscle and anger, a soldier built from stubbornness and war zones most people couldn’t even point to on a map. She had medals, yeah, but she never talked about them. Wounds? She kept those hidden too. And the nightmares—God, those chased her into whatever numbed the noise. Booze, pills, needles, whatever she could get.
But here’s the thing: Lena didn’t stay lost. People missed that. Under all the scars was steel. She clawed her way out of the mess, out of the addiction that almost ate her alive. Survival wasn’t enough for her—she had to give it meaning. She took the shifts everyone else dodged, grabbed the cases nobody wanted, stitched up strangers in alleyways and shelters because, as she’d once told Isabel, “If I can save just one, maybe I can save myself too.”
To Isabel, Lena wasn’t just a sister. She was gravity, chaos, the ghost in every choice Isabel ever made. Lena was always reckless—first to get hurt, first to fight, first to love and damn the consequences. Isabel? She was the opposite. Quiet, careful, the rule-follower, the lawyer who believed in order. Didn’t matter. They always snapped back together, two sides of a coin nobody else could spend.
Now all that was left was this dog tag. No ceremony, nothing even close. Just a stranger at the funeral—dead-eyed, couldn’t even say Lena’s name right—shoving the chain at her like it burned to touch. “Personal effects,” he muttered, and then he bailed.
Isabel gripped the tag that day and, honestly, she hadn’t let go since.
Every step down that marble corridor slammed out a rhythm—grief, anger, stubborn resolve. Lena fought her monsters. Now it was Isabel’s turn. And as long as that piece of metal pressed cold against her skin, Lena’s name wasn’t going anywhere.

Cajón de té. That phrase wouldn’t leave her alone, like a song stuck in her head. Lena’s voice, raspy from too many secrets, whispering during one of their backyard spy games: “If I die, check Mom’s tea box.” Real subtle, sis. Too bad their mother took that damn tin straight to the grave with her. So much for easy answers.
She squeezed the flash drive so hard in her pocket, it might as well been burning a hole through her jeans. Project Nightshade. Damn. Vespera’s damn ledgers. Senators, Judges, agents—big names, the sort you only whisper about in crowded bars or late at night. She had the dirt. Enough to topple half the government, maybe more. Even the Attorney General wasn’t squeaky clean. Not by a long shot.
“Ms. Reyes?” A secretary gestured to the oak doors ahead. “He’ll see you now.” 
...
Vansant’s office reeked of old bourbon and ego, honestly. Sunlight bounced off that fancy Yale Law diploma—yeah, he’d hung it at just the right angle—plus that photo of him all buddy-buddy with a president. Guy didn’t even bother standing up.
“Isabel. Sorry about Lena. Really awful stuff.”
Of course he knew. She kept her jaw tight. “I’m reopening the Vespera case. There’s new evidence—looks like someone here helped cover it up.”
Vansant laced his fingers together, doing that smug power move. “Your sister was… unstable. Afghanistan messes with people’s heads. You know she clocked a fed, right?”
Isabel didn’t bother sitting. She just marched right across Vansant’s shiny, way-too-fancy office and slammed the flash drive down so hard it damn near slid off the desk—thing shot at him like a ninja star.
“That,” she said, voice sharp enough to slice bread in the dark, “is proof Vespera tossed you two million to sweep their little whoopsie under the rug. You’ve got two options, Vansant—call a grand jury, or I make sure every last soul on the internet gets a front row seat.”
Suddenly, the room went dead. No AC hum, not a paper rustle—just this weighty, suffocating hush that’d flatten anyone else.
Vansant just stared. Didn’t even blink. Real slow, he leaned back, made a show of steepling those perfectly manicured fingers, like he was posing for Evil Boss Monthly. The chair squeaked, leather complaining. Then he flashed that grin—too wide, too white, pure predator. The kind of smile that means someone’s about to get hurt.
“Guts,” he said, eyeing her up and down like he was picking out a steak for dinner. “I’ll give you that. Too bad you left your brains at home.”
His hand slipped down, all casual, like he was just fixing his cufflinks—disappearing beneath the desk. Isabel’s stomach knotted. Of course. There’s always a button. Always.
She didn’t flinch though. Just stood her ground, shoulders tight, even though every cell in her body wanted to dive for cover.
“Do it,” she shot back, voice hard as granite. “Push the button. But when the walls come down, guess whose name goes up in lights right next to yours? Vespera.”
Isabel didn’t even twitch. She chucked the flash drive onto Vansant’s fancy mahogany desk—yeah, the expensive kind—with a thud that made the metal rattle and roll a bit.
“That,” she snapped, her voice sharp enough to cut glass, “is rock-solid proof Vespera paid you two million to sweep their little ‘oopsie’ under the rug. My deal’s easy—call a grand jury. Or I go public. Everywhere.”
The silence that followed? Heavy. Unbearable. Like the whole city out the window had hit pause, waiting to see who’d blink first.
The doors swung open so hard they nearly came off the hinges.
...

Sonoran Desert, Arizona – Safehouse 2.0  
Man, this “hideout” was a joke—a busted-up old Airstream wedged in some godforsaken canyon, all the windows slapped over with trash bags. Nina stood hunched at the sink, trying (and mostly failing) to get the blood off her hands. The sink itself looked like it belonged in a horror movie, all cracked porcelain and rusty stains. Across from her, Ryan was hunched over Raúl, jabbing a needle through the mess on his shoulder. No painkillers, just grim determination and a little bit of cussing.
Ana was curled up in the far corner, twitching in her sleep, mumbling stuff that made your skin crawl. Every so often, she’d let out these tiny whimpers—yeah, so much for peace and quiet. Then there was Teo, leaning by the door like he owned the place, running a blade along his knife just a little too slow. The way he kept glancing at the girl? Didn’t love that. The whole place reeked of desperation and something nastier.
“She’s not dangerous,” Nina shot back, stepping right into his way. No way she’d let him eyeball the girl.
Teo just shrugged, all casual. “El Halcón’s dangling a brand new Tesla for her head. Makes a guy think, you know?”
Raúl jumped up so fast he sent the suture kit clattering across the floor. “Say it again, and I swear to God, hijo de—”
“Cut it out.” Ryan just yanked the thread, didn’t even blink at Raúl’s wince. “Isabel Reyes. That’s our move. Lena’s sister’s the only shot we’ve got.”
Nina wiped her hands, eyes flicking to her bent reflection in the cracked mirror. “Or we just sit back and let the cops deal with it. Everybody’s got the story now—CNN, BBC, hell, even TMZ.”
“The ‘law’ got Lena killed.” Ryan spat the words out, cold as a slap. “Vespera’s got judges on speed dial. Politicians too. They’ll twist this, sweep it under the rug, and we’ll just have more corpses to deal with.”
Teo let out a low laugh. “Damn, the nurse is ready to torch the place. Kinda digging the vibe.”
Nina shot daggers at him. “Nobody asked you, Teo. You’re only here Cause Ryan thinks you’re worth the trouble.”
He smirked. “And you’re here Because you’ve got a thing for him.”
Silence dropped like a brick.
Raúl stared up at the peeling ceiling. Ana muttered, tangled in dreams. Ryan just stopped, needle mid-air.
Nina closed the gap between them, her voice barely above a whisper. “Try psychoanalyzing me again and I’ll slip enough ketamine into your food to put down a rhino.”
Right then, someone’s phone buzzed—total save by the bell. Darius’s face glitched onto the screen. “Yō. Turn on the news. Now.”
...
Washington, D.C. – Ambush  
Isabel tore down the parking garage steps, sneakers slapping, heart in her throat. VanSant's goons—just rent-a-thugs, not actual secret agents or CIA operatives—were right on her ass. Bullets pinged off the walls, sending up little showers of concrete. She barely made it three blocks before they boxed her in, all mean grins and bad cologne.
“Drop the drive, federal,” one barked in that unmistakable Cartel Gulf drawl.
She faked surrender—hands up, all innocent—then bam, swung her briefcase right into the guy’s face. Crunch. Bet his dentist is gonna love her. The other dude lunged at her, but she just went for the eye with her keys, straight-up Lena style. “Soft spots, Izzy, always the soft spots.” Lena’s voice echoed in her head from back when she was fifteen, learning the ugly parts of self-defense. The scream that followed? Not even human, more like something wounded and wild. He staggered back, clutching his face. She twisted the keys for good measure—felt something nasty give way—then yanked them out, all slick and nasty with blood and whatever that eye goo is called. Vitreous humor, right? Whatever, she was too hyped to care.
First guy wasn’t done—he came at her again, way more pissed off, just brute force and flailing limbs. She slammed her elbow into his throat, cutting off his air, then stomped on his knee with her heels until it made this sick snapping sound. He dropped, shrieking, grabbing at his busted leg. She didn’t even hesitate—kicked him in the jaw, nice and hard, sent him flopping to the floor, lights out.
Isabel stood there, chest heaving, pulse going totally haywire, and flashed this wicked grin. “Not bad for a prosecutor, huh?”
Right then, the night just exploded—an engine howling out of nowhere, this black SUV skidding around the corner like something straight out of a cop show. Tires screaming, burning rubber—smelled like trouble, honestly. Headlights? Blinding. Like a pair of hungry wolves eyeing their dinner. And she was on the menu.
Passenger window whirred down, all mechanical menace, and this dude popped out, half his face painted spooky by the dashboard light.
“Get in!” he snapped—didn’t even sound like a question.
Isabel? She just froze. Heart doing that frantic drum solo inside her chest, blood roaring so loud she almost missed what came next. Fight, run, or just make another stupid decision?
The guy waved something—blink and you’d miss it—a beat-up Saint Bridget Hospital badge. M. Garcia, RN. Guess that was supposed to be comforting? Yeah, right.
“Well, hell,” she muttered, barely louder than a sigh.
“Lena sent me,” the driver lied through his teeth, cool as a cucumber, already mashing the gas.
Then, bang—gunfire lit up the night, loud enough to make her ears ring. Bullets pinged off the SUV like angry hornets, one chewing right through the door. Didn’t take a genius to figure out what to do. Isabel dove in, slammed the door just as the back window exploded—glass everywhere, glittering like evil snow.
The stranger hit the pedal so hard the whole car shook, engine shrieking like a banshee. Shells clattered on the street, but the SUV was gone, fishtailing into the black, out of the kill zone dragging her with it. 
Isabel’s heart was just straight-up trying to punch its way out of her neck. She shot a look at the guy behind the wheel—hands solid as stone, face blank like he’d just gotten off a meditation retreat or something. Seriously? That was way too chill for a dude who swore he was “just a nurse.”
Yeah, right. Deep down, a little voice in her head practically screamed: Don’t kid yourself. You didn’t just end up here. Somebody planned this. Somebody wanted you exactly where you are—stuck in this car with him.
She squirmed, fingers fumbling for the Glock tucked in her jacket—the one her uncle had pressed into her hand with that look, like he knew she’d end up here.
Screw up, just once, and she’d redecorate his fancy SUV with a fresh coat of red. His red. Not the vibe he was going for, probably.
Outside, the city just smeared past—neon signs, shadows, everything buzzing by like a fever dream. Somewhere way too close, engines roared. Not the good kind, either; the kind that meant you were about thirty seconds from starring in the evening news.
The guy at the wheel didn’t even look at her, just sort of grumbled under his breath. “Sixty seconds and we’re toast. Point that thing at me all night if you want, Counselor, but you gotta pick—bail now, or maybe live long enough to regret it? Tick-tock.”
Isabel’s finger hovered over the trigger, sweaty and slipping. The driver’s staring straight ahead, face stone-cold, like he’s seen it all before. Meanwhile, two more SUVs pop into the rearview—headlights blazing, all teeth and hunger. Great. Just great.
“They’re here,” he grumbles, like it’s rush hour and not a death trap.
Boom—first hit slams them from behind. Metal on metal. Jerked Isabel forward so hard her Glock almost jumped, but she held on. Didn’t let herself squeeze—yet.
“Shoot them!” he snaps.
She doesn’t even flinch, just presses the barrel a little harder against his side. “You first,” she spits back, eyes flicking to him, daring him.
He just growls, yanks the wheel hard. Their SUV screeches around a corner, tires screaming bloody murder. Bullets start flying—pinging metal, glass exploding everywhere. Isabel’s lap is suddenly a snow globe, glitter from broken windows. Her ears ring like she’s front row at a rock show, heart pounding so loud she can barely hear anything else.
But then, she catches it—a twisted little grin flickering on the driver’s lips. Guy’s loving this. Hasn’t got the decency to be scared.
“Who the hell are you?” she yells, voice raw.
He just shrugs, foot slamming the gas. “Doesn’t matter. What matters is we’re not dead. Yet.”
They fishtail through an intersection, miss a delivery truck by a hair. One of the SUVs behind them? Not so lucky. Crash, bang—fireball in the mirror. Adios, buddy.
Finally, Isabel swings the Glock toward the back, braces it on the crunched window, and fires. The sound’s insane inside the car—her eardrums protest—but she sees the SUV lurch, windshield spiderwebbing.
The driver lets out this nasty little laugh. “Good girl.”
She shoots him a look that could freeze hell. “Call me that again and you’ll be crawling out of this wreck. Thirty seconds. Who are you, really?”
Bullets rip past, screaming overhead. The driver ducks, one hand on the wheel, the other rummaging—Isabel tenses, ready to drop him—then he just chucks a flashbang out the window. Bang—lightning splits the night. The SUVs behind them disappear in smoke and chaos.
Suddenly, it’s quiet except for their engine, hacking up its guts. Isabel lowers the gun, but only a little.
“Last chance,” she grinds out. “Name. Now.”
He grins, blood dripping down his jaw, looking like the devil just spat him out.
“Garcia’s dead. Been dead a week.”
Her heart was in her throat—felt like it might just claw its way out. She was this close to squeezing the trigger when, bam, this new noise slices through the dark. Another engine, way louder, tearing in from the far end like it’s got a vendetta.
Black SUV screeches up, fishtails sideways, and just parks itself right in their escape lane. Driver’s losing his mind, yanking the wheel, cussing a blue streak, but, nope—he’s too slow. The new ride’s door flies open—
—and out stomps Darius.
Guy looks like hell. Bandages everywhere, arm in a sling, face all shades of purple and green. But his eyes? Lit up like wildfire. And he’s already got a shotgun up, pointed, no shaking.
“Out. Now,” he snaps.
Fake Garcia tries to play tough—gives the engine a growl, like he’s thinking of flooring it. Bad move, my guy. Darius just let it rip—BOOM—shotgun explodes, glass goes everywhere, dashboard turns into Swiss cheese. The driver’s yelling, blood splatters, and he finally slams the brakes.
Isabel’s out the door fast, stumbling, hacking up smoke and coughing on glass bits. She’s still got her Glock, but her hands are shaking so hard it’s a miracle she doesn’t drop it. She spots Darius, and time kind of stops.
“Darius?”
He gives her this tight, sharp nod—barely there, but it’s enough. Keeps the shotgun aimed. “Ryan sent me. Said you’d probably need backup till he gets his act together.”
She actually breathes for once. Like, real air, not just that panicked gasping she’s been doing all night. Meanwhile, the fake Garcia’s flopping around inside the SUV, trying to worm his way out. Darius just walks up, mean as ever, and slams the door right back into him with his boot. Not today, buddy.
“I told Ryan I was half-dead,” he grumbles. Voice all gravel and smoke. “Guess half’s all I need.”
Somewhere out there, sirens start up again, engines wailing. Help’s on the way. Finally.
Isabel’s hand is still shaking when she lowers the Glock. She lets herself feel it—relief, wild and shaky. Almost foreign.
“You’re late,” she says, voice almost gone.
Darius almost cracks a smile. “You’re welcome.”
...
Sonoran Desert – Safehouse 2.0  
Yeah, the trailer TV buzzed with some sketchy livestream. El Halcón—man, his face looked like it’d lost a fight with a cheese grater, all gnarly and messed up thanks to Ryan’s carfentaxyl stunt—was standing in what looked like a cathedral for villains. Right behind him, a giant screen kept looping the bunker explosion, just in case anyone forgot how much crap had gone down.
He leaned in, voice all singsong and smug. “Hola, Enfermero,” he purred. “Think you’ve won? This dump? Please. Just a little present.” He waved a hand at the wreckage, like he was giving a damn TED Talk. “Vespera isn’t done. And those buddies of yours in Congress? They’re going to pin this whole circus on you, terrorista.”
Then the camera swung over to a table, and—yep—there was a mountain of vials. Nightshade-23, bold as hell on the labels.
“New formula. Quicker. Better.” El Halcón flashed a grin that was way too wide, holding up a syringe like it was a party favor. “Come get me, hero. Or I start turning your cities into screaming nightmares.”
And just like that—static.
Raúl smashed his fist through the TV. Glass everywhere. “We should’ve just finished him off.”
Ryan glanced down, blood already pooling in his palm. “We will.”
Nina snatched his arm, nails digging in. “That’s exactly what he wants, you idiot. You rush in now, you’re dead. And then what? Who’s left to keep them safe?” She jerked her chin toward Ana, who was sitting up now, wide-eyed and shaking.
Teo was punching at a crusty burner phone, scrolling fast. “Well, look at that—Isabel Reyes just slipped past a kill squad. That your handiwork, nurse?”
Ryan snatched the phone. Big red headline screaming: Federal prosecutor flees D.C. shootout. Wanted for questioning. 
Nina crowded close, reading over his shoulder. “She’s alive. Barely.” 
“She’ll stay that way—if we get to her and Darius first.” Ryan tossed the phone at Teo. “Nina, I want eyes on her and Darius at all times.  Teo, grab your gear. We leave in ten.”
Nina slid in front of the door, arms out. “Nope. Not like this. You’re not even thinking straight, just charging at the first bone they throw. El Halcón’s playing you. Look around—this sad little crew? We’re not exactly a strike force. It’s a suicide note waiting to happen.”
Ryan locked eyes with her, his voice dropping, just tired. “Then stay. Watch Ana. Be my eyes. But I’m done letting good people die because we’re too busy arguing about morals.”
Raúl got up, flexing his shoulder like it didn’t hurt. “Yeah, I’m coming.”
Teo gave a cocky half-grin. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
Nina looked at Ana, saw her own fear staring back. “Alright. But we do this my way. No more heroes. I’m dead serious.”
...
Washington, D.C. – Safehouse
Isabel winced, pressing a half-frozen ice pack—pinched from God-knows-where—against her busted lip. The “help” she’d gotten? Yeah, that was a joke. She’d been ditched in some gutted row house, every inch of wall covered in photos of Vespera bigwigs and the kind of murder-board nonsense you only see in bad TV.
“You’re not a nurse,” she grumbled, eyeing the stranger.
He just scoffed, shoving a cheap burner phone at her. “Darius,” he said, like she should care. “Your sister and me? We go way back. I spent a lot of time with her in Afghanistan.”
The phone flickered to life. Ryan’s face—well, his mugshot, actually—splashed across the screen, all smeared with tabloid garbage about the Night Nurse.
She pulled back, jaw tight. “He’s a terrorist?”
Darius just shrugged, fingers flying over his own phone. “The kind we need. He’s on his way. Don’t even think about bailing.”
“Give me one good reason,” she shot back.
And then, like some cheesy horror reveal, a voice came from behind her. “Because you’re the only one left who can stop this.” Ryan. Right there in the doorway, dawn painting him like some sort of grim reaper. Perfect timing!!


Chapter 23
Burning Bridges
St. Brigid Hospital → Desert Safehouse:
Smoke still curled off the busted SUV, engine coughing out its last gasps like some wounded beast. Fake Garcia twitched by the frame—barely hanging on, making wet, ugly sounds through blood that wouldn’t quit pouring. Darius didn’t even blink. Just grabbed Isabel, yanked her hard by the wrist, and bolted.
“We don’t stay out in the open,” he growled, voice rough as gravel, pain in every word. “They’ll have more on the way. Always do.”
Isabel’s heels skidded over broken glass as he pulled her into a side alley. Sirens somewhere behind ’em—cops, maybe, or worse: Vespera’s goons with badges. Didn’t matter much. Trust was off the table.
They stumbled into a half-collapsed rowhouse—windows blown out, graffiti screaming across the walls. Darius kicked the door shut, jammed a chair under the knob. Isabel slid down the wall, chest heaving, heart still jackhammering.
“Safehouse?” she spat, spitting out grit and God knows what else.
Darius shook his head, eyes narrowed. “More like a tomb if we screw this up.”
He crossed the room, wincing, hand pressed hard to his ribs. Checked his shotgun—nearly dry. Two shells left. His pistol rattled at his waist, magazine rattling like a death notice.
“They’re after the flash drive,” he muttered. “You still got it?”
She patted her blazer pocket. Might as well have been a brick tied to her soul. “Yeah. And if they want it, they’ll have to kill me for it.”
Then—noise outside. Boots on gravel. Crunch, crunch.
Isabel froze. Darius was already moving, shotgun up, aiming at the boarded window. Shadows flickered by the glass. Voices, Spanish—at least four. Maybe more.
Darius ducked low, jaw clenched.
Her heart tried to punch out of her chest. She wasn’t built for this—hell, she prosecuted people, she didn’t shoot them. But she remembered Lena’s voice from way back—Don’t freeze. Hit ‘em where it hurts. Play dirty.
She gripped her Glock so tight her knuckles ached. “Fine. Let’s see how much they bleed.”
Shotgun blast—BOOM—blew half the boards off the window. Splinters everywhere. Guys rushed the door, boots kicking, fists pounding. Darius fired again—one went down, screaming into the night. He pumped the shotgun; face twisted in pain.
“Ryan better haul ass,” he growled.
Outside, headlights swept the street—more engines, more boots. A dozen, easy.
The safehouse shook. Isabel pressed herself into the wall, nerves sparking, that flash drive burning a hole in her pocket.
Trapped. Outgunned. Barely alive.
But not dead. Not yet.
The place was a coffin with a view. Boards rattled, boots scraped, engines revved, voices barking orders just outside.
Darius braced for impact, shotgun at the ready. Isabel ducked behind a busted sofa, Glock trembling in her hands, blazer torn and smeared with blood.
Then—out of the shadows—Ryan. Quiet as a ghost, eyes blazing. “We’ve got thirty seconds. Tops.”
Isabel almost laughed, relief and terror fighting in her gut. “Jesus, Ryan—”
He cut her off. “Save it.” Flicked a scalpel into his palm, blood already soaking Lena’s scarf tied tight around his ribs. “We end this. Together.”
The first blast punched through the house like a pissed-off giant, door flying in so hard the hinges shrieked—honestly, you could almost hear the metal begging for mercy. Splinters everywhere, smoke rolling through the air thick enough to choke on.
Darius? Dude was already ready, shotgun up, jaw locked tight like he was chewing gravel. Didn’t hesitate—just pulled the trigger.
BOOM.
Yeah, that first guy? Gone. Like, ripped apart. Pellets hammered his chest, turned ribs and organs into a red cloud, painted the hallway with gore. He dropped, twitching, blood pooling around his boots faster than you could blink.
Second merc didn’t even have time to process—Ryan was already moving, pure adrenaline and murder. He flashed that scalpel under the flickering light, jammed it up through the guy’s chin so hard the tip came out the top of his skull. The poor bastard’s scream got cut off, turned into this ugly, bubbling gargle. Brainstem? Scrambled eggs. Ryan yanked the blade free—a blood spray that misted his own face like some kind of twisted baptism.
Then, just when you thought it couldn’t get messier, another dude burst in, eyes bugging, rifle waving around uselessly. Ryan dodged sideways, quick as a snake, and sliced the guy’s throat wide open. Clean cut—so deep you could see the white of cartilage glinting. Merc dropped hard, clutching his neck, blood gushing everywhere. Whole scene looked like someone lost a bet with a woodchipper.
Darius didn’t miss a beat—racked the shotgun, fired again. This one caught a merc right in the gut. The dude’s insides basically exploded, intestines slopping out like something straight out of a horror movie. Smelled like hot metal and puke.
And still, more kept coming.
Fourth guy roared in, waving a machete like he was auditioning for a slasher flick. Ryan met him head-on, caught his wrist, twisted till something snapped—yeah, real crunchy. Then he jammed the scalpel straight into the guy’s eye. Crunch. Brain matter oozed out, the body hit the floor, twitched once, then nothing.
By now the floor was a skating rink of blood and guts, boots sliding all over, walls dripping red. Smoke and the copper stink of fresh blood thick enough you could taste it.
Ryan spun around, chest heaving, eyes wild. Scalpel in hand, still dripping. He grinned—way too wide.
“Who’s next?” he growled.
The hallway outside just exploded—boots pounding, voices barking like rabid dogs. Then, boom, another blast—frag this time. Thing skittered in, hissing sparks, bouncing off puddles of blood. Lovely.
“Down!” Darius yelled, practically tackling Isabel behind the busted table. The grenade popped off like the end of the world—shrapnel everywhere. Drywall turned to confetti, bodies got chewed up even more. One poor bastard’s arm just ripped clean off and landed with a disgusting slap. Honestly? You don’t get used to that sound.
Ryan wasn’t hanging around. He barreled through the grey fog before it even cleared.
First merc in line? Still blinking from the flash. Ryan smashed into him, scalpel already out. Went right for the mouth, carved it sideways—instant Joker grin, only way less funny. Teeth and blood everywhere. Guy’s shriek got cut off as Ryan shoved him back into his buddies, using his dying body like a shield. Human meat puppet. Awful, but hey—it works.
Darius was up, shotgun barking like a demon. BOOM. Two more dropped—one’s ribcage exploded, guts dangling out like someone’s spilled spaghetti. The other lost half his head. Brains painted the wall. Real Jackson Pollock moment. Except, you know, grosser.
Next up, some psycho with a bat wrapped in barbed wire—like, what is this, amateur hour? Ryan ducked under, drove his knife up between the guy’s legs. The scalpel sliced deep. Guy tried to scream, but it came out all wrong, like he was drowning. His guts hit the floor before he did. Ryan just kept moving, boots slipping in all that mess.
And they just. Kept. Coming.
Big dude with a sledgehammer crashed in, looking like a walking tank. Darius pumped his last shell right into the guy’s chest—should’ve dropped him, but nah. He kept coming, half his torso just meat. Ryan met him head-on, grabbed the sledge mid-swing, screamed, and turned the guy’s own skull into oatmeal against the door. Blood and brains everywhere. Doorway’s basically a horror movie now.
“Reloading!” Darius shouted, hands fumbling for his pistol as two more idiots rushed in.
Ryan? He snapped—went full animal. Grabbed one guy by the jaw and just raked his face down the shattered doorframe. Skin peeled away, bone showed through. Guy screamed his last, throat sliced open by Ryan’s scalpel.
Last one lunged at Darius. Shotgun empty—so, bare hands it is. Darius jammed his thumb into the guy’s eye socket, popped it like a grape. Eye jelly down his face, nose shattered with a headbutt. Darius shoved him right into Ryan, who finished the job—scalpel up through the chin, blade out the skull.
The body jerked, then hit the floor. Game over.
Silence dropped. The place was a slaughterhouse—blood everywhere, bodies piled up, organs steaming in the cold.
Ryan wiped the scalpel off on some dead guy’s shirt, eyes burning. “They want a war?” he said, voice low. “We’ll give ‘em one.”
Glass blew inward—shards everywhere, like a pissed-off glitter bomb. And then, boom, this merc in all black just crashed through, boots crunching the table, gun up and aimed right at Isabel’s face.
She screamed. Didn’t even mean to, just ripped out of her. But her hands? Already moving. Glock up, finger tight.
BANG! Caught that bastard right in the gut. He doubled over, eyes huge like he’d never seen his own insides before.
“Isabel, down!” Darius barked—yeah, like she could even hear him over the pounding in her skull.
She kept firing. Didn’t think, just squeezed. BANG! BANG! BANG! The guy jerked around, chunks of coat and god knows what else flying off. Blood everywhere. It painted the wallpaper in these disgusting patterns, like some sick modern art.
The merc dropped, knees slamming the linoleum. He tried to say something—maybe “Please,” maybe “Why”—but all that came out was this nasty, bubbling choke that made her want to puke.
Her hands were shaking so bad she almost dropped the Glock. Everything was way too loud—the gunshots echoing, her ears buzzing, that metallic taste of gunpowder making her gag.
She didn’t stop until the slide locked back, empty. Smoke curled up all casual from the barrel.
He pitched forward, face-first into the mess. Blood spreading, mixing with the rest. Just gross.
Then—nothing. Dead quiet except her own harsh breathing and that high-pitched ringing, like she’d stuck her head in a jet engine.
Her knees almost gave out, but then Ryan’s hand, warm and sticky with blood, gripped her shoulder. His face was a wreck, but his eyes were steady. “You did what you had to,” he said, voice weirdly calm.
Darius racked another round, gave her Glock a look, and smirked. “Welcome to the fight, counselor.”
She swallowed, fighting the urge to hurl. That was her first kill. Heart beating out of her chest, sweat everywhere. But under the fear, something else bubbled up—something sharp. For the first time, she realized she wasn’t just along for the ride.
She was in this now, all the way.
The body jerked, like maybe it had second thoughts about dying, then slumped for good. Smoke curled up from Isabel’s Glock—her knuckles bone-white on the grip.
Then, honestly, it was like a damn switch flipped. Her hands stopped shaking. Her chest stopped doing that rapid-fire panic thing. She stared at the guy bleeding out all over the concrete, and her face just… iced over. Totally unreadable. Cold as hell.
Ryan figured she’d freak out—drop the gun, maybe start hyperventilating or puking her guts out. First kill usually does that to people. Instead, she crouched down next to the body, all business. Gave his hand a sharp kick, just to make sure he wasn’t faking. Then she dragged the Glock’s barrel across his shirt, cleaning off the blood splatter like she’d done it a hundred times.
“Amateurs,” she grumbled, barely loud enough for anyone to catch.
Ryan just stared. That didn’t sound like someone scared out of their mind. That was straight-up disgust.
Darius let out this low whistle. “That really your first time pulling the trigger, lady?”
Isabel glanced up, eyes dark and steady, mouth set in that stubborn line. “Don’t ever call me a victim again.” Mag out, fresh mag in, click-clack like punctuation, then she stood up, shoulders squared like she was reporting for duty.
And Ryan—yeah, his stomach flipped a little. Not because of the mess on the floor, but because she’d gone from shaking to unflappable in, what, ten seconds? He’d seen combat vets freeze up longer than that.
For a second, he had to wonder if they’d just woken up some sleeping monster she didn’t even know she had.
Judging by Darius’s face—part impressed, part ‘oh crap’—he wasn’t the only one thinking it.
Isabel slid the Glock into its holster, chin up, looking like she’d just finished a math test, not a murder. “Well? What now?”
“Two more outside!” Darius yelled, pistol clicking dry.
Ryan didn’t hesitate. Grabbed a fire axe, face lit up by muzzle flashes. Next thug in the door—Ryan buried the blade in his collarbone, splitting bone. The guy choked, then Ryan booted him right back out into the street.
Blood dripped off Ryan’s elbow. Didn’t faze him. “Time to move. Place won’t last.”
Isabel clutched the drive. Darius steadied her—just a touch.
Ryan kicked the busted door wide. And outside—lights, more shadows, engines revving, hell itself waiting.
Honestly, none of them really remembered how the hell they made it out alive—just flashes, like a busted reel: headlights, gunshots, Ryan’s axe dripping blood, Darius hauling Isabel through smoke. Then it was all blacktop and backroads, the stink of gunpowder burned into their clothes, until the night finally coughed them up onto some godforsaken highway.
And there it was—neon buzzing in the distance. Marlene’s 24-Hour Truck Diner, practically begging for a crime scene.
Inside? Place was a graveyard. Linoleum slick with old grease, booths barely holding together under layers of duct tape, and this server—looked like she hadn’t slept since the Reagan administration—slopping coffee like she was practicing for the end times. A couple truckers gave them that long stare, then went back to pretending they weren’t terrified.
Ryan slid into the booth, wincing hard. His ribs were screaming, blood soaking into his shirt, but he didn’t give a damn. He made sure his back was to the wall, eyes locked on the door like trouble was already halfway in.
Darius crashed down across from him, shotgun between his knees like a nervous habit. Guy looked like he’d aged ten years in one night—hair stuck to his head, sweat everywhere. Isabel squeezed in next to him, hands welded to that briefcase, knuckles scraped raw and smeared with blood that definitely wasn’t hers.
Nobody said a word at first. Just the clatter of forks and the neon sign’s low hum eating up the silence.
Isabel finally snapped, her words slicing through the room like a busted bottle.
“We’re not soldiers, damn it. You were once, sure- but not anymore. We’re just swinging wild, blind as bats. Vespera’s rolling in cash, got a whole army, half the city council in their pocket. What, we think if we just rack up enough corpses, suddenly we win? That’s not a plan, that’s a death wish. We need something to hurt them where it counts, make ‘em bleed without firing a single shot. Otherwise? We’re toast. They get stronger, we get a shallow grave. That’s the math.”
Ryan took the coffee the server slid his way, stared into it like maybe it had answers. His voice came out rough. “We take the fight to them. Not just Vespera. Not just the cartel. Anyone who thinks they can bleed this place dry.”
Darius let out this dry, hollow laugh, shaking his head. “That’s not a plan, man. That’s a damn holy war.”
Ryan looked up, eyes burning past the exhaustion. “Call it whatever. They started this. We finish it.”
Silence again. Heavy. Pressed on them like a hand around the throat.
Then—ding—the diner door. That little bell, shrill in the dead air.
 Raul entered the diner—face like stone, eyes scanning every inch of the place, hands jammed in a jacket older than sin.
The crew, back together. Against all odds.
Ryan leaned back at last. Smile almost there, just ghosting his lips. “Alright,” he said, voice cold and certain, “let’s make ‘em choke on everything they ever stole.”
Game on.
 St. Brigid Hospital bombing:
The ER, it was the usual circus. Some poor guy from a worksite with a nail jammed in his hand, a toddler shrieking like a siren with burns nobody wanted to look at, and a homeless vet hacking up blood into a plastic bag, looking like death’s warm-up act. Nina’s sneakers squeaked loud as hell as she dodged a gurney, making for the trauma bay. She didn’t even clock the black van parked out front, some creep inside filming the door through a busted window. Just another day in paradise, right? 
The explosion tore through the west wing at 10:17 P.M.
Nina yanked the Saint Brigid scrubs tighter, ID badge swinging just enough to scream “I belong here” without looking try-hard. Those damn fluorescent lights—always buzzing, always making you feel like an ant under a microscope. She slipped through the glass doors, blending in with the parade of half-zombie night-shift staff.
Inside, her heart was going full drumline, but her face? Total poker—trauma nurses never flinch. You do, and it’s like sharks smelling blood. No way was she gonna be someone’s dinner.
First thing to hit her was the antiseptic—so sharp it made her eyes water. The trauma bay’s this weird blend: chaos, but with a system only insiders get. Machines beeping, gurneys squealing, surgeons snapping orders like drill sergeants. Nobody’s got time to play detective, and Nina was banking on that.
She snagged a chart from the counter, gave a little nod to some resident too busy sewing up a head to care. Walk fast, look busy, head down eyes up-—that’s how you don’t get stopped.
Once past the curtains, she ducked into the supply-bay. Metal shelves crammed with all the goodies: trauma kits, oxygen, syringes, vials. She worked fast, shoving gauze, tourniquets, IV fluids, adrenaline, morphine—basically, everything you’d want if you were bleeding out in the street—into a large bag. When she spotted fresh trauma packs and a box of endotracheal tubes? Jackpot.
Her hands only trembled once—and that’s when a voice piped up behind her.
“You new.”
She spun, scalpel already palmed, ready for drama. But nah, just a nurse, propped in the doorway, sipping coffee like it was the only thing keeping her vertical.
“Yeah,” Nina said, channeling every exhausted nurse she’d ever known. “Float pool. Supposed to restock Bay Four.”
The nurse just scoffed. “Float pool’s a joke. Take whatever. Nobody cares.” And just like that, she was gone, swallowed by the ER madness.
Nina let out a shaky breath, zipped the large duffel bag closed, pulled her mask up. Badge tight to her chest, she strode out—just another tired worker hauling a bag full of medical miracles. Like she totally belonged
Nina re-opened the haul bag and began shoving more dressing bandages, surgical tape, plain catgut sutures, and gauze into her bag when the ground decided to throw a tantrum. Tiles started to drop like hailstones, alarms blared so loud her teeth rattled, and then—bam—smoke everywhere, thick as soup. People were screaming, but not the “ouch, I’m hurt” kind. More like they’d seen a ghost. Nina bolted, dodging broken chunks of ceiling. The entrance to the pediatric trauma wing looked like the mouth of some monster—twisted metal, fire licking at the edges. 
Meanwhile, way on the other side of the city, Ryan was hunched over a grimy sink at Marlene’s 24 hour truck diner bathroom, scrubbing at the dried blood on his knuckles. His burner buzzed—Teo’s voice, all static and nerves: “St. Brigid’s is getting hit. They’re blaming you, man.” Ryan’s fingers dug into the sink, knuckles bone-white, like he might just shatter the damn thing if he squeezed any harder. Water kept running, mirror all fogged up, but yeah—didn’t do jack to hide his face.
Blood crusted along his jawline. His hair still smelled like smoke, and those eyes? Don’t even get him started. Whatever softness used to be there, from back when he wore scrubs and the uniform fighting in Afghanistan where he really tried to save people—it’s gone. Toast. Now there’s just emptiness. Like someone scooped out everything good and swapped it for steel wool and ash.
He squinted at his own reflection, really looking, and honestly? He barely recognized the guy staring back. Who the hell am I even supposed to be now?
Flashes hit—sirens blaring, Nina, Lena’s dog tag hanging heavy, Darius limping through hell like it’s just another Tuesday. It all stacked up in that stupid mirror, every ugly memory, every choice that twisted him up a little more. He wasn’t just getting dragged by his own rage and grief anymore. Nah, now it felt like he was choosing.
Right there. Fork in the road.
He could keep letting the world slap that villain label on his back—wreck things, spill blood, tear it all down. Or he could make himself into something that bites back. Something sharp. Something that hurts, sure, but maybe fixes things in a way nothing gentle ever could.
The mirror? Useless. No answers, just that broken-down dude stuck between what he used to be and whatever comes next.
Ryan turned off the water. Cold drips stung his chin. He muttered to the reflection, voice all gravel:
“No more running. No more ‘oops, didn’t mean to.’ This time, it’s going down my way.”
And, hell, for the first time in forever, he wasn’t lost. He was locked in. Ready to burn the whole damn script and write his own.
The diner’s busted TV rattled, louder than hell tonight—way past its usual static drone. Seriously, you couldn’t ignore it if you tried.
“We interrupt this program with breaking news out of Arizona—”
Red letters blared at the bottom, like a punch in the face:
DOMESTIC TERRORIST ‘NIGHT NURSE’ CLAIMS 13 LIVES IN HOSPITAL BOMBING
And then, chaos on loop—St. Brigid’s ER just eating flames, windows blowing out, glass slicing through the air. Nurses and patients stumbling outside, shell-shocked. Sirens howling. Fire hoses spraying, but the water just sizzled off, useless against that furnace.
Suddenly, bam—Ryan’s mug shot, plastered across the TV. His old military ID, blown up so big you could count the stubble on his jaw. That dead-eyed look of someone who’s seen too much, maybe lost even more.
The anchor’s voice? Pure CNN—grave, clipped, like he’s reading the gospel of bad news.
“This man—Ryan White, 43, former combat medic turned Advanced Practice Registered Nurse—now branded a domestic terrorist by federal officials. Sources say he’s the infamous ‘Night Nurse,’ linked to vigilante attacks and, tonight, the St. Brigid’s Hospital bombing. Thirteen dead. Dozens hurt. Arizona is bleeding tonight in misery for the dead and hurt.”
“Once celebrated as a decorated veteran, White’s now seen as one of the most dangerous homegrown threats in years. The FBI says: stay away. He’s armed, ruthless, and the violence is piling up along the Southwestern to east Coast. No one knows what he wants—but bodies keep dropping.”
The anchor leaned in, mouth set like stone.
“The Night Nurse doesn’t just kill people. He sends a message.”
Cue more flames, Arizona's skylineburning, PUBLIC ENEMY #1 stamped over Ryan’s face—like a wanted poster for the end of the world.
Back in the diner, forks hung in the air. Nobody said a word. Every set of eyes flicked to the TV, then slid—slow, deliberate—over to Ryan sitting in the corner booth. Just sitting there, like the eye of the storm. Then—ugh, that chair scraped loud enough to slice through the tension. Some kid in a battered Yankees cap stood up. He looked like he was trying to play it cool, but his hands were jittery, fumbling for his phone like he was fishing for a lifeline.
“Don’t.” Darius barely said it above a growl, but man, it carried.
The kid just froze, phone halfway out, eyes flicking between the shotgun—yeah, that’s real, buddy—and Ryan. The Night Nurse. Public Enemy Number One, just chilling there like he’d ordered decaf.
At the counter, the waitress damn near jumped out of her skin, clanking down a coffee pot so hard it sloshed. “I—I got kids, you know?” she mumbled, voice shaking. “Please, don’t start nothing.”
Ryan finally moved; every eye tracked him. Slow, no sudden moves. Not for a gun—nah, he pulled out his wallet, peeled off a wad of cash that could’ve paid everyone’s rent for a month, and set it down. Smack.
“No trouble.” His words were soft, but the way he said it? Might as well have been a loaded gun on the table. “You didn’t see us. Didn’t hear a thing. Got it?”
The kid’s thumb hovered over 911, but Ryan just stared, dead calm, until the kid caved. Phone slid back in the pocket, kid slumped into the chair like he’d dodged a bullet. Maybe he had.
Ryan’s eyes didn’t leave the TV. Flames flickered on the screen, his reflection staring back, hard as nails. “Then we stop hiding.”
“Nina’s still in there!” he yelled, wild-eyed. Getting us supplies. Ryan said.
Everything around Ryan faded out—diners, jukebox, coffee stink—gone. He was back under that savage Afghan sun, the air thick with burnt plastic and gunpowder. Marcus’s voice cut through the haze: “They’re using kids as shields! We call the strike or get overrun?”
“Ryan!” Raúl grabbed him, shook him hard. “The bombers left a trail—tire tracks, heading west. We can still catch ‘em.”
Nina’s last text flashed in Ryan’s mind: If you keep doing this, you’ll become what you hate. He gripped his 9 mm Glock. “Get me to St. Brigid.” 
...
Trapped: Nina’s Ordeal:
Nina hauled herself over the mess, every inch of that shredded leg screaming bloody murder where that steel beam had gnawed on her. The air? Basically, a lungful of burnt popcorn and drywall, alarms whining somewhere off in the land of Nope. Didn’t matter, though. All she could really hear was that thin, shaky noise—cutting right through all the chaos like some ghostly radio signal.
A kid, crying.
Not the full-on shriek you get in horror movies. Just these tiny, busted-up sounds. A whimper. A sharp little gasp. Honestly, it was like a candle trying to survive a hurricane.
“Come on, Nina, get your act together…” she mumbled, slamming her elbows into broken tile and glass, dragging herself forward. Her palms were shredded, breath all over the place—still, she couldn’t stop moving toward that sound.
Her eyes darted everywhere, wild, until—bam—she caught a glimpse of white fabric peeking out under what used to be an incubator. She scrambled closer, lungs on fire, ignoring the whole “your body is literally on fire” situation. And there—curled up, barely there, this little slip of a girl clutching a rabbit that looked like it’d gone through the apocalypse.
The kid’s PJs were half-melted into her skin. Face streaked with soot and tears. She looked up, bottom lip trembling, voice so soft it barely made it past the roar around them.
“…Hurts.”
Nina swallowed, hard. Shoved the terror and fear down deep where it couldn’t get in her way. She reached out, brushing bits of ceiling off the girl’s cheeks with hands that wouldn’t stop shaking. “What’s your name, honey?”
The girl squeezed that poor rabbit tighter, knuckles bone-white. Eyes glazing but locked on Nina’s like she was the last solid thing left.
“…Sofia.”
The name almost blew away with the smoke, but—hey, it was something. It was hope.
Nina’s voice nearly cracked, but she forced out a nod, fierce as hell. “Sofia. I’m not leaving you. Not now, not ever. Got it?”
 Nina’s jaw locked up so tight she half-expected a molar to just shatter. The damn beam had her leg in a vise-grip—wasn’t budging, not even a little, and her thigh was leaking again, Sofia—tiny Sofia—was still trapped under that busted incubator, her breaths coming out all shallow and shaky. Kid looked like a deer caught in headlights.
Nina started dragging herself closer, elbows scraping over god-knows-what, hissing every time her leg so much as twitched. She got close enough to smell the ozone and burnt plastic, close enough that Sofia could see her, at least. Smoke kept sneaking through the holes in the ceiling, spitting sparks everywhere like some kind of horror movie. Honestly, if they had minutes, she’d count herself lucky. Seconds felt more exact.
“Hey,” Nina said—quiet, but sharp. No time for panic. “You with me, Sofia? We’re getting out. You and your Luna, both.” She poked at the grubby stuffed rabbit, trying to pull the kid’s eyes back to hers. “I need you to be brave, yeah? Soldier brave.”
Sofia’s chin was shaking so hard it was a miracle she managed a nod, but she did.
Nina sucked smoke and grit into her lungs, squinting at the mess. Spotted a piece of rebar poking out by her hip—ugly, but perfect. She curled her fingers around it, yanked until it screamed and snapped free, then jammed it under the incubator’s edge. Every nerve in her leg lit up like a Christmas tree, but she shoved down, using every ounce of muscle and fury she had left. The incubator groaned, moved maybe an inch. Not enough.
Sofia whimpered. Nina’s heart just about cracked.
“Almost there,” she spat, sweat stinging her eyes, arms trembling so hard she thought they might just bail on her. “Come on, move, you bastard—”
She let out something between a sob and a war cry, and finally—finally—the whole frame shifted. Not a lot. Enough. Nina wedged her shoulder under, holding it up with nothing but spite and adrenaline. “Sofia, now! Crawl! Don’t look back!”
Sofia clutched Luna the rabbit like a lifeline and scrambled out, wriggling through the haze, hair all tangled, smoke swirling behind her like a cape.
The incubator slipped, metal smacking Nina’s ribs so hard she saw stars. Pain shot through her like a bullet. She let it pin her anyway—better her than the kid.
Sofia spun around, eyes huge. “You’re stuck,” she croaked, voice barely there.
Nina could barely breathe, her vision tunneling at the edges, but she bared her teeth in something close to a grin—bloody and wild. “Don’t worry about me. Go to the door. Yell for help. Someone’ll come.”
Sofia’s lip was doing the wobbly thing again, but she whispered, “Not without you.”
And for the first time in what felt like forever, Nina felt something fill her up that wasn’t just pain or raw fear.
She slammed her elbows down, dug deep, and growled, “Then we both walk out. You hear me?”
The incubator groaned again, louder this time—thing was gonna fold any second. Nina spat a string of blood, jammed her shoulder deeper under the metal, ribs grinding like a busted pepper mill. Whatever. She’d deal with the pain later.
Sofia just stood there, clutching Luna like the world’s saddest teddy bear commercial, eyes huge and shimmering. “Please,” she whispered—smoke curling around the word like it was scared too.
Nina barked out, voice shredded but still bossy as hell, “Sofia, look at me.” She sounded half drill sergeant, half mom who’s had it up to here. “We’re outta here together. That’s the deal. No one gets left. Got it?”
With a burst of pure spite, Nina shoved sideways, letting the incubator clatter onto her hip instead of pancaking her lungs. Her back lit up like a Christmas tree, but hey, at least her arms worked now. She latched onto Sofia’s wrist with one hand, Luna’s floppy ear with the other, and bulldozed them through the mess.
Sparks fizzed down like cheap fireworks. Somewhere behind, a ceiling tile smacked the ground way too close to Sofia’s head. The kid squeaked but latched on tighter. Nina’s breath rattled, wet and rough—she sounded like a busted radiator, but she kept crawling, nails splitting, knees screaming where her leg opened again.
Halfway to the hall, the smoke turned solid, thick enough to chew. Nina tore off what was left of her scrub top, shoved it at Sofia. “Over your mouth. Don’t let go of Luna. Breathe slow—like me. Okay?”
Sofia nodded, pressing the rag and that poor rabbit to her face, shaking so hard her bones probably rattled. But she didn’t stop, crawling right next to Nina.
Finally, a slash of daylight cut through the gloom—the emergency doors, half-blown open and waving like freedom. Nina scraped up the last bit of strength, hoisted Sofia and damn near blacked out from the pain, but she staggered for the finish line anyway.
They exploded out onto the street, smoke coughing out behind them like the building was spitting them up.
Instant chaos—reporters yelling, cameras popping, a sea of noise. To them, she was The Night Nurse, all heroic and blood-soaked, dragging a kid out of hell. To Nina, it was just survival, just one more life pulled out of the fire.
Sofia’s arms clamped around her neck, Luna dangling, half-singed. The girl whispered, barely there but sharp as a needle:
“You came back for me.”
Nina’s chest twisted. Throat closed up. For the first time in years, she let herself believe that meant something. Guess this is what Ryan deals with all the time, she thought bitterly. Deciding who you save. Who you leave behind. Some choice.
Next thing, Nina’s on a stretcher, leg gushing blood. 
“Ma’am, you’re in shock,” the paramedic cuts her off, snapping a tourniquet onto her thigh.
Sofia’s gone in a blink, rolled out of sight. All Nina catches before blacking out? Luna, that ridiculous stuffed rabbit, vanishing into an ambulance.
Sirens blared somewhere in the mess outside. Voices—panicked, desperate—shouted, “Search for survivors!”

Ryan’s Reckoning: Rescue vs. Revenge:
Raúl’s truck skidded into the hospital lot, tires howling like a banshee. Firefighters blasted foam everywhere, and paramedics were scrambling, dragging bodies into ambulances. Ryan barely hit the ground before a cop slammed him down. “Night Nurse! Face on the pavement—”
No time for this. Ryan jammed a syringe into the guy’s neck—ketamine—fast and dirty. The guilt hit him right in the gut as the cop sagged like a marionette with its strings cut.
Inside, the ER looked post-apocalyptic—blackened walls, ceiling dripping plastic. A nurse staggered by hair singed and scrubs still smoldering. “They’re gone,” she wheezed. “Bombers… gas masks… they screamed “Vengeance for Vespera!”
Raúl yanked at Ryan’s sleeve. “If we don’t move now, we lose them!”
His earpiece popped with static. Teo’s voice—jittery, urgent: “Three guys running west, gray Ford. I can cut them off.”
Then, cutting through the chaos—a kid’s scream. Sofia. Ryan’s heart just stopped.
He stood there, paralyzed.
“Move!” Raúl barked. “I’ll find Nina—GO!”
Aftermath: The Devil’s Bargain
Ryan found her in that miserable triage tent, harsh sutures and a steel brace clamped on her leg, bloody gauze hopelessly losing the fight. Fluorescents flickered above—seriously, always with the flickering—and put this weird, sickly glow across her face. She looked half-dead except for her eyes, those things locked on what used to be St. Brigid’s, now just a cathedral bonfire. The hospital belched flame out every busted window. Each one was like a different scream soaking into the night air.
“They played you, Ryan,” she spat, deadpan but sharp as barbed wire. “And look at you, standing there with your thumb up your ass.”
He dragged himself closer, reeking of smoke, voice so shredded it sounded painful just to talk. “Pulled thirteen kids out, Nina. Thirteen. But I guess while I was playing hero, the boomers waltzed straight past me. Choked on their dust.”
Nina whipped around, all that exhausted rage boiling over, same as the inferno behind her. “What now, Ryan? Seriously, you thinking you’ll morph into El Halcón tonight? You keep on this track, and you’re not saving squat—you’re just torching yourself for the crowd.”
Before he could spit out a comeback, Raúl came crashing in, shirt ripped open, blood and soot smeared everywhere, eyes wide and wild, total horror show. “Teo lost ‘em. The Ford’s gone, last seen near the border.”
Right then, Teo himself barged in, looking like he’d wrestled an engine block down a gravel pit: breathing hard, greasy, dirt caked on so thick it looked war-ready. “Wasn’t just them. Cartel plates. El Halcón’s jerking your chain, Nurse. Wants to see you dance before he sticks the knife in.”
The whole tent just exploded—chaos, people yelling, wounded folks shifting and moaning, all jumbled up. Someone shrieked over it all, voice slicing the noise.
“There! It’s him! The Night Nurse!”
Cameras swung their way, like sharks smelling blood. The lights hit Ryan’s face, blinding. The crowd surged, everybody with a phone out, screaming his name like it was a curse.
Nina’s fingers latched onto his arm, digging in so hard he’d have bruises. Her voice dropped, quiet and frantic. “Go. Get out, now. Unless you want them showing your brains across every channel tonight.”
Ryan just stood there, stone-faced, barely breathing. “Not without you,” he said, and didn’t budge an inch.
Her chest rose and fell. For a sec, looked like she might just let go, say screw it and leave him to drown in the mob’s mess. Then her gaze dropped to her busted leg—brace, blood, reality spelled out for anyone with eyes. Alone? She wasn’t getting anywhere.
“Goddammit, Ryan,” she snapped, forcing herself up, leaning hard against him, stubborn like only she could be. “Fine. I’m coming. But if we go down, we go down together.”
By the time Ryan and Nina slipped into the city’s maze, it was too late—the story was already tattooed into everyone’s brain.
A mile away, the diner TV squawked. CNN had flipped the drama switch—anchors looking like they just found out Santa isn’t real, doom banners scrolling under their chins, everything burning.
“Breaking tonight: the man cops are calling the Night Nurse—real name Ryan White, ex-combat medic—number one suspect in the St. Brigid’s Hospital bombing. Thirteen dead, says the body count, and they’re still pulling people out.”
They plastered his old military headshot right there, then some shaky-ass cell phone clip—a bloody Ryan yanking Nina by the arm through the triage tent. In slo-mo? Honestly, it screamed abduction, not big damn hero.
“He was seen bailing out right after the explosion,” the anchor said, voice doing its best funeral impression. “Witnesses peg him and an unidentified woman fleeing the scene. Law enforcement considers him armed, dangerous, basically calling him the next homegrown boogeyman.”
The crawler at the bottom screamed:
“NIGHT NURSE: ANGEL OF DEATH? AMERICA’S NEW MONSTER?”
Then: clips—Ryan snatching kids from the inferno, smoke everywhere, chaos rolling behind them. But every shot? Sirens, screams, disaster. Prime-time villain origin story—delivered, piping hot.
They even had an FBI guy at the mic, reporters shoving him, cameras everywhere. “All leads are live. If you spot Ryan White, stay the hell away and call us. This man’s got blood on his hands.”
Nina tried not to puke. She’d seen the real deal—the kids Ryan yanked out from the jaws of hell—but nobody cared. Truth was beside the point. America craved a bad guy, and now it had one.
Ryan watched, not blinking. His reflection, wavering and dead-eyed in the window, just stared back. That voiceover just wouldn’t shut up: “Thirteen dead. Night Nurse at it again.”
For the first time, he wondered if maybe the fight was already lost—a war over before he even got to squeeze the trigger.
TV stations blasted from a dust to dawn with the same coverage —anchor sounding way too excited for someone talking about a blown-up hospital. “—and there you have it, folks, live footage from the chaos at St. Brigid’s. That guy dragging his partner through the carnage? Yep, that’s who the cops are calling the Night Nurse—a domestic terrorist with a body counts up and down the East and Southwest Coast. Cops say he’s armed, dangerous, and apparently thinks hospitals are fair game for shootouts.”
Over and over, the same ugly clips rolled: Ryan, face smeared with blood and ash, Nina slumped and out cold in his arms. Every freeze frame twisted him into some psycho kidnapping a helpless victim, not a guy saving his friend. Headlines screamed across the screen:
NIGHT NURSE STRIKES AGAIN – HOSPITAL IN RUINS
FUGITIVE OR FANATIC? FBI: PUBLIC ENEMY #1
IS ANYONE SAFE?
Reporters practically foaming at the mouth, yelling into their mics like they’d just caught the boogeyman on camera. “This isn’t justice anymore—this is survival. Night Nurse doesn’t make deals, doesn’t back down—he destroys.”
Nina hung onto Ryan’s shirt, gasping, leg trailing useless. “They’re turning you into a monster,” she rasped.
Ryan’s jaw went granite, eyes cold, fire reflected in them. “Good,” he spat. “Let ‘em choke on the nightmare they built.”
Right then, with the whole world slapping the villain sticker on him, he stopped being just a rumor and became exactly what Vespera always dreaded—some unstoppable legend, the boardroom ghost story finally walking in broad daylight.
He knelt down, steady hand on her shoulder. “Not leaving you.” His voice was low, rough, stubborn as hell. “They can shove their cameras wherever they want, write whatever headlines they want, I don’t care. This started with us. It’s gonna end with us. Together.”
Nina’s breath caught, like she wanted to cuss him out, maybe even swing at him, but the fight fizzled out before she could get the words out. She was shaking, but his grip was solid, like he could just her back from the edge.
The crowd surged, chanting now—Night Nurse! Night Nurse! —news crews pushing closer, shoving their lenses in like they were aiming rifles.
Ryan didn’t flinch. He slid an arm under her, lifted her slow but sure. She grimaced, tried to swallow a scream, but she let him. He carried her like it was no big deal, like he’d done it a million times.
“Ryan—” she started, quieter this time.
He locked eyes with her. “Together. I meant it.”
The mob crushed in, the fire throwing wild shadows, sirens still splitting the night. Ryan kept moving, Nina clinging to him, the cameras gobbling up every second. They weren’t just fugitives now—nope, they were something bigger. Symbols, maybe. The hunted and the healer, both scorched, both unbroken.
And as they disappeared into the smoke, one thing was crystal: this wasn’t just Ryan’s fight anymore. It was theirs. And hell, it had only just begun.

...
Isabel’s Offer
The desert safehouse stank of backstabbing. Ryan just kept pacing, reliving that damn bombing on a loop. Teo wiped down his guns—like he trusted steel more than people. Raúl just stared into his whiskey, looking about ready to drown in it.
Then—bam, knock at the door. Isabel Reyes, looking like hell in a wrinkled suit, Lena’s dog tag catching the crappy sunlight. “I can get you immunity,” she says, not even blinking. “But I want the cartel’s political dirt.”
Ryan let out this harsh, ugly laugh. “Yeah, your justice? That’s what got Lena killed.”
Isabel slammed a fat folder onto the table. Photos everywhere: senator’s kid getting on some cartel plane, a Supreme Court big shot grinning over steak with Vespera execs. “My sister died for this. Either help torch these bastards, or I drag you in myself.”
Teo just cocked his pistol, not even subtle. “We don’t need your laws.”
She shrugged, chin up. “But you need her.” She jabbed at a live camera feed—Nina, back at St. Brigid’s ER, with a crowd out front yelling “DAYLIGHT NURSE!” like a battle cry. “El Halcón’s coming for her again. I’m the only shot she’s got.”
Ryan’s hands were shaking. In his head, Marcus’s voice, cold as always: You can’t save everyone.
He swallowed. “Deal.”
...
A New Threat   
Teo tossed him a bullet casing—El Halcón’s calling card, etched with a serpent. “He’s coming.”  
In the shadows, Raúl murmured to Ana, the rescued girl sketching a map. “The cartel’s new lab… here.”  
Ryan pocketed the casing. One more mission. 


Chapter 24
Wolves at the Gate

Night refused to quit, blurring right into morning while the crew barreled down I-25 in a jacked Ford Expedition, headlights off, tires shoveling up asphalt like a pissed-off grizzly looking for its last meal.
Shotgun seat, Ryan held tight to a scalpel he honestly should’ve scrubbed ages ago. Still reeked of iron and graveyards—maybe that helped him focus, who knows. He balanced it on his thigh, thumb tracing the battered grip, knuckles white on the dashboard—looked ready to punch a hole right through it.
At the wheel, Darius drove like some kind of ghost, face unmoved, soldier-calm, staring laser-straight ahead even though sweat ran down his neck and pooled in his collar. The shotgun rode shotgun, ha, jammed between the seats. Down a shell, splattered with God knows what.
Isabel hunched in the back; blazer sleeve pressed to a fresh split in her scalp. Blood had slowed to an ooze, not that she’d let anyone close. Girl had just iced her first guy, and not with cross-exam bullshit, but proper bullets. Double tap, dead eyes—didn’t even flinch. That scared the hell out of her. Scarier, maybe, was how little it scared her at all.
Nina was twisted sideways, bad leg up, Sofia wrapped up in her arms—a weird kind of mother-bear thing. Little girl clutching that mangy stuffed rabbit like it was gold, face buried in Nina’s soot-caked shirt. Out cold but breathing rough, every inhale sounding like snapping glass. Nina’s hand kept stroking her hair, fingers jittery, stitched leg half-useless.
Raúl and Teo boxed them in, twitchy as hell. Raúl hadn’t shut up since they peeled out—Spanish, half prayer, half threats at God, all fevered. Teo, meanwhile, checked the mirror like a tic—couldn’t go half a minute without squinting for sirens or ghost lights.
After forever, Ryan broke the silence, voice hoarse:
“They’ll spot this truck in, what, an hour tops?”
Isabel, ice cold, didn’t miss a beat:
“Try twenty minutes. Every camera, every drone, every looky-loo in the state’s been put on us. Didn’t you see the emergency broadcast? We’re not just criminals; we’re monsters in a bedtime story now.”
Raúl snorted, more cough than laugh. “Monsters bleed. Ask the bodies we left.”
Teo kept his eyes glued to the mirror. “Monsters got friends, too. A whole army of ‘em.”
Something changed then—Sofia whimpered, maybe caught in a nightmare. Nina bent over, whispering, “Hey, Sofia, it’s all good. You’re safe, baby.” Then she shot Ryan a look, quiet but all storm. “Thirteen kids you dragged outta that mess. Like hell the news runs that.”
“They don’t give a damn about truth,” Ryan said, eyes locked on the onrushing dark, every mile shoving them deeper into nowhere. “Just the story they want.”
The whole SUV felt sucked dry, thick with all the hate and bone-tired rage you could choke on.
Then, like a bad joke, headlights flared up behind—one set, then more. Big rigs, not police, closing fast.
“Ah, shit,” from Darius, no emotion, just fact. “We got company.”
Teo spun, lips pale. “Fed boys?”
Raúl shook his head, gaze sharp and mean. “Nope. Too loud. That’s cartel muscle.”
Engines screamed as the SUVs barreled up, black windows, glint of gunmetal flashing like a dare.
Ryan squeezed his rusty scalpel, pulse kicking off. “Darius—hold her steady. Raúl, Teo, make them work for it.”
Gunfire ripped through night—windows blew out, glass flying, Sofia screaming awake.
Nina wrapped her up, yelling, “Don’t stop, Darius! GO!”
Bullets shredded the tail, tore seats, bounced casing off their heads. Isabel ducked, eyes wild, hand locking on her Glock.
Darius mashed the gas. The whole ride growled like it was dying, swerving across dust and paint lines, muzzle flashes strobing inside the cab.
Showtime.
First shot shattered the rear glass like a rock through sugar—just exploded—fountains of little diamonds spraying the backseat. Nina barely had time to blink, just dove over Sofia, instinct kicking in before her brain could catch up. Bullets chewed up the upholstery, stitched burning holes all around.
Raul’s Guy moves like he’s got rockets in his shoes. Door open, shotgun out, firing wild into the night—no aiming, just BOOM, and the whole SUV jarred, echoing like thunder inside a tin can. Out in the dark, somebody screamed, high and ugly. Tires wailing next—one of those cartel trucks swerving, sparks throwing, metal scraping the road in a shower.
“Nice!” Teo yelled, already half out his window. His pistol barked back at the night, each shot lighting up his face like a cheap horror flick. Some poor bastard’s windshield popped, glass all over the guy’s chest, and then—boom—his SUV rolls, crunching metal with a sick soda-crush sound.
“Left side!” Isabel snapped, ducking as another burst hammered so close you could smell the hot copper. Their door was just getting Swiss-cheesed. She popped over the window, Glock dead steady—not panicked, just surgical. First shot, radiator, steam everywhere; second, caught some fool leaning out—his face went red, and he tumbled onto the highway, meat from the hook, not pretty.
Except the rig didn’t stop. It slammed their side, and honest to God, the SUV screamed like a banshee. Darius clung to the wheel, every muscle bulging, fighting the swerve.
“Hold on!” Ryan’s hand slammed against the dash, and they all kind of did, except for Nina, who took the console straight to her leg—the stitched one—let out this raw, half-scream, half-growl. Then she grabbed Isabel’s arm, ice cold: “Low! Hit the damn tires!”
Isabel didn’t argue. She dropped aim, squeezed, and just like that—boom—tires gone. Cartel’s SUV hiccups, wobbles. Raúl finishes the job, shotgun spitting, whole wheel shredded. The thing flips, corkscrews in the dark, and pops—giant fireball smearing light over the sand.
“Two,” Raúl grunted, racking the shotgun, hardly blinking. Like he was reading a shopping list.
Ryan didn’t buy that calm. “Not over,” he snapped.
Last SUV swung up, side by side. Windows running down, like a bad western. This guy leans out, rifle up, eyes just—hell, glowing coal. He brooms them front to back, bullets punching new stars into the roof and punching holes through the doors. Isabel ducks reflex—Teo yelps, grabs his arm, blood bubbling through his fingers.
Ryan just goes. Doesn’t wait for logic or fear. Suddenly he’s half through the window, scalpel out—yes, a scalpel, like a Surgeon jumped into a Tarantino scene. He jabs at the guy’s wrist—ugh, tendon pop—and the rifle hits the road.
“Motherfucker!” the guy screamed with a very high-pitched piercing cry, and Ryan’s wasted no time.  Scalpel snakes into the dude’s neck—hot blood everywhere, misting the cab. Cartel gunner crumples, sucked back inside by gravity and panic.
SUV up front panics too—veers, catches a guardrail, and goes up in an explosion big enough to make the desert shine like noon.
Silence. Wild, ringing silence. Their Expedition limped forward, ghostlike, battered all to hell. Inside: panting, skin slick with sweat, adrenaline frying every thought.
That’s when they spotted Nina’s leg—blood everywhere, oozing down her thigh. She shook her head, jaw set, eyes hollow but burning. “Not quitting. Not now.”
Ryan did the medic thing—pressure, stem the mess—but she elbowed him away. “I said I’m good. You drive.”
Darius gritted his teeth. “Can’t stick to highway. Fed drones all over.”
Raúl was already popping shells into his gun. “Desert. No plates, no tracks.”
Ryan nodded. “Go.”
So, Darius swung hard, tires bouncing off pavement, SUV hopping into brush and dust. Everything shook, headlights cutting wild patterns in the black. Behind them, highway glowed orange—all fire, no friends.
No more chase cars. Just wind through cracks, the tangled breath of a half-dead crew.
First words in the new quiet were so small you barely heard them: Sofia, finally speaking up, her voice wobbly. “Is…is he gone?”
Nina stroked her hair, voice gentler than you’d expect from someone half-bled out. “Yeah, baby. He’s gone. Promise. You’re safe.”
But across the way, Isabel caught Ryan’s eye. Didn’t have to say it. Truth hung in the dark, thick as blood: El Halcón wasn’t gone. Somewhere, he was out there, knife sharp, waiting.
And now? Now the entire goddamn world wanted a piece.
Man, the desert just ate up every scrap of noise and then spat out their breathing, all raspy and loud, basically screaming “Hey, we’re here!” Tires cracking rock, shocks whining whenever they dropped into another hellhole of a rut. Sand was everywhere, brushing and grinding against the SUV like it wanted in on the fun. And the sky? Stars just glared down—cold, brutal, judging. Like God had outsourced surveillance to Orion.
“Clear,” Raúl muttered, shotgun balanced like a bad habit. Eyes dead ahead, unblinking.
Isabel fired back, sharper than broken glass: “Clear ain’t safe, genius.” Blood streaked down her cheek—Teo’s, not hers—and she didn’t even bother to wipe it away. “Cartels carved their name all over this desert.”
Nina twisted in the backseat, one leg stuck at a weird angle, lips basically invisible, that pale. She stroked Sofia’s hair, whispering something—comfort or lies, who knows? Eyes sharp, though. “You know they’re not stopping. We’re not sleeping in beds tonight.”
Ryan leaned into the front, knuckles white on the seat frame. Voice rougher than barbed wire: “Then let’s make every inch of this place hell for ‘em.”
They hit the top of a ridge—and wham, headlights smacked them full in the face.
“Down!” Darius bellowed, wrenching the wheel.
The Expedition skidded, rocks spraying like buckshot. Engines punched awake in the dark—both sides, and yeah, now it’s not a chase. It’s a cage slamming shut: two trucks in front, one tailgating, another up on high, headlights like prison searchlights.
Bullets started zipping instantly sparked off the hood, windshield went full spiderweb, glass bits biting into Darius’ cheek. Isabel wasted zero seconds, firing through a fist-sized hole while cursing every god alive. Raúl bailed out the door, shotgun barking like judgment day.
Ryan barely hesitated—cracked the door, rolled into the dust, scalpel out, of all things. Bullet hailstorm overhead, dust biting at his face. Heart going nuts, but hands steady as a surgeon about to slice a ticking bomb.
“Cover me!” he yelled, and Darius threw the SUV sideways, using it like a steel wall.
First wave came screaming outta the black—cartel boys wild-eyed, guns spitting, shouting, echoes bouncing off the desert.
Ryan cut right into them—his scalpel slid right under a guy’s jaw, blood jetting hot. Yanked the blade out, pivoted, and jammed it home in another guy’s gut. That one folded with a gurgle, dropping hard.
Isabel shadowed him, all ice-cold precision—double-tap, chest, face. Girl looked born for this. Raúl saw, and for half a second there was fear in the tough guy’s eyes.
Nina dragged her busted leg out, braced on the frame, pistol in both hands, grim as death. Didn’t care about the pain, just kept firing, and sure, her aim was shaky, but she was relentless. Dropped a guy, watched him twitch—dead enough.
Smell of cordite, iron, sweat—thick and cloying.
“Left’s folding!” Raúl shouted. He twisted, fired, point-blank. The guy he hit practically flew back, limbs limp, marionette with its strings cut.
Another tried to slip past, low and fast. Darius was just faster—jammed a thumb in the guy’s throat, rifle gone, a sharp crack as the dude collapsed like spent trash.
Ryan wiped another out—a sharp jab, blade to the eye, sickening crunch. Blood painted him now. Didn’t even blink.
Trap’s just getting started, though.
That truck from above barreled down, bristling with shooters—gunfire so fast it looked like lightning. Sand exploded, rocks went flying.
“MOVE!” Ryan shouted.
Darius pulled Nina and Sofia into cover. Isabel rolled, yanking a fresh mag. Raúl knelt up, shotgun thundered, glass carved out and the driver sagged. But the truck just kept charging.
It slammed the Expedition sideways, nearly rolling it. Sofia yelled. Nina covered her—pain tearing through her leg, teeth grit to keep from screaming herself.
Ryan leapt into the truck bed like a man possessed, blade flashing in that strobe-light chaos. Opened throats, gutted a guy—one poor bastard got tossed right into the spinning wheel and became meat confetti. The smell of burning flesh, acrid and sharp, filled the air.
“Ryan!” Isabel’s voice over everything—then her gun barked, dropping the last shooter aiming at him.
By the time he jumped down, blood was everywhere dripping from his hands, soaking his chest. He looked calm. Too calm.
Then… nothing. Quiet again—diesel winding down, men dying slow, Sofia sobbing into Nina’s arms.
Raúl loaded shells, moving slow. Gave Ryan and Isabel a look, voice too low for anyone but himself: “Demons,” he said. “That’s what we are now.”
Ryan, blood-soaked, wiped the scalpel on his shirt. Just made more of a mess. “Nah,” he said, jaw clenched, “We’re surgeons. We cut out what’s rotten.”
And then, past the next ridge, fresh headlights winked in the darkness—yeah, desert wasn’t done chewing them up yet.
The desert was holding its breath, waiting for something nasty to break the stillness.
Smoke curled up in greasy ribbons from the busted trucks—yeah, still smoldering—getting tangled in a sky crowded thick with stars. The SUV was doing its best dying animal impression, kind of tipped over, engine pinging like a heart attack, dribbling who-knows-what into the hungry sand. Darius squatted down by the fender, one hand clamped to his ribs, the other white-knuckled around his shotgun. Raúl? Man looked like he’d already gone three rounds—he smeared blood across his cheek with the back of his hand, gave himself a weird kind of crimson badge.
Nina was slumped against the bumper, all sharp exhaustion, while Sofia—tiny thing—burrowed into her lap, bunny clung tight like it was some kind of bulletproof charm. Nina kept murmuring into her kid’s hair, soft but shaky, eyes cutting around like she was waiting for the night to lunge.
And then—Isabel. Still standing, still all business, Glock dangling in her fist like a promise. Her nice blazer was shredded, sleeve gone mid-bicep, lapel stained dark as regret. She didn’t seem rattled, either. She looked like a woman who’d spent a decade slicing monsters up in court—and now, apparently, in the open air. She wasn’t blinking at the gore.
Ryan, off to the side—silent, almost weirdly still. Scalpel catching starlight, hands bloody. He watched the bodies littering the sand. That breathing of his? Like he was trying to remember how people do it.
Finally, Isabel sliced the silence to pieces. Her voice—sharp enough to shave with.
“They’re not chasing us. They’re driving us.”
Raúl barked a laugh, rough and tired. “The hell are you talking about?”
She didn’t point at the dead. She aimed her Glock at nothing, at the ridges rising in the moonlight. “Every time they hit us, it’s not just bad luck. Look—traps, funnels, choke points. They’ve been herding us east the whole way.”
Teo, half-conscious and clutching his side, groaned, “East to what?”
Isabel set her jaw. “Not what. Who.”
The whole night seemed to grind to a stop on that word.
“El Halcón,” Ryan said, voice soft, not reverent—spitting hate.
Sofia shivered at the name, even if she couldn’t possibly know what it meant. The way every adult went all rigid and mute—yeah, a kid could feel doom settle in.
Darius gritted his teeth, spat into the sand. “If this is his turf, he’s got more coming. Trucks. Drones. Hell, probably got some psycho dogs. Doesn’t matter if we torch a hundred—they’ve got numbers for days.”
“That means we’re not flying blind,” Isabel jumped in, businesslike. “This is a slaughter chute. Next step, he just slams the gate shut.”
Raúl curled his lip. “And what, we go where? Middle of nowhere. No road, no water, just open kill box.”
Ryan finally unfroze. He still looked half-possessed, eyes fever-bright. “Then we break his grip. Cut where he won’t expect. Snap the trap closed—just not on us.”
Raúl tosses it right back. “Where? You wanna sprint into open sand till your lungs pop? Outfox a falcon in his own sky?”
Ryan twirls the scalpel between his fingers, catches it by the bloody hilt. “I’ve killed surgeons in their ORs, soldiers in their bunks. El Halcón—he’s flesh and blood. And flesh bleeds.”
Nina shifts, wincing, eyes dangerous. “You’re brave, maybe even right. But you see what we got left? Food, bullets, all running out. Sofia’s a kid, man. East is a bloodbath.”
Isabel jams her gun back in its holster, shakes her head. “We cut south. Find cover—anywhere with a roof and four damn walls. We regroup, fight later if we must.”
The words left a mark—deep, pessimistic. Raúl bristled, ready to start something, but Darius beat him to it, calm as the grave. “She’s got it. Dead men don’t win. South, maybe we hit a ghost town, maybe a backwater station. Few hours in a locked room gives us a fighting chance.”
Ryan’s jaw went all hard angles, and he glared east, mind clearly spinning with violence. That little flicker of headlights on the horizon? Probably drove him nuts. A pack of wolves, dangling a trap. He wanted to go straight at them, end it ugly.
Then Sofia snuffled in her sleep, clutching her bunny. Just a kid’s sigh, enough to slap some sense into the bloodlust.
Scalpel went back in the sheath.
“South,” he muttered. “For now.”
Raúl grinded out a curse in Spanish but didn’t press it. Darius took a quick look around, nodded at the cartel truck—engine still twitching from all the gunfire. “We’ve got a ride. Keep it dark.”
They packed up, quick and dirty. Raúl slid behind the wheel, Darius took shotgun. Isabel’s eyes—glued to the horizon, Glock across her knees like a prayer. Nina and Sofia huddled in the back, Ryan beside them, knuckles bone-white around the scalpel, still shaking.
The engine caught, low and mean. They rumbled off, quiet—no lights, no talk. Headed south. Away from the funnel. Away from the noose you could feel tightening, even if you couldn’t see it.
But somewhere back there, way behind, El Halcón was already dialing in the next hit—voice riding the radio waves, as cold as a goddamn blade at your throat.
“Let them run. Hawks don’t chase. Hawks circle. And when they fall, we strike.”
The truck bounced and rattled, tires chewing up gravel, then dirt, then eventually just… silence. Raúl had this look, half-daredevil, half-crazy bastard, driving right into the dark like he was spoiling for a fight with the sands themselves. No headlights. Nothing but a half-assed moon and the faint, ghosty green glow from the dash lights. Inside, the cab smelled like copper and fear—gunpowder, sweat, blood, and that electric hum of cortisol that just won’t quit.
Nina held Sofia tight, palm clamped gently over the kid’s ear every time Raúl let loose a string of curses or the engine made some bone-deep groan. Sofia’s little breaths puffed warm on Nina’s collarbone, while the ratty stuffed bunny between them seemed to be holding on for dear life too.
Raúl broke the silence—finally—voice thin from stress. “Seriously, where the hell are we even headed?”
Darius didn’t bother to look his way, clipped and stone-cold. “There’s this old mission a few clicks south. Cartel used it as a stash spot ‘til that firefight back in ’09. Townsfolk walked away after. Place is a ghost.”
“Why the hell didn’t they torch it?” Isabel, suspicious as ever. Could cut glass with that tone.
Darius just shrugged, all deadpan. “Nobody walked outta the shootout. Locals think the place is cursed.”
“Awesome,” Raúl grumbled under his breath. “Perfect. Ghosts. Sign me the hell up.”
Ryan? Not a word from him for, like, forever at this point. Just watching. The guy’s eyes kept flicking between the rear glass, Nina, Sofia—always doing math in his head. Had a scalpel in his lap, edge crusted with dried blood. Never let up his grip.
Truck finally wheezed to a halt. Out there in the dark? The “safehouse” looked like some ancient war relic—chunky walls starting to sag, bell tower split and leaning, rusty gates half eaten by the sand. Real postcard material, if you like nightmares.
Dead as hell.
Good enough reason for Darius to put his faith in it.
Everyone bailed fast. Raúl did a sweep, rifle up, all twitchy nerves. Isabel followed, heels crunching glass, gun already drawn. Ryan—no warning—hauled Nina out, all muscle and zero tenderness. She sucked a breath in and clenched up, leg throbbing, but she was too wiped-out to argue. Sofia latched onto her, eyes huge and shining in the moon-washed gloom.
Inside? Cooler, yeah, but thick with dust. Tasted like old bibles and mold. Pews crumbled into sad, splinter messes. Christ still hung above the altar, one eye torched out by some lucky bullet way back.
Isabel muttered, “Home sweet home.”
Didn’t waste time. Raúl barricaded windows with busted wood. Darius lined up the ammo on the altar like they were about to summon something—barely enough to make a dent: some sad little 9mm pile, a couple shotgun mags, loose shells.
Nina eased herself onto a bench, already done with the day, hair plastered to her forehead in sweaty ropes. Ryan crouched, produced a cracked iodine bottle. She went to swat him away. “Seriously, I’m fine.”
“And I’m Batman,” he shot back, poker-face as ever, dousing gauze with that nose-punching antiseptic. “You’re soaking through the stitches.”
She wanted to spit some fire—old habit—but she caught his eyes. Steady. Never blinked. Just barely shaking, but he worked clean, quick.
Nina lowered her voice, softer now: “Kid’s okay.” She glanced down at Sofia wrapped up with her bunny, finally asleep. “That’s what matters.”
Ryan just clenched his jaw, no words coming out.
Elsewhere Raúl upended a pew, couple curses—pretty sure everyone knew what he thought. “This is garbage. We’re just waiting for El Halcón to show up and snuff us out.”
Darius, posted with his shotgun, calm and grim: “Beats being buzzard bait in the desert. Want to try your luck out there? Door’s right there.”
Raúl glared. “Running’s still a shot.”
Isabel cut across sharp enough to draw blood. “We’ve been running since this started, genius. It landed us a fireball hospital, dead friends, and the cops thinking we’re the bad guys. Running’s not working. Gotta use our heads.”
Raúl sneered. “Oh, great. One of your speeches. You think that cartel bastard cares about your arguments?”
Isabel stepped in, pure ice. “Words crush men like him. I’ve seen ‘em do it. I’ll see it again.”
Raúl’s mouth opened—probably to launch another tirade—but Ryan sliced in, voice cold as steel. “Enough.”
Echoed hard. He stood up, scalpel glinting just enough to get respect. “Every argument’s just ticking the clock down for him to find us. He knows the road we’re on ‘cause he probably drew the damn map.”
And then, just… nobody wanted to break that silence. It hung thick.
Nina’s voice came small but tough. “Then we change it up. No more dancing to his music.”
Ryan looked at her. She didn’t blink. Whupped, sweating, but determined as hell. “We pick the field. Make him play our game.”
Minute ticked by, barely a sound except for Sofia snoring soft and the wind rattling the loose shutters.
Darius nodded, single, solemn. “Fine. Tomorrow, we set the trap.”
Isabel shoved her Glock back where it belonged, jaw tight and eyes sharp. Raúl grumbled under his breath but kept his trap shut for once. Nina slouched into the shadows, fingers tangled in Sofia’s hair like she was hanging on for dear life, her other hand latched onto Ryan’s sleeve. Yeah, the one with the scalpel. 
The old mission groaned and settled like it was trying to spit them out, haunted by too much history—blood, smoke, stuff nobody should remember. Safe? Not a chance. Never really was. Still, for tonight, this busted old place? It was theirs, whether it made sense or not.



Chapter 25
When The Mask Cracks
The safehouse reeked of old coffee and burnt paper — like that stubborn, greasy smell you can’t ever scrub out no matter how many lemons or cheap air fresheners you waste on it. It’s just cooked in, haunting the bones of the place and maybe everyone inside. Ryan slipped around the room like he’d been here too many times to count and maybe wanted one less, always tracking the angles, fingering old scars out of habit. Back to the wall, eyes never still: doorway, windows, two getaways to the alley if it all turned to hell. He counted exits the way some people count beads — one to live, one if you’ve got to fight, one for when luck packs up and goes home.
Darius sat there, shotgun across his knees, face all stone edges and something older than the lines on it. That vibe he had—silent, prehistoric, mournful as a broken gargoyle. Isabel was by the fridge that looked one drop away from collapse, ankles crossed, clutching her briefcase like it was a holy relic and the flash drive inside was proof of miracles. Law book open, eyes stuck to the same page over and over like if she blinked the words might disappear. Raúl haunted the window, half-melted into the shadows, his restless hands searching for the weight of a pistol, tracing worn seams because you can never be sure what you’re holding onto anymore.
Nina? Forget sleeping. She perched on a battered milk crate, braid slipping out, shirt stained along one side—someone had stitched her up, probably cursing the whole way, and her leg was wrapped in a field splint held together with hope and medical tape. Small but sturdy as bedrock, pain in her eyes but wielded like a cudgel. Sofia was sprawled on a blanket, rabbit squashed in her fist, chest rising the way little kids breathe when the world’s too much—each gasp some negotiation with the air.
Ryan just watched them all, mind ticking through each detail, cataloging who’d stand and who’d run, who’d lie straight-faced and who’d break the second bullets started flying. He got off on that—in a way. It made sense to him, organizing the chaos, slicing possibilities into manageable bites. But underneath that cold precision, something ugly throbbed, phantom-limb style—a hard ache for stuff he’d done and couldn’t unwrite. He could cut a plan so sharp it’d split midnight but faces and names kept coming back like migraines: Marcus on a gurney, Lena’s tag balled up in Isabel’s hand, some kid’s thin breathing when the fire got too close.
“Water?” Isabel asked, almost not asking, voice wound up like piano wire. Didn’t even glance up.
Darius gave a grunt that might’ve meant anything. “I’ll drink to whatever’s left.”
Ryan headed to the sink, twisted the tap. Water came out brownish, metal-sour and thin, but he splashed his face anyway, hoping it’d drown out the thumping in his brain. The face in the busted mirror? Someone he recognized, but not someone he was happy to see—a stitched up cheek, knuckle marks on his jaw, eyes too empty for any soft lighting.
War, he thought, that at least had a system. You had rules, uniforms, an order to the hell. This—whatever this was—felt dirtier, messier, personal in ways that stuck to your soul. The enemy didn’t wear boots; they wore suits and passed memos. The violence, though, was same old, same old: torn bodies, the copper reek, people swallowing their screams so someone else might sleep.
Back in the room, he dropped a paper cup of coffee on the table—hands steady, maybe too steady. People tracked his movements like you watch a thunderhead, knowing it’s going to burst but not sure if it’ll do it on top of you.
Then Sofia piped up, voice so tiny Ryan almost missed it—those kid whispers, where you only admit the part, the monsters left behind. “The man with wings—he had a black bird on his neck.” Nailed it, the way kids always see the weird detail everyone else shrugs off.
Silence thickened up. Nina bolted upright, brace creaking, eyes extra dark and sharp. “Describe it,” almost snapped.
Sofia hugged her bunny tighter. “A falcon. Ink under his ear. He…smiled, scary. Told me the rabbit was ugly. He—” She bit her words off, shut her eyes, shoulders scrunched to try and squeeze out the memory.
Raúl muttered, “El Halcón,” name slipping out like a venomous sigh. His jaw twitched; maybe he lied to himself about hearing it, but Ryan never missed that sort of thing. Not now.
“Show me,” Nina said, gentle but loaded, her hand squeezing Sofia’s shoulder.
Sofia pointed, whole hand shaking, like she was being yanked out of herself. “Back there,” she breathed, barely a thread, “He made the big boom.”
Ryan swallowed—hard. Flicker-fast, his mind played a horror show: headlines everywhere, that Night Nurse clawing through fire, her face lost in the smoke, Sofia streaked with soot, eyes round and terrified. The falcon tattoo, yeah, that thing—wasn’t just ink; it was like a marching order. El Halcón’s mark. That crew didn’t just wipe people out. They downright deleted them, memory and all.
“Good,” Isabel murmured. She slid the flash drive out, spun it under her thumbnail, casual like rolling dice. “If this puts him at the bombing? We’ve got more than payback—we’ve got leverage.”
Leverage. Funny word. Felt heavy—stupid heavy, honestly. Sure, you want it. But it’s easy to let it loop back and choke you if you don’t hold on the right way.
Ana ghosted in just then. Boots barely making a sound, duffel hanging off her like deadweight. She never said where she vanished to—and Ryan, honestly, kept a mental list of those gaps. Trusted her, mostly. Still. Girl reeked of dry earth, gasoline, that borderland dusk funk you can’t Febreze off. Eyes sharp as hell—kind of raccoon vibe, always moving a little too quick.
“You’re late,” Ryan lobbed. Didn’t bother dressing it up as a question.
Ana peeled off her coat, tossed the duffel next to the stove. “Roads full of trucks, same old parade of dead men with fresh IDs,” she said. “They move quick. Borders don’t mean squat. You can’t lock down a place where cash flows like a busted pipe.”
“So, you brought back what?” Ryan pressed.
She unzipped, dumped out a heap—photos, dog-eared maps with angry red Xs, manifests scribbled on the cheap. Just flung ’em out like bad poker hands. “Routes. Got a lab tucked under a feed mill, outside Sonora. Some greedy fingers on the board. These guys shuffle product,” she said, tossing a map, “but their buddies push music files.” She tapped a picture. “Here. The mill. Not far, but not somewhere you want to get lost.”
From the corner, Raúl shifted, half in the dark so the light just sliced across his cheekbones. For a beat, dude looked ancient. Like, exhaust-from-life old—every bad choice mapped out across his face. Ryan caught himself wondering, not for the first time, how much shadow a man could actually carry before it just ate him alive.
Isabel, sharp as fresh teeth, cut in, “You’re holding back. We get crumbs, nothing else. Who’d you meet out there?” She stared Ana down, ready to pin her against the wall with pure will.
Ana gave another tiny shrug, breath slipping out slow. “People who prefer to stay rumors. People who want to be upright tomorrow more than righteous today. I paid up. They talked. Had to pay again.” This time her glance darted Raúl’s way, and her face—hell, looked almost sorry? Or maybe just bracing for impact.
Raúl’s reaction—pure, messy human. He stared at his palms like maybe something written there would bail him out, then just looked away, whole body folding in. Ryan swore he saw understanding there. Raúl—guy had switched teams so many times the lines blurred, protection and destruction all mashed into a single, gray smudge.
“So where were you really, Raúl?” Ryan asked. Didn’t expect any fair answer. Expected a confession. Or just more smoke.
Raúl half-laughed, rough and broken. “All over,” he said. “I know one thing: falcon’s claw? Leaves a groove you’ll never scrape off.” He fingered a seam in his jacket, slow. “We’re not solo in this. Cut one string, ten others snap back harder.”
Darius just snorted, rolling his eyes. “No kidding. Guy had a whole cartel chasing him last Tuesday.”
Isabel turned and jabbed, “You’re too soft on him,” right at Ryan, accusation sharp as a hangnail. That stung worse than he wanted to admit. Like, yeah, she thought he was delicate? After shoving his hands into a kid’s bloody chest and begging lungs to start again? People missed the point completely. He clenched his jaw. Brutality felt necessary, sure, but softness? He’d chewed it up and spit it out a long time ago.
Nina shot Ryan a flinty stare. “We can’t stumble around blind against a cartel that’s into total erasing, okay?” she said. Her voice went all hard edges, tiny and lethal. “You bait this guy wrong; you might as well carve out his throne yourself.”
Ryan dropped onto the metal cot, bone tired. Room smelled like cold soup and burnt crusts. Outside, the city just sighed, like it wanted a smoke break. He’d done this before—these rooms full of wishful thinking, good people dying on bad floors because monsters were better at playing hero. He was done with that story. Wasn’t his ending.
“What if we skip the bait?” he tossed out. “Pull him, force his hand. Pick the spot. Stack the deck. Make him show because he literally cannot stay away.”
Isabel worried the flash drive between her fingers. Looked like it burned. “So, what, you wanna stand in the open?”
“I want a chessboard we picked,” Ryan shot back. “Lights, cameras, people he thinks are weak. Then—boom. Trap snaps, he’s got nowhere to slither.”
“Kids as bait? Really?” Darius gave the shotgun a lazy twist, varnish catching the ceiling’s cheap light. “Got a real warm and fuzzy feeling about that plan.”
Yeah, Ryan’s jaw ticks—doesn’t hide it well. That nasty little accountant in the back of his skull, always tallying pain like it’s just another line item. “No. We’re not doing that. Not her.” He throws Sofia a look, faraway and haunted—like she’s some vacation pic from a time before his brain turned into a warzone. “We don’t exploit innocence. We use the moments when he slips up. Guy is addicted to drama. So, fine, let’s toss him a mirror—all shattered. Make him choke on the reflection.”
Nina clamps onto his sleeve, almost digging through. Icy touch, all stress. “Clean job, or no job,” she says. “If we play this game, nobody gets to sweep up after us.”
Ryan shuts his eyes, wrestling those two voices: the number cruncher and the wolf. One drinks coffee and counts casualties. The other wants a bloody, grand trap. Both know the same ugly truth: you can’t out-monster El Halcón by acting like him. That’s not victory; that’s just switching name tags in Hell.
Isabel drops a battered briefcase, cracks it open, pulls out this photo that’s older than her makeup habit. Cheap print, some grinning suit holding a guitar (or is it a prop?), senator-shiny but with dirty cuffs. Guy looks like he’s running for “Most Likely to Embezzle.” “He’s ours,” Isabel says, voice flat as a chalk outline. “Vespera’s inside man. Flies down south, rattles off speeches about ‘responsibility,’ funds a fake charity that’s dirtier than the gutters.”
Ryan’s lip curls. “Then we drag their bones into the sun. Boardroom, courthouse, the local news—whatever hits harder. We drain their wallets first, then hunt down the mad scientists.”
Ana’s got the map out again. She frowns at the ink. “Feed mill lab’s a speck. Barely any outsiders—techs, contractors, they all think they’re making flu shots, not murder toys. Fort Knox compared to a mall. One service road, two lazy guards, a busted camera. Storm in? You torch the plan. Sneak and snag proof? That’s your ticket out.”
Darius just grunts. “Smarter.” Like he tastes bile saying it. “We’ll need bait. The kind he can’t ignore. Theatrics. That’s how his type works.”
El Halcón—man, even his name hits like cold fog. Doesn’t just kill, he rewrites maps. A ghost who builds shell companies and erases entire families with paperwork. Origin story? Urban legend on steroids. Little kid with blood on his sleeves, growing up in the underbelly. He doesn’t just end lives—he salt-bombs the damn timelines.
“Raúl,” Ryan says. Word just falls out, heavier than it ought to. “He’s got secrets.”
You could hear the air leave the room. Raúl stiffens, doesn’t bolt but you see the internal wires get yanked. “I know bastards. I know being owned. Plenty of kids work for devils ‘cause that’s the only cash they ever get.”
Isabel leans in, gaze razor-sharp. “So, why’s your leash still attached, Raúl? Blood tie?”
He gives this broken laugh. Ugly sound, not funny. “Nah. Maybe I bought the lie things could shrink, that they’d let my people breathe if I fed them dirt. Maybe I’m just stupid and hopeful.” He looks straight at Ryan, like he’s offering the answer and a threat at the same time. “Making deals, it’s never cheap. You wanna judge men? Count the cost, not the bullets.”
Ryan just lets it all settle, heavy. He knows bargains—has traded bits of his soul for quiet nights and always got ripped off. He’s never trusted Raúl, not really, but tonight the whole world suddenly looks stitched together with regret and bad bets.
Outside, the wind starts to throw elbows. Rain rattles, slow and heavy, then slaps the windows hard enough to make them whine. Thunder burps somewhere distant. Maybe the city gets a fresh start tonight—evidence scrubbed, filth rinsed down the drains. Or more likely, just another lie with water on top. Storms: sometimes a blessing, mostly a trickster.
Their plan smelled like deep fryer grease and desperation; the kind of thing hatched at 3am over bad coffee and worse nerves. It was messy—you could practically feel the static off it—and it crackled with big, loud danger. The scheme? Bait ‘em with rumor. Isabel was going to drip-feed just enough of the flash drive’s secrets to her favorite journalist to stir up trouble, not to tip the whole hand, but enough to get noses twitching. Ana would keep an eye on the back channel, keep the feed mill humming, and work out her own way past the locks. Darius and Raúl be working the hard edges—muscle, getaway, cleanup crew. Ryan and Nina, front and center, the faces everyone either booed or rooted for on the news crawl. All smoke and misdirection—leaving just enough breadcrumbs to make El Halcón chase, that gold-shod hyena. The bait? A staged shipment, a made-up witness, a circus screaming “Come on down and show us your throat.”
They got into it, loud voices all over the place—who’s on which security loop, which alley gets you out clean, which just gets you bleeding out behind a dumpster? Too many people spoil the soup but try it alone and you’ll end up a cautionary tale. Sofia—she’d get a new name, new address, folded right out of the story. Ryan couldn’t use her, not a chance. Not for a win, not for a war, not for anything. He wouldn’t let the old darkness in his chest make her something expendable. That’s the line he refused to cross, point blank.
When the shouting faded out and it was just the hum of the kettle, Ryan dropped onto the floor, one knee hugged tight, elbow propped. The coffee tasted like old pennies, ice-cold. He caught himself picturing Marcus again—dead eyes in the blue-white hospital light—then forced it down. If he had to move again, take another shot at redemption, could he? How many “right things” leave your own hands filthy, anyway?
Beside him, Nina dropped down with that look—tough and sad, both at once, like she was carrying a brick under her ribs. “You think you want this,” she said, low and flat, “but you honestly don’t know what’s under their stairs.”
He laughed, mouth dry. “I know enough,” he said, the words more sandpaper than sound. “Enough to know that doing nothing means letting them keep building their monsters.”
She latched onto his wrist, steel fingers. “We go in, but we come out with ourselves. I mean it. Promise me, Ryan.”
That promise, man, it felt like swallowing gravel. He’d made too many vows before—thought just acting meant he’d done the hard part. Thought the end would shine up the rotten means. Sometimes he’d been right. Not nearly enough.
“Yeah,” he said. “I promise.”
It wasn’t some noble oath, just a choice. The predator inside grinned, waiting. The soldier-counting-ghosts wondered if the whispers would ever shut up for good. He knew there’d be a price. The rooms in his head were cluttered: grief stacked next to strategy, good things he’d tried, bad things he’d chosen like rough-edged stones. There wasn’t a solution, just a tally he could never clear.
Isabel smacked the briefcase shut end of discussion, no objections. “We’re out at dawn,” she said. “Not like idiots going to slaughter, but like people who know what’s coming. If it goes sideways and anybody drops, I make damn sure the board hears every bit of what we’ve got. If I must, I’ll blow the whole thing sky-high.”
Darius cocked the shotgun—sharp, punctuation mark, no missing it. “Let’s hope this ends with us slinking out of there alive, pockets full of evidence,” he said. “Because honestly? I don’t need to haunt anyone’s laundry list of regrets.”
Outside, rain made the windows blurry, thunder rolling around like loose bones, sirens giving the far-off night a weird, lonely song.
Later, when the rest sorted out their turns on the watch or crashed for restless sleep—who’d keep Sofia close, who’d stare out the window counting headlights—Ryan just stayed awake. Sat up with his back on the peeling plaster, boots off, toes against the cold floor listening to the roof drip. He kept rolling the difference between hunting and killing around in his mind, over and over.
In the service, he’d been the fixer, clumsy mender of broken crap. Now? He was the breaker, snap what needs snapping, burn what needs burning. It made for a hell of a contradiction, but he kept smashing it deeper inside like dirt under his skin. The predator wanted things finished, the soldier just wanted something unbroken for once.
Outside, the city never truly dozed off. Storm made the streetlights look like old blood and bad memories. Bad place for sleepwalking innocent souls.
Over by the old stove, Sofia stirred, Luna’s one good ear twitching—singed fur, still a comfort, little house god. Ryan reached out, fingers brushing the curve of Sofia’s arm, barely there. He didn’t promise her he’d stop all the hurt in the world—that’s the kind of BS nobody should sell. But he did promise himself she wouldn’t be another tally on his cold, broken ledger. If the world needed answers, well, he’d walk through fire to get them—and at least this time, he’d do it with his eyes wide open.
He just let the rain yammer on and the ghosts mutter to themselves. Yeah, he let ’em both in—not to wash him away, but to keep his feet solid, weird as that sounds. The plan? Total chaos. The line? Razor-thin. There’d be days he’d teeter right on the edge of becoming something the world couldn’t stand. Hell, maybe he’d even get a taste for it once or twice—the whole forbidden-flavor thing. Problem is, how many times can you touch that before the mirror stops showing your face and starts showing the thing you swore, you’d destroy?
Dawn didn’t exactly stroll in—it slunk in, like some pickpocket working the alleys. That’d be their cue soon enough. But for the moment? Deep breaths. Nobody moved. The safehouse held them, barely, like the tight inhale before you scream at the top of your lungs.
Ryan shoved himself off the cot, wandered to the window. Rain was done. Pavement huffed up steam. City looked scorched, like a map full of burned bridges and broken promises, nothing left but echoes. He leaned his head on the glass—cold, a little grounding. Whispered the name he was chasing.
“El Halcón,” he said. No audience, just his own damn voice for company.
Promise or threat—who can tell the difference anymore? Either way, it meant blood, sweat, and all those tired faces that haunted his shuteye. Someone was gonna answer for what went down, and when the falcon finally dropped outta the sky, Ryan’d be there, grinning in the shadows, net ready, stitched from other people’s guts and his own flavor of frostbite.
The storm boiling in his chest? Yeah, the weather had nothing on it. Maybe he’d heal up his busted country, little bit at a time, or maybe he’d end up turning into the nightmare he was gunning for. Flip a coin.
Only thing he really knew—couldn’t let down that kid bundled on the blanket. Didn’t matter if the rest crumbled. He knocked on Sofia’s wall with his knuckles, soft but sharp, like a secret code between war buddies, and the sound cut through the hush—this night was dead, and their fight was just clocking in.
Man, that safe house continued to reeke this morning---like, straight-up haunted by old cigarettes and the kind of mildew nobody bothers pretending isn’t there. Bad vibes clung everywhere; you could almost taste the leftovers of other people’s disasters just floating around. Ryan sat slumped at this busted kitchen table, arms welded to the scarred wood, eyes not even looking at anything—just flat, hollow, zoned out. Lightbulb above him flickered like it was sick of trying. Mood.
He felt as fried as that bulb, if we’re being real.
On the mangy couch across the room, Sofia was curled up with Luna smushed to her chest, her knees pulled close. Not a word from her, for hours. Like, she kept staring at the carpet, refusing to risk glancing up—not with the world so ready to burn down again. Sometimes her lips moved, mumbling into that bunny’s fake fur, too quiet for Ryan to catch. Sounded like leftover prayers or off-key lullabies. He recognized the rhythm, though—from back when guys whispered stuff to themselves right before the mortars started falling. Kind of haunted, kind of… broken.
It gnawed at him. Worse than rats.
He’d yanked her out of the fire. Hell, he’d pulled guys out of wrecked Humvees the same way—same charred stench, same armful of bone and panic. But looking at Sofia right now? He couldn’t tell if he’d actually saved her or just tossed her into the chaos swirling around him. Sometimes he wondered if he was the storm.
Nina—total opposite. Always hovering, limping around on her braced leg, acting like every inch of the room belonged to her defense plan. Her voice? Could cut steel, especially when Ryan tried wandering off by himself. She wouldn’t let Raul talk within spitting distance of Sofia either, like even the echoes of cartel talk would shatter the girl. Holy ground, or whatever.
But Ryan, every time he looked at Sofia, all he could see were futures. One: she grew up hiding from things only she could see, shadows chewing at her heels. Two: she forged herself hard as nails, like Nina did, like Isabel was already doing—cold where she should’ve been soft.
Honestly, both were nightmares.
Groaning, Ryan got up, knees creaking like they’d skipped a few decades. He caught his own ghost-face in the smeared window. He looked dead. Gaunt, eyes sunken, jaw about ready to snap off. The “I’m fine, I’m the medic, you can trust me” mask—barely holding on. Inside? The predator, the part that made war instead of surviving it. He hated it but couldn’t scrape it off.
Hand trembled on the window. Forced it still.
Behind him, Sofia was whispering again. He turned, and—yeah, she was looking up, eyes way too old for her face. “Don’t let them take me.” Not a plea. Just the universe’s dumb truth: monsters don’t quit.
He wanted to lie, tell her “You’re safe now,” but the words just died. Would’ve sounded fake anyway.
He crouched, voice shredded rough: “They’ll have to get through me.”
Blink. Luna hugged tighter. That was enough… for her, maybe.
Ryan? Not even close.
Nina stomped across the tiles, boots heavy. “Air,” she muttered, not meeting his eyes. Jacket zipped up tight—armor mode—then she slipped out back.
He should’ve chased her. Or called out. Instead, he just stood there, staring at Sofia. Door creaked; Nina vanished into the dark morning hours.
Time crawled. Nothing happened—until it did.
Then: A weird thump. Tires crunching gravel. Silence snapping in half.
Cold panic sucker-punched him. Ryan bolted for the back, Raul and Darius clattering after. The door banged wide, wind howling in. Tire tracks already smeared in the dirt like battle scars—fading fast.
Too late.
Nina was gone.
And Ryan? Before Raul even started cursing, before Darius spat out “El Halcón” like it burned—he already knew. That bastard had her.
This wasn’t just about saving someone anymore. This was about clawing back the last shard of himself worth saving.
He stood there in the doorway, darkness pressing in, and let the animal in his chest off the leash.
Forget rescue. This was personal now.
This was war.









Chapter 26
The Breaking Storm
Veracruz Coast → Mexico City
 A Message in Blood  
The video arrived at dawn.
El Halcón’s ugly mug filled up Ryan’s busted phone screen, all scarred lips and way too much smugness. Nina was right behind him, kneeling on dirty concrete, wrists tied tight, head bowing like she’d stopped resisting because there wasn’t anywhere left to struggle and—yeah, that’s a giant Carfentanyl syringe jammed against her neck. “Hola, héroe,” Halcón purred, his voice all oily menace. “Your Daylight Nurse needs a crash course in darkness. Show up alone or I’ll show her what screaming into the void really sounds like.”
Static. The video died. So did Ryan’s phone—under his fist, splintered to pieces.
Raúl, slouched against the shack’s moldy wall, sounded like his lungs were drowning. “It’s a trap.”
“No kidding,” Teo grumbled, wiping down his pistol like it was some kind of holy relic. “Snipers for sure. Bet he’s got mines, maybe some psycho gadgets from Vespera’s freakshow stash.”
Ryan locked eyes with the horizon—those storm clouds swallowing up the last daylight. “I’m going.”
Teo scoffed, all teeth. “By yourself? You’ll be dead before you even see the damn trap.”
Ryan just shrugged. “Then try and keep up.”
...
Fractures: The Team Splinters
Raúl slammed his back against the door, bony arms shaking like he might just rattle apart. “You’re not even thinking straight, man. You’re just—reacting. Like Afghanistan all over again.”
Yeah, that word. Afghanistan. It just sat there, heavy and ugly, chewing up the air between them. Ryan’s fingers twitched for his med-kit—couldn’t help it. Felt that stupid bullet casing from Marcus, hot enough to leave a mark. “Get out of the way.”
Raúl barked out a laugh that got wrecked by a coughing fit, red specks dotting his skin. “Oh, what, you gonna knock me out, too? Drug me up like the others?” His eyes were wild. “Ana died for you. Lena. Marcus. How many more you gonna burn through?”
Teo shoved in, sharp words cutting through the mess. “We don’t have time for your tears, old man. Stay here and rot if you’re so eager.”
And then—whoosh—Raúl’s knife was right up under Teo’s jaw. Fast as hell. “Call me viejo again,” he hissed, “and I’ll show you how this old corpse fights back.”
Didn’t matter. The whole mess shattered with a gunshot.
...
Nina’s Cage
Nina stared up, zeroing in on every single crack in the ceiling. Thirty-seven. She’d counted twice already—not that it made things less crappy, but it kept her from losing it. Classic nurse move, right? Anything to keep your brain from spinning out. Her scrubs? Gone. Instead, someone stuck her in this sad excuse for a gown, and man, it reeked like ammonia and old mop water. Deep breath. Heartbeat: fine. Limbs: all attached. Nothing broken, at least.
Then—bam. Door groans open. Some beefy guard chucks a stale tortilla at her like she’s a stray dog. Whatever. She’s faster than he thinks—elbow to his throat, and he’s down, choking on his own surprise. Didn’t last though. Two more guys pile on her like linebackers, smash her face-first into the concrete.
And then, of course, El Halcón shows up, all smug and slinky, crouching down like he’s about to pet a cat. Runs his fingers through her tangled hair. Gross. “Brave,” he whispers, all fake-sweet. “Bravery’s just fear with nothing left to lose.” And—yep, there’s the syringe, cold against her arm. “Let’s see what makes you scream, nurse.”

...
The Road to War: Relentless Pursuit  
Ryan was driving like he’d just mainlined three Red Bulls and a shot of pure panic, the truck fishtailing through switchbacks that looked like they’d been drawn by a drunk god. Teo’s eyes darted over the ridges, hunting for snipers. “Left! Dude, LEFT!” he bellowed.
The first RPG missed so close Teo could probably taste the rocket fuel. When it hit, the blast booted the truck up on two wheels. Ryan fought the wheel like it was trying to bite him. Tires screamed. “They’re pushing us somewhere!”
“Yeah? Into what, genius?” Teo spat, barely keeping his cool.
The universe answered with a wall of gunfire.
Out of the haze, the cartel’s convoy just materialized—armored trucks rumbling, twitchy guys on dirt-bikes, and, because fate hates them, a technical with a fifty-cal grinning from the back. Ryan yanked the wheel and dove off the road, bullets chopping the tailgate to ribbons.
“Move! Get out!” Teo hollered, booting his door open and tumbling into the scrub like a sack of potatoes. Ryan bailed right after. The truck went up in a fireball that roasted their eyebrows.
They crawled through thorny brush, dust sticking to their sweat, while the convoy circled above, hungry as buzzards.
Ryan hissed, “We need a distraction.”
Teo’s grin was pure trouble. “Took you long enough to ask.”
...
The Bait: Teo’s Gambit
Teo just stood there in the open, yelling at the sky and dumping his mag like a madman. “¡Vengan, cobardes!”—come on, you cowards! Like he was bulletproof or something.
Then—roar of an engine. That technical barreled right at him, tires spitting dirt. Teo waited ‘til the last possible heartbeat, then dove and slapped a charge underneath. Boom. Metal flew everywhere, bits of truck raining down like angry confetti.
Ryan barely blinked, picking off the ones who crawled out. Headshot, headshot, headshot. Dude looked like he was born with a rifle in his hands.
Then, through the haze—out rolls this kid on a motorbike, all scrawny arms and big eyes, definitely not old enough for facial hair, gripping an AK like it weighed more than he did.
“Don’t hesitate!” That was Marcus, barking in Ryan’s ear.
But the kid didn’t wait. He pulled the trigger first.
...
Echoes of Mercy: Ryan’s Choice  
Bullet ripped right through Ryan’s side. Dropped him hard—blood everywhere, soaking into the dirt. Kid kept coming, gun shaking like mad.
“Don’t be scared,” Ryan mumbled in Spanish. Somehow managed a cracked little smile.
Kid just froze, eyes huge. Ryan’s fingers fumbled for his med-kit, but all he got was that stupid rabbit—Luna, Sofia’s, rescued from the burnt-out shell of St. Brigid’s. Whatever. He tossed it to the kid, nice and easy.
The kid caught it. Forgot the trigger for a second.
Then—crack—Teo put a round in his head.
“Sentimental idiot,” Teo snarled, half-hauling Ryan behind a busted wall. “Move it. Nina’s almost outta time.”
...
The Labyrinth: Into the Beast’s Heart
The place was massive—felt like it could swallow a city block without breaking a sweat. Barbed wire everywhere, like a bad haircut, just wrapped around everything that mattered. Ryan moved fast, dropping the guards one by one. Quiet. Efficient. Not like in the movies—just a lot messier. Blood seeped through the bandages on his side, but he kept going. No room for weakness now.
Inside, the smell nearly knocked him flat—bleach fighting a losing battle against something rotten. There was this weird echo, too. A kid’s whimper, sharp enough to cut glass. He followed it, boots sticking to the floor, until he found a door that wouldn’t budge.
Behind that door—boom, there’s this tiny kid, couldn’t be more than nine. Messy paper nametag barely hanging on by a safety pin—MARISOL in jagged letters. Honestly, she looked so scrawny I almost missed her at first. All curled up, knees to her chest, eyes just… vacant, like those glossy marbles you’d find under the couch from last year’s board game night. Her shirt? Filthy—like, “mom would have a heart attack” filthy.
And, man, her arms. Needle tracks climbing up and down like some messed-up railroad, raw and red, so much for being just a kid; she looked like someone the city chewed up and spit out. Lips sort of quivering, and when she talked, her voice barely made it through, like wind slipping through a crack. Not scared, not hopeful—just flat, like she’d decided ages ago the world’s full of monsters and most of ‘em probably wear familiar faces.

Ryan crouched down, scooping her up. “Nah, kid. I’m not death. I’m the guy who gets you out.” Not exactly reassuring, but hey, he tried.
And then—just to ruin the moment—El Halcón’s voice boomed out, echoing off the walls. All smug, like a cartoon villain. “Wrong answer.”
Yeah. The floor. Gone. Just dropped right out from under them. 
...
The Price of Light  
Ryan crashed down into the flooded cellar, water sloshing around his knees, Marisol hanging on for dear life around his neck. The torches barely did their job—just enough to catch the shine on Nina’s skin, chained up and sweating bullets. Some kind of messed up IV dripped Nightshade-23 right into her arm. Nasty stuff.
“No…Ryan…” Her words tangled together, all woozy. “Don’t… let them… win.”
And then, out of nowhere, El Halcón shows up, looking way too pleased with himself, flipping a detonator between his fingers. “Pick, enfermero. The girl… or your heart.”
Marisol’s grip? Death vice. Nina just stared, wide-eyed and desperate.
Suddenly, Raúl’s voice sputtered through the comm in Ryan’s ear, all static and urgency. “Gents. I’m in. But, man… sixty seconds, tops.”
Screw it—Ryan dove straight for the IV.
El Halcón just grinned wider, thumb on the button. “Adiós.”
Boom—Everything went very loud and very fast.


Chapter 27
Blood and Dust
Veracruz Hacienda → Coastal Wilderness
The Blast’s Maw  
The world fractured into soundless chaos.
Ryan’s ears were still ringing—could’ve sworn his skull would split—the whole cellar just giving up and caving in. Water came in wild, not just a flood, but like it had actual teeth. He grabbed Marisol, shoved her into this tiny gap between busted beams, covering her up with his own body while junk kept bouncing off his back. Somewhere in that black mess, Nina’s chains clanged off to the left? Maybe. He clawed at the water, found cold metal. Scalpel, of all things, wedged in the muck.
Use it. Marcus’s voice in his head, all dry and bossy as ever, like some ghost therapist.
Ryan hacked away at Nina’s chains. Her head lolled, eyes rolling. “Stay with me!” he shouted, but it all sounded like underwater static. The Nightshade-23 IV had blown, leaking those blue tendrils into the water, writhing around like little electric eels.
Marisol yanked his sleeve, mouth bubbling. Crap, they needed air.
She pointed to a busted crack in the ceiling—moonlight up there. They scrambled for it, burst out into a crater where the hacienda’s east wing used to be. Nina gasped, pupils blown wide and black. “They’re… in the walls…”
Ryan pressed his palm to his ribs, blood sticky. “It’s not real,” he muttered, not sure who he was trying to convince. “Fight it.”

Raúl’s Requiem
Deep in the compound guts, Raúl slouched next to a vent, eyes smudgy and vision going sideways. Gas valves locked tight, Ana’s code working, but damn, it’d cost him. Blood leaking through the bandages, mixing with a lifetime’s worth of dust and regrets.
“You’re a good man, Raúl,” Ana had whispered in the church. Biggest lie of all.
He fumbled for the detonator on his chest. El Halcón’s guys coming closer boots on concrete, radios barking. “We found the old man.”
Raúl grinned. “Old, yeah,” he mumbled. “Not useless, though.”
His thumb pressed the trigger.

Teo’s Calculus
Outside, Teo was perched on a limestone bluff, just picking off cartel scouts. The boom had scattered them, but not enough. Jeep screeched into view, loaded with more bad news.
Too many.
He called Isabel. “Gimme an exit. Like, now.”
“Drones inbound,” she shot back, typing like a maniac. “Three, minutes.”
Teo spat off the side. “Too slow. Make it one.”
Suddenly—kid running from the jeep, girl, couldn’t be older than Marisol, grenade clutched in both hands. Teo’s crosshair landed on her forehead. His finger twitched.
Ryan’s voice, annoyingly righteous: “There’s always another way.”
“Stupid nurse,” Teo cursed, shifting aim. He took out the jeep’s tire instead. Jeep flipped, grenade popped harmless in the sand. No dead kid today.

El Halcón’s Shadow
El Halcón watched all this chaos from behind bulletproof glass, knee throbbing like hell. That nurse had ruined the lab, the stash, his whole reputation. Still had the backup, though.
He tapped out a message: Nightshade-23 rolling toward Houston. Delivery by sunrise.
Let the gringos choke on their own poison.

The Escape
Ryan half-dragged Nina through fire and rubble, Marisol glued to his belt like a barnacle. Teo’s drone zipped overhead, dropped a med-kit and a scrap of paper: Run west.
Nina staggered, scratching at nothing. “They’re inside me—”
“Nope.” Ryan stabbed her with naloxone. “Stay with us.”
They stumbled to the shore just as cartel choppers started circling. A fishing boat waited, Isabel’s contact waving them in.
“Where’s Raúl?” Nina slurred.
Ryan looked back at the burning mess, jaw tight. Another ghost for the list.

The Calm Before....
El Halcón wasn’t done—hell no, not even close. He slunk off into the shadows, reeking of failure, yeah, but did you catch that last smirk on the cracked screen before Ryan’s phone fizzled out? That said it all. This wasn’t just some one-and-done nasty brawl. No, this was round one of a drawn-out war, and guess what? Halcón was gonna call the shots. The hunter in Ryan smelled the trail. The soldier felt the debt. One thing was clear: El Halcón had made this very personal, and Ryan’s version of mercy now had teeth.
Dawn turned the Gulf a sickly green. For now, they lived. Nina shivered under foil, Marisol knocked out cold in her arms, with Sofia at her feet.  Ryan flipped through Isabel’s files—a shipping manifest, Houston’s port.
Teo strolled over, lobbed him a few pain killers.
Ryan squinted. “You better take a few as well because this fight is not done yet.”
Teo shrugged, smirk swallowing the pills.  “Not all of us are monsters, bro.”
Marisol mumbled, half-asleep: “Did the angel of death take the bad man?”
Ryan pressed Raúl’s dog tag into her little fist. “No, sweetie. Not this time.”



Chapter 28
The Calm Before...
The Gulf looked ready to eat them alive. Hell, it basically did—the boat got swallowed up in black water so thick it could’ve been tar. Isabel just flashed her cash and one of those killer glares—the kind that dares you to get nosy—and that was the end of any questions. “It’s unregistered,” she’d said, chin up like she was showing off a golden ticket. As if this rusted piece of shrimp trawler was gonna save anyone.
Spoiler: it wasn’t.
The engine sounded like it was on death’s door, coughing out more smoke than actual power. Salt spray clung to everything—faces, weapons, Sofia’s worn-out little toy owl tucked under her arm. The girls were balled up in a tarp that reeked like a rotting fishmonger’s apron. Marisol hadn’t really moved, fist wrapped so tight around Raúl’s dog tag it looked painful, even asleep. Sofia? Wide awake, eyes too damn big, snatching every burst of lightning and holding it like cold fire.
Ryan camped out across from them, eyes way too intense. Each wobble of the boat seemed to shake loose ghosts in his bones. Raúl, cracking jokes and calling him hermano. Lena barking in his earpiece, always two steps ahead. Marcus, forever shouting warnings that came a second too late. All of them seemed stuck here, haunting the planks like bad memories.
Nina finally shattered the quiet. “You think she gets it?” She nodded over at Marisol. “That her dad just—”
“Shut it,” Isabel bit out. Her voice had that rough, late-night authority—shredded, but still strong enough to cut through metal.
Teo snorted, ugly little grin curling up. He was perched on a crusty bucket, cleaning his pistol by lantern light. “So, we’re supposed to play make-believe? Raúl’s probably already bones in Veracruz and we’re just sailing the babysitting express. Kid’ll find out soon enough.”
Darius shifted nearby—the dude was all muscle and pain, cradling his busted leg but still taking up twice as much space as anyone else. His voice came out deep. “Not from you.”
That shut Teo up—well, for all of five seconds. He flashed those teeth again, all attitude. “So, who spills it, then? You? You look half-dead already. Or Ryan? Mr. Hero Complex can’t seem to save much these days.”
Ryan didn’t move. Didn’t even blink, honestly. Just kept staring at the girls, hands twitching like maybe he was fighting the urge to grab something sharp and solve the “Teo problem” once and for all.
The boat picked that exact second to buck hard—nearly tossed them into the spray.
“¡Mierda!” the captain hollered, voice all nerves from the wheelhouse. “Lost power to the starboard propeller!”
Lights flickered. Then died. Only thing left lighting their faces was lightning itself—flashbulb bright, then gone, again and again.
Teo’s shout cut through. “Nice purchase, Isabel! What’d you get us into?”
She didn’t bother with him, already headed for the controls, barking orders in breakneck Spanish. Captain shouted back—bilge pumps, fuel lines—but the wind chewed the words up and flung them overboard.
“Stay with the kids!” Ryan yelled at Nina, already fighting his way across the deck. Ropes, lines—he hauled on all of it like he could physically restart a dead engine. Darius moved too, dragging up to manhandle the sails, leg useless but arms still running on pure spite.
Then they all heard that hum.
Started small, a buzz that didn’t belong to rain or wind—wrong kind of angry. Teo caught it first—a red LED blinking through the gloom. “Aw, hell. Cartel’s got eyes up.”
The drone hovered lower, its camera sweeping like it wanted to pick a fight. And then—ping. First round smacks metal, sparks flipping skyward. Whole boat jumped like it’d been socked.
“Down!” Ryan bellowed, yanking the girls under that foul tarp. Glock out, eyes narrowed through the rain. Another burst—tiny, angry holes zipped an inch from Nina. She just clenched up and covered the kids, like a human shield with way too much stubborn.
Teo? Looked thrilled. “Finally, some action!” He popped up blazing, AR spitting tracers like angry fireflies. Drone dipped, one rotor stuttering. Ryan joined in, steady, clinical—three neat pops. Third shot shredded its gut.
Drone stammered, spun, coughed black smoke, and dove for the afterlife.
Silence hit so hard it rattled. Engine noises, thunder, and a seriously pissed-off captain cursing everything from diesel to their ancestors.
Nina crawled over to Ryan, breathing all ragged. “They know where we are.”
He slid another mag home, hands trembling more than he liked. “They always did. That was just a little heads-up.”
At some point, the engine staggered back to life, belching clouds. You’d think relief would slide in, but nope—everyone tensed, staring out at every single shadow.
Hours—ages—later, Houston finally cracked the horizon, skyline bleeding through dirty dawn haze. The storm let up, sky pale and empty. Quiet hung heavier than the Gulf ever did.
Warehouse? Oh, that was just a different brand of misery. Four walls, but the air stunk of mildew and stuff that definitely wasn’t water. Everyone fell back into their coping routines—Teo taking apart his guns, Isabel laying out files like a priest prepping for confession, Nina wrapping the girls up in one tired arm.
Ryan didn’t even try to sit. Just paced, back and forth, boots echoing wild off the concrete. Any second of stillness felt like giving Halcón a target painted on his back.
“You’re bleeding through again,” Nina muttered, barely glancing over.
He just shrugged. “Better me than them.”
She glanced up, eyes sharp but so, so tired. “That’s exactly how you’re gonna end up. Just like him.”
Ryan just… stopped. Like, shit, those words hit harder than a punch to the face. Sure, he wanted to fire back, spit something angry, but nope—the words jammed up somewhere between his brain and mouth.
Then Isabel, in that don’t-mess-with-me tone, just sliced through the tension. “Tomorrow, we plan. Tonight, we breathe. Don’t kid yourself—this was just the opening act. Halcón’s not done with us.”
Ryan dropped next to Marisol, tried to find a steady place in the spinning chaos. He slipped Raúl’s tag into her palm. She barely moved, voice thin as smoke. “Did the angel kill the bad man?”
He cleared his throat, but it didn’t help. “Not yet, sweetheart.”
But inside his head, something mean spat back:
Next time, Halcón. Next freaking time, it’s finished.





Chapter 29
Fire On The Playground
The first scream wasn’t a kid’s—it was the teachers.
Ryan recognized that sound, way too well. Not just terror—it was that awful “oh, shit” note, when somebody clocks that deaths already strutted into the room and there’s nothing left but bad options.
They were too late.
The elementary school hunched on Houston’s east side like a molar begging for a root canal, graffiti all over the bricks, windows laced up in rusted cages. Ryan had rolled in braced for sirens, lights, the full law enforcement circus. Instead? Dead quiet. The kind that sets your jaw twitching and your heart scouting for an exit.
“Move!” he snapped, already sprinting.
Teo flashed past, boots thundering on cracked concrete. Isabel came through the door with her Glock out, hair still dripping rain. Darius dragged up the rear, limping, rifle low, jaw set like he was chewing on granite.
Inside was a fever dream.
Chemical stink punched them in the face—bitter, ghostly, burned your nose hairs. Ryan’s brain said, “Fentanyl, aerosolized. NightShade-23.” Halcón’s ugly brainchild. He yanked his mask up, tossed another towards Nina. “Cover the girls!” he barked.
No time for a plan. The hallway was pure panic: kids bursting from classrooms, hacking and bawling, teachers shoving them forward, arms spread like sheepdogs in hell. Then bullets snapped, sharp and hot.
Some joker with an AK sprayed the corridor, spitting sparks off lockers. The volume on those kids’ screams? Unthinkable. Bodies poured for the doors.
Ryan crouched, fired back—direct, clean shots. One cartel punk pinwheeled against a mural, blood messy across happy stick figures. Another staggered into a classroom—Darius’s bullet took him straight out, like a light going off.
“Get ‘em out!” Ryan roared, half-lifting a boy towards the exit with an arm that didn’t have time for gentle.
Nina scooped up Sofia under one arm, Marisol under the other, hauling them towards daylight. Smoke grenades coughed overhead, painting the scene gunmetal gray. Isabel found a fire alarm and yanked it—bells screaming with everyone else.
Halcón? Oh, he was showing off.
There he stood, like he owned the place, all slick hair and sharp suit stuffed inside tactical gear. A detonator dangled from his fingers, as casual as a car key.
“El enfermero,” Halcón called, voice oily as cheap tequila, echoing over the riot. “Always so noble. Always too late.”
Ryan fired. Halcón sidestepped, laughed—a rattlesnake with too many lives—slipping into a side hallway.
“Teo, cut him off!” Ryan snapped.
“Already on it!” Teo vaulted a desk, practically vibrating with bloodlust.
Shots rang out as Teo surged ahead—he answered with this wild, cracked laugh.
Ryan plowed forward, sliding on blood wet enough to skate on. Little girl—eight, maybe—down on the tile, eyes gone glassy, foam leaking out. Fentanyl. Shit. He slapped an injector into her thigh, praying it snatched her back from the brink.
She jerked, hacked, blinked. Not dead. Not yet.
“Ryan!” Isabel’s voice, sharp as a cattle prod. He whipped around—spotted two goons dragging a duffel towards the gym. The canisters.
He bolted.
The gym looked straight out of a war movie. Kids wedged under bleachers, gangsters lighting up the wood floor with bullets. One NightShade tank already pouring out white death.
Ryan dove straight through the chemical fog, mask squeezing his face—it still burned, scraping claws through his lungs.
He dropped the first soldier with his knife, hot blood on his hands. The second swung at him—Ryan smashed a rifle butt into his jaw, sent teeth flying.
Inside the duffel: four more canisters, wired, angry. His pulse jammed the redline.
“Bombs here!” he hollered, tossing one to Isabel. “Disable ‘em!”
She ducked, clipped wires like she’d done it a thousand times, zero hesitation. Darius dropped in behind, laying down cover, shooting with the rhythm of a metronome.
Then—Nina screaming.
Ryan’s heart tripped. He spun, caught her at the door—Sofia ripped from her side, Halcón holding Nina in a choke, gun to her head. Sofia flailed, boots kicking, nails digging at Halcón.
“Drop it, hero,” Halcón purred. “Or I splatter her brains.”
Ryan froze, rifle wobbling. Every instinct shouted “shoot.” Every bad memory screamed “not again.”
Nina locked eyes with him—desperate, fierce. She mouthed, do it.
Ryan squeezed.
The wall behind Halcón exploded—Teo hammered through, shotgun roaring. Halcón yanked Nina down, pellets whistling overhead. Scarred and pissed, he shoved Nina aside, dragging Sofia into the smog.
“No!” Ryan bellowed, lurching after.
Too late. More cartel muscle flooded in, bullets shredding the bleachers. Isabel screaming about the bombs. Darius swearing, keeping the worst back. Kids sobbing, choking on air that reeked of nightmares.
Ryan felt split—medic, killer. Soldier, nurse. He caught a glimpse of Sofia’s stuffed owl, Luna, tumbling from—
Ryan was a mess—split right down the middle, you know? Some days a hero, some days… well, the kind of guy you pray you never meet. He saw that dumb little owl plush—Sofia’s Luna—just skidding across the floor, slick with blood. Didn’t even think, just grabbed it, like maybe holding it kept her alive a second longer.
Halcon? Gone. Sofia? Gone.
The whole room was a bomb with a ticking soundtrack.
Ryan lunged for the first shutoff. Almost busted his ribs sucking in air. Isabel smashed the next one. Darius, crazy bastard, he just booted that third canister down a grate. It fizzled, hissed, smelled like a science experiment gone to hell. The fourth almost took off Ryan’s hand—he just stabbed the trigger with his knife and hoped for the best.
Then—dead quiet. The bad kind. Like, punch-you-in-the-face quiet.
Kids hacking up smoke, sobbing everywhere—teachers hugging kids so tight they could’ve snapped. Somebody was praying, or maybe just swearing—it blurs together when there’s this much blood.
Didn’t matter to Ryan. World could’ve gone silent for a hundred years—he was stuck staring at that doorway. Where Halcon grabbed her. Hate boiled under his skin. His hands stuck together red, picking up someone else’s pain.
Nina dragged herself over, covered in soot, cheeks all muddy with tears. “He took her.”
Ryan shoved Luna into her hands. His voice? Barely even a voice anymore. Pure gravel.
“I’m getting her back.”




Chapter 30
The Devil’s Run
The hunt kicked off with fire. Not the dramatic kind—well, actually, yeah, the dramatic kind.
Ryan just exploded through the busted gym doors, boots chewing up glass, sucking air thick with smoke and God-knows-what kind of chemicals. Sirens going berserk out in the street, like someone let a pack of angry wolves loose—way, way too late to matter. He didn’t spare 'em a glance. All he had eyes for were those Halcón bastards, convoy screaming down the block. SUVs blacked out and ugly, engines snarling like hellhounds chained up too long. Rear window, all the way in the back—Sofia.
She’s pounding on the damn glass, mouth going in a silent scream. He felt it in his bones.
“Move, move, MOVE!” Teo was already airborne, hurling himself into the bed of some wrecked pickup. Ryan barely even thought—just followed muscle memory, vaulted the hood, ripped open the steering, yanked the wires, lit that heap up. Engine caught. He punched it into gear.
Tires shriek. Now it’s real.
Convoy guns it, SUVs swerving all over, traffic scattering like cockroaches when the lights flick on. Civilians running for their lives—cars clipping each other, horns howling, a city bus eating pavement and wrapping around a pole. Some genius leans out the window with an AR, spraying up the street—bullets carving up the blacktop right under Ryan’s tires.
He jerks the wheel, slamming from one lane to another. Teo’s in back, shotgun booming, glass flying—one cartel windshield bursts, driver slumps, the whole SUV goes sideways, rolls, metal screaming enough to make your teeth ache, then fire everywhere as it lands dead on two parked cars.
Ryan just barrels on. Eyes razor-sharp, can’t afford to blink.
“They’ve got her!” Nina, in the cab next to him, voice shredded.
“I see her,” Ryan barks, tasting blood, somewhere his stitches all reopened. “He’s not taking her from me.”
Downtown Houston, a fever dream—towers flickering fire, neon bouncing off puddled blood. The convoy splits, two SUVs make for the bayou, Halcón’s lead ride keeps charging, headlights coming at Ryan like some mechanical demon god.
Foot to the floor. Stick with the devil.
Cartel goons popping up from sunroofs, machine pistols out, sparks everywhere. One round slams the dash—molten plastic in his lap. Ryan swerves so hard he kisses the side of a city bus, showers of sparks. Teo just stands up and erases a shooter—guy flips right back into the street; skull turned to wet gravel by Ryan’s tires.
Onto I-45, traffic scattering like prey. Halcón’s car just barely hanging onto the road, clipping semi-trucks, chaos looping. Then a rig jackknifes, whole road blocked by a sideways trailer. Ryan? Not even slowing down—he guns it up the back of a totaled Civic.
Trucks airborne. For a second, it’s like flying—or dying. Nina’s screaming, Teo’s laughing like a lunatic. They drop like a brick, shocks howling, chassis probably never walking right again, but doesn’t matter—they’re still in it.
Ryan flashes a grin, all cracked teeth and adrenaline. “Still with me, asshole?”
Halcón’s reply is, well, kind of a lot of bullets. SUV’s hatch pops, up comes this beast of an M60. Cartel guy’s braced for war—muzzle flashes light up the world, tracers buzzing past with that angry hornet sound.
Ryan jerks, glass explodes, bullets ripping up the cab. Nina goes down, hugging Marisol, Teo nearly ripped out the back, arm shredded and spraying.
Ryan whips the wheel, cuts into oncoming. Headlights everywhere, horns like a banshee. Somebody’s minivan kisses the fender, more screeching steel, but he’s still got the damn wheel.
Drops a gear, floors it, swings right behind Halcón’s SUV—dead in the blind spot. Grabs the pistol off the dash, leans half out the obliterated window. No hesitation. One, two.
Gunner’s head just snaps back, red mist everywhere. M60 bounces out, clangs along the highway, gone.
Comms crackle—Isabel from somewhere behind in a hotwired sedan: “Exit now! They’re heading for the shipyards!”
Ryan’s lip curls. He whips the wheel, follows.
Now it’s down industrial row—rain-slick roads, containers stacked up like dystopian Jenga. Everything smells like salt, diesel, and someone else’s sweat. Shadows everywhere. Floodlights sputtering overhead.
Halcón’s ride skids to a stop at the end of the pier—doors fly open. Soldiers spill out, rifles already blazing, flood of led mixing with the flood of rain.
Ryan floors it right at ‘em.
Truck crunches into bodies, metal and bone both giving way. Screaming. He plows through two cartel goons before he’s out, gun in-hand, biting down on the pain exploding in his side.
“Teo! Left flank! Darius, lock the damn exit!” Voice pure fury, no patience left.
Gunfight everywhere. Automatic fire rattling, boom from Teo’s shotgun, bullets deflecting off rusted shipping containers. Isabel’s a ghost, slipping between the chaos—silencer pops, bodies drop before they realize they’re dead.
Ryan’s the storm in the middle, rifle barking, chewing up the pier.
And then—Sofia. Tiny, scared, being dragged backward by Halcón himself, gun pressed to her skull. Their eyes meet in the mess. Halcón’s mouth splits into the worst kind of promise.
“¡Mátalos!” he screams.
Kill them all.
The firefight went off like a bomb in a hornets’ nest.
Ryan wasn’t even human at this point—just a shadow, barely there. Forklifts, stacks of crates, puddles—he slipped through them all, performing magic with that pistol. Two soldiers dropped before they even caught his scent. He was seeing tunnel vision, straight up; only noise he could process was Sofia sobbing and Halcón’s ugly voice breathing threats in her ear with that black gun jammed into her skin.
Grenade hit the ground, bounced like a bad joke. Didn’t faze Ryan. He soccer-kicked that thing back without missing a beat. Boom—air caught on fire, the gunmen just sort of disappeared into a red haze.
Teo, somewhere in the fog, went full berserker. Laughed, even, spraying actual limbs with the shotgun like it was a party trick. Darius, looking ready to collapse with blood pouring down his arm, planted himself by the pier gate, mowing people down with scary accuracy. Isabel? She was death in motion. Ended half a squad with knives before anyone clocked her.
Ryan muscled through the last bunch, boots sliding through rainbow slicks of oil. Sofia, Halcón, nobody else left. Just a nightmare family reunion.
“Let her go,” Ryan snarled. Rifle sight locked in, knuckles white.
Halcón grinned, cruel like a snake. Shoved the barrel harder into Sofia’s cheek. She made this noise—half a whimper, half a prayer.
“You’re still lost, man,” Halcón sneered. “She’s not bait. She’s what comes next. My war? It begins the second she screams.”
Ryan’s whole ribcage shook. He hurt everywhere, blood streaming down his side. Didn’t care.
“You touch her,” he managed, voice torn up, “and I’ll carve your name into the Devil’s spine.”
Halcón just smiled wider, all broken teeth and hell. Flicked something metallic to the dock. Little blinking red lights started winking at him from three containers nearby.
Yeah, explosives. Lots.
The whole pier groaned. Warning.
Ryan dove.
Everything froze, then snapped. Gunshots lighting the air. Sofia screamed. He crashed into Halcón, blade out, steel finding flesh. Gun went off wild, sparks and ricochets.
Both of them hit the ground, covered in grime, blood, whatever. Halcón fought dirty, claws in Ryan’s side, digging into the gash. Ryan lost it, smashed his skull forward—heard teeth break.
Halcón fumbled for a rebar shard, raked it down Ryan’s shoulder. Deep. Ryan just drove the knife deep into Halcón’s thigh. Blood everywhere.
“¡Hijo de puta!” Halcón spat, blood across Ryan’s cheek.
Ryan shattered Halcón’s mouth with his rifle stock, teeth spraying out like chiclets.
Sofia crawled away, wailing for Ryan.
Detonators started screaming—five, four, three—
Teo’s boomstick thundered. Closest container’s door vaporized, gas hissing everywhere. Flames leapt up, the whole world just turned into a sun.
Ryan wrestled Halcón’s gun away, jammed it under his jaw.
“We’re done,” he rasped.
Halcón just laughed, noise bubbling out with blood. “Even dead, you lose.”
Then—yeah, the pier exploded.
Ryan grabbed Sofia, threw himself over her, took the world’s biggest punch right in the lungs. Everything screamed—fire, water, metal, his own ribs. Then nothing. Just darkness.
When Ryan finally dragged himself out of the swamp, Sofia clutched in his grip, he was hacking up blood, barely together. Everything hurt, but his arms around her wouldn’t let go.
Pier? Gone. Sky on fire, black smoke climbing like a demon’s flag. Corpses bobbed in the surf—burned, twisted, ruined.
No Halcón. The bastard just…gone.
Ryan stumbled to solid ground. Nina smashed into them, hugging, sobbing alive. Teo limped out of the smoke, face peeled half open, but grinning.
“Told you that son of a bitch wouldn’t go down easy.” Classic Teo.
Ryan stared at the fire eating the docks. His heart thundered. He knew. All the way down.
Halcon wasn’t finished.
Not by a long shot.
And the nightmare? Just warming up.




Chapter 31
Ashes of Mercy
 The night sky… yeah, it didn’t burn. It flat-out melted.
Nobody ever pictured Houston as a hellscape lit wild orange, flames chomping the shipyards like some freaky sacrifice. Steel and glass were supposed to gleam, right? Instead, you got sirens ripping the air to shreds. The whole place reeked—burned oil, scorched metal, a hint of blood and gunpowder hanging so thick you could gnaw on it.
Ryan stumbled through the chaos, holding Sofia like she’d break if he let go. His boots kept sliding in oily puddles, and every step sent daggers lancing through his wrecked side. Didn’t matter, though. She was glued to him, little fists tangled tight in his shirt. Silent. That kind of quiet where you’d rather they sobbed than say nothing at all.
Smoke everywhere. Out of it, Nina crashed into them, wild-eyed, grabbing at Ryan and Sofia both like she was checking if they’d dissolve. She looked on the verge—half-panic, half-relief—hands flitting around, not sure where to land.
“I’ve got her,” Ryan rasped out, voice fried like his lungs. “She’s safe.” Total lie and they both knew it. Nina stared, tight-lipped.
Then behind, the place just kept blowing itself apart. Shipping containers rattling, cranes toppling—Houston’s whole industrial backbone breaking its spine. Teo limped in, lugging Darius who looked two more steps from blackout. Isabel floated behind, sharp as ever. Blazer gone, hair wild, face streaked soot and blood—kind of scary, to be honest.
“Move!” Isabel barked, already tracking escape routes. “We’re not dying here.”
Well, turns out fate had other plans.
Suddenly: LIGHTS. Stadium-bright floodlights boomed on. Helicopters hacking up the sky overhead, searchlights knifing through the smoke. Loudspeakers started yapping in English and Spanish, all “DROP YOUR WEAPONS NOW!” like the end of a Michael Bay movie.
Cops everywhere, lights spinning. Black SUVs squealing in, you know—those extra-scary government G-men with all the letters. Guys in armor. Guns everywhere, faces set to kill.
Teo just spat. “Shit. We are beyond fucked.”
Ryan’s hands still wouldn’t let Sofia go, but he shoved her to Nina anyway. “Get her out,” he snapped, no argument allowed.
Nina stared, rolling panic. “Ryan—” He cut her off: “You get her OUT.”
Everything was noise. Helicopters eating up the sky, sirens drilling inside your teeth, bits of leftover fire still popping off ammo somewhere under the flames. And then the media. Because of course. News vans bulldozed right through—cameras flashing for blood, thirsty as vampires.
Ryan’s face—giant, grinning—blared across a chopper’s feed screen. Military photo, badge and everything. Huge text slamming underneath:
“BREAKING: DOMESTIC TERRORIST ‘NIGHT NURSE’ LEADS HOUSTON MASSACRE.”
The talking heads talked over themselves. “Authorities say Night Nurse is responsible for tonight’s carnage. Cartel involvement? Maybe. But this is his style—ruthless, clinical. Hero turned monster. Ryan White now public enemy #1.”
Nina hissed out a curse. “They’re making you out to be Satan incarnate.” Ryan didn’t even twitch. “So let ’em.”
Feds ringed up, moving slow, guns out, forming this noose of deadly hardware. One barked the usual: “HANDS ON YOUR HEAD! NOW!”
Ryan just stood there. Rifle dangling, blood streaking down his knuckles, other hand up but not surrendering—no way. He stared ‘em down. Sizing up the crowd, weighing the odds. Spoiler: they sucked.
Darius, limp and desperate, breathed out: “We… we’re not fighting outta this.”
Teo, stubborn as ever: “Like hell we’re not.”
Ryan barked, scalpel-sharp, “No. Not here. Not how they want.”
Quick glance at Isabel—instant understanding. Her eyes flicked left: a sliver between stacked containers, one last gamble.
She mouthed, “Diversion.”
He nodded.
Suddenly, gunshots rang out—a half-dead cartel guy staggering from the flames, shooting at the feds. Chaos, pure and simple. Everyone scrambled agents ducking, beams spinning, bullets slicing the smoke.
Ryan made the call: “GO!”
Everything exploded into movement. Isabel yanked Nina, who clung to Sofia. Teo laid down wild cover fire, just enough to buy seconds. Ryan, last through the gap, every inch of him screaming with pain, but he just kept moving.
Bullets smashed the ground where they’d just stood. They zigzagged through that industrial labyrinth—flames snapping at their heels, shadows enormous on the container walls. Choppers swept overhead, searchlights playing lethal tag. Somewhere, a bit of Sofia’s foil blanket flickered, and the world held its breath.
That had escaped in Houston—a pure, beautiful mess.
Sofia ate pavement. Isabel barely glanced back—just scooped her up mid-stride like it was nothing. Darius smacked into a crate, blood spattering everywhere (gross), but Ryan shoved him anyway. “Move your ass!”
Behind them? Pandemonium. Feds yelling, boots battering steel, the whole action-movie parade.
Ahead: nothing but murky, endless bayou. One crusty tugboat, sitting lopsided and half-swallowed by the dock, waited like a dare.
“That’s the ride,” Isabel snapped.
Teo, wheezing, looked ready to puke. “You call that thing a boat? That’s a death wish with an engine.”
“Tell it to the Coast Guard. Get in,” Isabel fired back, already dragging Nina onboard.
Floodlights slashed the shadows—agents barking into radios, boots zeroing in, all hustle. A beam nailed Ryan right in the face.
“Freeze! Hands—”
Ryan didn’t freeze squat. He yanked a pin and flung a grenade sideways, not even bothering to aim. The explosion tore through the containers—instant chaos. Fireworks, shrapnel, a wall of sound. Floodlights blinked out. Cops dropped like dominoes.
Ryan leapt for the tug—somehow didn’t eat shit—hacked at the mooring line with a knife, and it popped loose.
Teo’s hands worked the engine, panic mode. It bucked and hawked out a lungful of black smoke, finally churning to life. The boat jerked into the bayou, bullets sparking off rust, agents swarming the dock behind them, too slow, too late.
They floated. Not dead yet.
City behind them, a dirty orange inferno, smoke and sirens reflected in pitch-black water. The tug’s engine sounded like it was dying, but it pulled them out anyway.
Nina, Sofia, and Marisol bunched together under crinkly foil blankets, whispering lies about how it’d be okay. Teo slumped near the wheel, leaking red, jaws clenched so tight it hurt to look at him. Isabel, hair snapping in the wind, didn’t blink—eyes tracking the darkness like a hawk with a grudge.
Ryan snagged his spot on the deck, stiff and wrecked, rifle loose in his lap, blood trailing down to the greasy deckboards. He stared back at the burning skyline—face lit up in the colors of hell.
News choppers circled like vultures. His mugshot all over live feeds: “Domestic Terrorist.” “Mass Murderer.” “Night Nurse.” Blah blah blah.
Let ’em talk.
Ryan had made his call.
If the world needed a monster, he’d be their nightmare. No more white coat, no more soldier nonsense.
He was hunting now.
And the second Halcón crawled out of whatever sewer he was hiding in, Ryan would be there, all teeth—smiling.
The Undertow:
That tug made noises like it was older than sin—groaned and creaked like your grandma’s knees before rain. Pretty sure every bolt was doing its own jazz solo, and I half expected hunks of metal to just plop off and vanish into that inky water. The diesel slap in the air was like taking a shot of battery acid straight to the sinuses, slicing into the coppery stink of blood already hanging around.
Ryan was just parked there, back rammed up against the wheelhouse, legs out like “kill me now,” rifle slung lazy across his lap. His chest felt like someone had taken a cheese grater to it; his side oozed something that shouldn’t be out in the world. But pain? Hell, that was upscale living compared to what he’d signed up for. Sleep was not an option—the kids and Marisol were too close, too fragile, twitching and curled there beside him. He was the one who dragged them through all this mess, right? Some damn wall; he turned out to be.
Teo hobbled over, gave the frame a slap like he was testing if it’d hold his weight. Guy was slick with sweat, grayish in the chalky light. “Engine’s holding together by Jesus and duct tape,” he said. “Push her anymore and we’re all fish food.”
“Don’t push,” Ryan grunted, eyes stuck on the floor.
Teo just squinted a while, like he wanted to crack a joke but couldn’t quite summon the energy. “Bro, you’ve got enough daylight leaking outta you to scare a vampire. Should be flat on your back, not playing sentry.”
Ryan just locked his jaw. “Later.”
—
Up at the bow, Isabel had the wind in her hair, phone out, thumbs firing. Not even a word outta her since liftoff, just that smashed phone screen and her little data-mining fingers. She wasn’t doomscrolling. You could tell—she was looking for something urgent, and it sure as hell wasn’t cat vids.
Ryan shouted, “We clear yet? Or you still got eyes on us?”
She didn’t even look up. Voice carved out of ice. “Your mug’s all over Houston, every feed. Bureau, Homeland, DEA, take your pick. You’re officially public enemy of the week.”
Nina looked up, strung out and broken-eyed. “What about us? Are we just… background noise?”
Isabel didn’t blink. “Collateral doesn’t trend, sweetheart.”
—
Back on the deck, Darius hacked up a cough with the kind of sound that makes you wince. He’d been circling the drain since they peeled him off the pier; half the blood on his shirt was a color you don’t wanna see. Nina’s hands had put him back together with more hope than skill.
Ryan scooted over, hissing at the fresh stab under his ribs. Checked Darius’s pulse. Barely there, but not gone yet.
Darius blinked awake, eyes yellow in the tug’s crap light. “We… stop it?”
Ryan just nodded. “Kids’re safe.”
Darius spat up blood and showed the ghost of a smile. “Then yeah. Worth it.”
Stupid thing to say. Ryan had said it once—desert, uniform, some poor bastard with a fistful of sand and a sucking chest wound. Hearing it again made him want to punch something.
—
Sofia lurched upright, scared witless. “Why… why’d they want us? Why’d the man chase us?”
Everyone just froze. Nina, running on fumes, stroked her hair and whispered nonsense in Spanish. Sofia shook her off. She wanted answers—from Ryan.
He looked at her. This kid, who’d watched her whole life burn away. He wanted to tell her the truth: monsters like Halcón got fat on the world men like him kept spinning. He wasn’t anybody’s hero.
But her small fists. Her trembling mouth. Couldn’t break her like that.
He swallowed the truth and offered the only half-lie he had left. “You’re tough. Tough scares little men.”
She stared him down, nodded like she believed it. Ryan… yeah, not so much.
—
Channel kept getting wider. City lights dying behind a fog of crap and smoke. Night was endless out here. Just black water, more black water, nothing but the old tug’s heart stuttering along.
Ryan let his head drop back against cold metal, chest hitching. For a heartbeat, he almost slipped under. Flashbacks came for him—Halcón’s mean mug in the flames, Raúl broken on the ground, screams from those almost-lost kids, his own hands and all that blood.
He snapped awake. Not a chance in hell he’d let sleep win. Not with Halcón still breathing.
Not with the world watching for him to screw up.
—
Finally, Isabel broke the hush. “We need a rabbit hole. Can’t hang around Houston—both my safehouses are blown up. Closest is Galveston, and it ain’t great.”
Ryan scowled. “That’s too close.”
She shot back, “Too far and Darius dies.”
Nina’s voice was already shredded. “Just pick.”
Ryan glanced at Darius, who was hanging on by a whisper. Choice was ugly but not hard. He went with his gut, same as always.
“Galveston,” he said.
Nobody argued.
In the dark, Ryan got it—Halcón wasn’t bailing. He was lurking, lurking hard. Just sitting in the shadows, eyes peeled. That current? Always yanks you under, no matter how much you thrash.
Ryan sagged into the rail, ribs tacky with that crusted blood—felt like glue every time he shifted. Boat kept trundling through the water, yawning toward Galveston like it could care less he was barely holding it together. Air tasted metallic, thick with old engine oil and maybe regret. For a few stolen seconds, nothing moved but his ragged breath.
Then, bam—he clocked it. Something squared off in his cargo pocket. The burner he’d snatched in the chaos back on the dock. He flipped it open, thumb shaking. Screen looked trashed, pixels spiderwebbed, battery icon basically screaming for life support.
A little video file flashed up, begging to be tapped.
Gut went to ice. He hit play.
Just static and blur at first, then Lila—Nina’s little sister, plain as day—muttering at her townhouse door, keys jangling. “Stupid lock,” she grumbled, half-laughing, clueless. Suddenly, her face changed—something bad passed over. She froze.
A shadow crept behind her in the hall. Creepy as hell.
Camera jostled. Caught a forearm—ink swirling, snake coiled tight around a scalpel, the kind of tat you don’t just forget, especially with porch light flashing on it.
Then that voice. Oily, deadpan, full of itself.
“Nurses make such delicate patients.”
Gone. Black screen. No credits, no nothing.
The phone almost skittered out of his grip, his hands were shaking that bad. Boat droned on, dragging them toward Galveston—a city that promised nothing but more trouble. Fairy tales were done. This thing? Nowhere near finished. Not even close.
Ryan barged into the tug’s busted-up comms room, sparks hissing outta the dead consoles like pissed-off fireflies. The joint looked like Skynet threw a tantrum—glass everywhere, wires hanging out like robot guts, that burned plastic stink absolutely assaulting the place.
“Get me eyes,” Ryan snapped, yanking a cable from the mess and practically stabbing it at Darius. “Patch it. I mean it—now.”
Darius kinda recoiled, like, not sure if he should laugh or cry. “Bro, this rig’s held together with spit and hope—”
Ryan cut him off, impatient as ever. “Don’t wanna hear it. Just make it work.”
Time went all stretchy then. That rack wheezed and rattled, real drama queen. But after what felt like forever, this puke-green feed stuttered alive, stuck on some Galveston Street cams. The pixels looked like a Pollock painting done by a drunk toddler, but—hey—it’d do.
Ryan leaned so close his breath fogged the screen.
Bingo. There was Lila. Hood pulled, bag slung over one shoulder, almost dropping her keys at her own door. Doing that paranoid quick glance, like she smelled fate sneaking up behind her.
And—hold up—right behind her, movement. Just a flicker. Barely-there shadow. Metal glint, quick and mean, right at the edge.
Ryan’s fist came down so hard on the console it cracked straight through. Sparks spat. The monitor flickered like it was fighting for its last breath.
Right then, El Halcón’s voice oozed out of the static, real creepy, all silk and menace: “Nurses make such delicate patients.”
Then—bam—the feed died.
Nina’s scream bounced around the ruins, haunting as hell. Ryan just stared at the busted console, blood running down his knuckles, and yeah, the nightmare? It had just decided to go full monster.






















Chapter 32
Ghosts on the Shore
Tug engine hacking up a lung, right on cue as the sun tries to remember what color it’s supposed to be—gray bleeding weak between water that’s pretty much just black and a sky that’s pretending to be darker. Whole console behind Ryan won’t shut up: fried comms, static like whispering teeth, busted screens still haunted by that final shot of Lila at her front door. Hoodie swallowed her head, backpack halfway off one shoulder, keys jiggling like she’s about to drop ‘em.
That shadow behind her, wrist showing off a gnarly snake twined around a scalpel? Yeah. That one.
“Nurses make such delicate patients,” El Halcón’s voice slipping through the garbage static, so slick it made you want to take a shower.
Screen blipped out. Nina’s scream sort of just clung to everything after—refusing to leave, like smoke that’s moved in and changed its mailing address.
Galveston was sidling up by then. Town rising slow—houses on chicken legs, porch lights winking like drunks pulling an all-nighter. Shrimp boats drifting in like they forgot rent was due. Some gull screeched, extra dramatic, like maybe someone should have listened last Wednesday.
At the wheel, Teo looked like a statue trying not to blink. “Ghosts, that’s us,” he muttered, hands damn near throttling the wheel. “Tie up like we’re made of fog. Move like ghosts, too.”
Isabel ruled the bow, one hand texting like a demon, other hand clutching cold steel. She’s been burning up her burner for an hour—dead drops and IOUs she’ll probably never get called on. The little screen glow made her face see-through, like stained glass mixed with seawater. “My friend’s kid? She’s two blocks from Lila. We stage there, if nobody’s listening in yet.”
Darius looked like he’d had better weeks, elbows buried in the corpse of the comms rack. Fumbling keys, squinting at the mess. Pulled up a handful of traffic cams, couple stoplights, a doorbell cam, one bodega feed. Pointed the right direction, nothing coming in.
“All blind. Grid’s cooked or Halcón’s gone paranoid.” Sweat slicked down his temples. “We want eyes, gotta do it the old-fashioned way.”
Ryan gave the barest nod. “Then we go.”
Nina? Not even breathing loud. Her arms fused around Sofia and Marisol, wrapped so tight her hands drained white. Only her eyes moved. Always darting to Ryan—pitch of the tug, gull on the rail, flicker of Lila’s name scraping at her teeth.
He squatted in front of her, tried to sound less like a broken wire. “We’ll get Lila. You stick to Isabel. No exceptions.”
Nina’s mouth did some weird thing, almost a smile. “When do I ever listen to you?”
Ryan wanted to laugh, but the weight was too much. “Could try. I’d owe you.”
“For her,” Nina shot back, nodding toward Sofia. Little kid gave a nod like she was about to ship out with the Marines. Marisol, out cold, clutching a dog tag like it was a magic charm.
They tied up behind some yacht with “Better Days” in cheap cursive. Universe is hilarious, sometimes. Teo snorted at the name. Isabel led the way off, fast and quiet, ducking under boardwalks that still stank like someone threw a kegger and lost. Heads down, gear slung, weapons stashed like they were hoping not to need them.
The city had retro vibes, like it was cosplaying possibility. Neon signs flicker-toast. Movie theater dreaming of two weekends ago. Police cruisers trolling for anyone stupid enough to stare them down. Ryan kept moving, calculating angles on the sly. Nobody looking like they were counting anything.
Isabels connect? Nursing student, foot in a cast, living in a half-moved-in duplex, starring at them with this haunted oh-right-Isabel look—like he’d signed a blank check a long time ago.
“Couch is there. Coffee. Don’t tell me any names.”
Isabel fired back without blinking; money smacked onto the microwave. “Works for me. Keep it locked, TV off.”
Darius basically took over the poor guy’s electronics graveyard—one laptop, two routers limping along. Kitchen counter became their war room. Crane your head, see printouts and Polaroids spilling out of the tug’s fried screens.
“Lila’s spot’s here. Only two outs: front or alley fire escape. Blanket’s right here—maybe two blocks squared. Store cam died not even two minutes before we lost Lila. That’s not luck.”
“Walk-in, not drive,” Teo rumbled.
Darius nodded. “Quieter that way. He’ll have backup at the corners. One guy snoozing on the church steps. Another with eyes on the roof. Prob’ly a car pretending to be bored.”
“Cops?” Isabel asked, already knowing the answer.
Ryan’s head shake was all steel. “Call ‘em, we dance to his song. Tonight, it’s just us.”
Sofia tapped Nina’s sleeve, voice tiny. “Is she your sister?”
Nina breathed in, trying to anchor herself. “Yeah, baby girl. Lila’s my only sister. We’re bringing her home.”
Sofia nodded, gravely serious. “Okay.” Her eyes sidled to Ryan, then to the map, then back, not even blinking. “You gonna kill the snake guy?”
Ryan’s laugh was a low, dangerous sound. “Absolutely.”
And for a second the whole place just kind of…waited, like they were all hanging off that answer, afraid to admit how much they needed to hear it.
They moved out—kind of that loose but wired way, everyone stretched thin. Teo cut up the alley, Darius dragging along right behind him, fiddling with an antenna and one of those burner throw-phones already primed to jack a door panel if the universe demanded it. Isabel hugged the curb, Nina lumbering beside her, girls in tow, layered up to sell “exhausted church mom” to anyone half paying attention. Ryan swept up the rear, ten yards back, hat brim dipping low enough to hide his eyes, limping on that busted side no one’d been allowed to stitch since Houston.
They got to Lila’s block and, bam, everything just… deadened. The world faded at the edges. Like somebody’d sucked out the noise—no TV static, no barking mutts, no neighbor hacking up last night’s regrets. Not even the damn gulls were around. Even the air felt weird—thick, muffled. Daruis'd called it: blanket down. Ryan could feel it—hair bristling along his arms, nerves firing. Some invisible hand smoothing everything flat. The kind of quiet that only comes when nobody’s meant to see.
Isabel did that side-glancing rooftop scan. “Up there.”
Ryan didn’t make a show of it—just shot his eyes up, bounced ‘em off the bodega’s roof. Metal glint. Not a bird. Definitely a guy, long gun tucked behind the parapet. No double takes. Second glances write your obituary really quick.
“Keep walking,” he mumbled into the mic, casual as bad weather.
Teo’s voice slid back: “Shadow on the church steps. Faking a call. Hasn’t even dialed.”
Darius, “Car at the hydrant. Windows fogged. Engine cold. Two folks in there, eyes on the girls.”
Ryan’s pulse started doing that drummer-boy thing, all tight and regular—fight-time rhythm. He let city haze slide over him, tried to be both people again: the one counting bullets, and the one counting how long he could stay breathing. Gotta let both run their own show, hope they sync up.
They hit Lila’s stoop. Whole damn door was chewed out of the frame—splinters like fangs, lock dangling dead, jamb warped proper. Whoever busted in hadn’t cared who noticed.
“Nina,” Ryan said, hands on her shoulders. All business, but soft in that way that gets through. “You give me the girls. Go with Isabel. Take the alley and wait for a call. You don’t come upstairs till you hear me say your name.”
Nina’s eyes stuck to the busted door, her face gone cloud gray. “I’m going up.”
“No, you’re not.”
She squared her shoulders. Fight flickering. “Ryan—”
“Say her name. Just once. Say it while she’s still in the world.”
And that—damn. That cracked her. “Lila.” Just a word, but all prayer.
“Give me the girls.” He gentled it then. “Please.”
She put Sofia and Marisol in his arms like maybe she’d handed over all she ever cared about. He tucked them behind Isabel, whose embrace could have choked steel.
“Clock?” Darius’s whisper, hot in Ryan’s ear.
“Thirty,” Ryan whispered back.
Into the house. Past a door that still bled sawdust, into stale lemon cleaner and the low hum of fear. Back light in the kitchen flickered like a bad disco. Living room: sagging couch with a hopeful throw, dead houseplant—whole vibe: someone tried. Only picture on the wall—Nina and Lila, kids on a beach, hair wind-wild, sunburnt and loud and not yet broken.
A floorboard sang upstairs. Not walking, just hiding—lousy at it too.
Ryan floated to the staircase, light on his feet, palm grazing the wall—paint new in places, patched where past trouble punched through. Every step, careful, like what he was carrying up might shatter.
First landing, hallway table, bills stacked. He flipped through without thinking—overdue electric, Lila’s name, handwriting sharp and stubborn. Up top three doors. Bathroom glowing faint, one door half-open with the corner of a bed showing, last door shut tight with a skinny shadow leaking underneath. Somebody laid low, waiting on a mistake.
He waited, listening. Closed door: breathing. Open one: just fabric sliding on skin, almost nothing.
He went for the closed one.
Hand on knob—cold, no warmth, good. Turned easy, then slammed it hard at the end, popped low with his boot, surprise for anyone hiding out.
Room’s empty. Sad air mattress, heap of clothes, water bottle gone sideways. No Lila. No snake ink.
Small scraping sound behind him. Metal on metal, almost shy. He twisted. The half-opened door ticked more open, hinges spitting, shadow sliding out—someone wiry, unhurried. Hint of tattoo under the sleeve.
“Come out,” Ryan said, steady as I-95 traffic.
And that was the moment.
That shadow? It slipped in like it’d been waiting for the invite, honestly. Hoodie guy waltzes right into the doorframe, bald head catching the weak hallway light, face all blank and sharp. The kind of blank that says, “I dare you to guess what I’m thinking.” Sleeve hiked up on the right. Snake bleeding into a scalpel tattoo—mouth gaping at the wrist, like it’s about to eat steel.
Lila’s behind him, mouth all silvered up with tape, eyes way too wide. Her wrists are duct-taped, fingers twitching, and she’s got a streak of blood at her temple. Somebody’s had a real stellar day on the gentle persuasion front.
Ryan draws a bead, just him and the rectangle of the door now. “Drop it,” he says, flat as an EKG line. “Walk out. Kneel.”
The hoodie’s smile is all lopsided, only the right half makes the trip. “Ryan White,” he says—but no, that voice? Not El Halcón. It’s a copycat, someone who’s practiced until they could fake the echo. “He said you’d show up yourself. Said you can’t help it.”
Down on the street, Teo’s whisper comes through comms like a dry cough: “Roof’s shifting.”
Ryan, not blinking, barely breathing: “Hold. Don’t spook ’em.”
“Spooked,” Darius mutters back. “Church steps moving. Someone’s in the cars.”
Tattoo-guy lifts his left hand, almost like a whoops-my-bad. Right hand? Quick flick. Scalpel flashes and spins—he catches it backward, blade kissing his forearm.
Ryan’s voice, still cold: “Let her go.” No gun, doesn’t need it. His words burn holes in the room.
And the guy’s grin just tips a little wider. “You talk like you never lost anything,” he says, squeezing Lila’s shoulder like he’s testing fruit for ripeness.
Lila starts making a sound, desperate and ugly, and then—hell, she rams her own head into the doorjamb hard enough the wood cracks. Man’s smile falters. She does it again—this time the doorjamb explodes, the guy finally flinches, and boom: Ryan moves.
He slides in low and left, that slice of space nobody watches. Scalpel whistles past his cheek, buries into the frame. Guy swears in Spanish. They crash to the carpet in a tangle, bounce off the dresser—drawer knobs digging mean reminders into ribs. Lila, wild-eyed, staggers for the hall, almost eating the wall on the way out.
Ryan’s got the guy’s wrist. He wrenches, hard—something gives, and the scalpel jumps out, skitters under the bed. Tattoo-guy jams his fingers into Ryan’s wound—yeah, that one—like it’s got his name on it. Ryan’s vision fuzzes out, so he answers the only way left: headbutt. Crunch. Blood everywhere. The fight rolls right through the closet door, splinters popping. The guy laughs, wheezing, “He said you’d be better close up.”
Ryan jams his thumb for the guy’s eye. “You tell him he’s not wrong.”
There’s a shadow—Lila, tape dangling like spit, voice ragged: “Nina!”
Down the stairs—stomping, angry, Nina yells back, “Lila!”
“Stay—” Ryan starts, but doesn’t get through it. Snake-tattoo guy bucks, they slam the nightstand. Lamp goes off like a flashbang—room dies to black with just hallway moonlight and some lazy morning slicing through janky blinds.
Downstairs: a door swings. Creaky. Two people, shoes scuffing. Isabel’s voice is freeze-your-blood cold: “Back up.” Teo, low as thunder: “This isn’t your business.”
A car engine coughs outside, way too close. Darius crackles in his earpiece: “More movement. Three this side.”
Back in the room, Snake-guy wriggles out, comes up with a lamp shard, all jagged. He slashes at Ryan’s throat.
But then—Nina appears in the doorway, all hard edges and zero patience, Glock trained, jaw locked like she could chew glass. No fear, not a hint.
Bang. Bullet catches the guy high in the shoulder, spins him straight into the closet. Clothes eat him. He makes a noise—not really a scream, more like language forgot how.
Ryan pins him down, forearm crushing his throat, shuts him right up.
Nina’s in two places at once, sobbing, tearing at Lila’s wrist bindings, hugging the doorway.
Downstairs? You can just hear it—the sound of three idiots about to make a bad day a thousand times worse. Car revs outside, just in case anyone missed the memo. Sofia’s small voice from the stairwell piping over it all, masking terror with brave: “Is it over?”
On the ground, Ryan smashes Snake-guy harder, shakes the house. “How many?” he hisses.
Snake-guy’s mouth is red now. “Plenty.”
Teo shouts in his ear: “Forget it, Ryan—we’re blown!”
Muzzle flash, just—crack—a strobe of bright across the dark. That bullet? Nobody saw it until the glass shattered up top—ping! —and bits of drywall spat across the wall above Nina’s head. She just stood there. No flinch, no heroics. She grabbed Lila by the arm and just, like, bulldozed her into the bathroom, slamming the door behind. “Down!” she barked. Lila hit the tile, hands clenched over her head, sobbing, “I knew you’d come; I knew it—” Voice cracking, snot, the whole deal.
Ryan gave the man one last look. “Tell him I’m coming.”
The guy’s smile looked like it’d been through a blender. Still, he made it mean. “He already knows.”
Ryan just grinned—hard, mean. “Good.” And then, bam, fist to temple. The guy wilted like spilled gin.
“Move!” Isabel snapped, suddenly right there, waving like she owned the air. “They’re shutting down the street! Thirty seconds before we’re famous. Or dead.”
Darius’s breath rattled in Ryan’s ear, too close. “I can jam one cell. Not both. Pick.”
Ryan didn’t think long. “Car.” He snatched that old scalpel from under the mattress—didn’t even glance at it, just slid it vertical into his belt like it was a passport.
Teo blasted the shotgun outside—thunder rolled, then a scream. A proper, desperate one—the kind that says, “Yeah, my legs aren’t legs anymore.” And—delis be damned—the shooting outside kept up, now with backup from across the street; rifle on the church steps, windows shattering, a sad parade of family photos bitten into Swiss cheese.
Ryan hauled Nina and Lila out. Didn’t ask, just grabbed sleeves, manhandled them toward the stairs, putting himself between them and the bullets, using his body like a moving, pissed-off shield. On landing two, he swept up Sofia and Marisol—one on each arm, soft and shaking but silent, like kids who’d seen too much to bother screaming.
The door up front? Exploded. Floodlights, siren flashes, acrid smoke pushing in. Not feds. Yet. Halcón’s thugs, bringing their own damn storm.
“Back!” Isabel was yelling, choking, her eyes rimmed with red.
“Alley!” Teo roared. “Move move, move!”
Kitchen looked like someone had started cleaning then swapped Pine-Sol for artillery. Isabel kicked the back door so hard she nearly unhinged it. Morning sunlight and shooters waiting—two of them, striding in from the side gate like they’d rehearsed this at a corporate retreat.
Teo blew the first guy open with buckshot—messy, efficient. Darius silently, elegantly, put one right in the other’s neck. The guy folded quick. You could smell the danger.
“Car,” Isabel barked. She pointed at an ugly sedan wearing “Fresh Eats” magnets. Ripped ‘em off, tossed them at the recycling like they’d bit her. “Everyone. In.”
Nina shoved Lila in—gentle, but no-nonsense—then the girls. “Buckle,” she hissed, and Sofia obeyed, tight-lipped. Marisol fiddled with Luna’s ear, not really praying but close.
Ryan jumped into the front. Isabel floored the gas so hard it felt personal. In the rearview, the deli muzzle tried catching up—gunner realized everyone had moved on but him. Bullet punched through the back glass—poof, safety glass erupted, snowing over them. Lila’s scream ripped through the car, absolutely alive.
They flew out of the alley, straight into a street waking up to chaos—a jogger frozen mid-stride, coffee geyser-Ing a fountain onto his sneakers. Two squad cars swung in, lights flickering, looking for a war zone.
Isabel’s mouth went sour. “Pick,” she muttered. “Cartel or cops.”
Ryan spat, “Both.”
Teo’s laugh was pure wolf. “Always.”
Isabel juked left, then right, then onto streets shrinking with trees and peeling paint. Darius slapped a chunky gadget on the dash, pressed his thumb, and for three blocks every cell signal just… died. In the side mirror, a car sputtered to nothing, driver freaking out, no clue why the world had gone silent.
“Two minutes,” Darius grunted. “Then they hear us.”
“Make it work,” Isabel growled.
Nina twisted around, held Lila’s face, her voice softer now. “Hey, look at me. You’re okay. I got you.”
Lila stared, eyes narrow, then found her, finally. “You always were,” she whispered, crying lines through all that mess on her cheeks.
Ryan kept his eyes glued to the road. Out there, the city looked bruised—morning gray, half-scared—like even the buildings knew hell was following. He thumbed the scalpel for comfort, cold and sharp and probably a lousy omen.
“He’s here,” Nina’s voice cut through, all gravel. “He brought this to us.”
Ryan nodded, just once. Some predator in his chest started stretching. Soldier, ghost, whatever—listened to the kid’s breathing behind him, let that set the rhythm. Teeth bared, world tightening, all of them already past the point of no return.
“We stash them somewhere nobody’s looking,” he said. “Then we take that ratty blanket he’s got squashed over the city, yank it off, drag him into the sun like laundry he forgot about. No more lurking. No more magic tricks. We peel him down to the bones.”
Isabel’s grin flashed—fast, mean, sharp as a snapped-off blade. “Took you long enough.”
Sirens howled behind, wavery and thin. The deli roof dropped out of view. That snake tattoo guy? Already sinking into a rug upstairs, bleeding just enough to make the whole place reek like lemons, steel, and panic sweat. Over Galveston, that dirty old blanket rippled—shimmering, restless—itching to burn if someone ever got gutsy enough to spark it.
“Ghosts on the shore,” Teo mumbled, craning his neck for a look out back. “Think they’ve scoped us yet?”
Ryan stayed silent. He hunched forward, ramrod straight, eyes cold. You ever see a guy quit making himself smaller for everyone else’s comfort? That was it.
“They will,” he said. Just that.
And the car rolled them on, toward another corner—one more shot for the city to decide if it actually wanted to be saved or just liked the idea.



Chapter 33
The Serpent’s Net.
They moved quiet, halfway between ghosts and pickpockets—steps so soft you could forget there were real hearts banging away in those chests, so careful you almost believed they weren’t up to any kind of sin or salvation. The kind of hush that tries too hard and fails anyway.
The safe house? Nothing glamorous. Just this battered old duplex a couple blocks off the bay, where the landlord collected rent in cash and pretended the stains were someone else’s problem. Isabel scouted it, greased the neighbor’s palm with some sob story about a stubborn old lady, and left a note tucked under the floorboards. Pretty much read like a warning and a curse: No questions. No visitors once it’s dark or you’re screwed.
Inside, the place was all bleach fumes and stale heat. Couches reupholstered in tragic floral. TV wasn’t even trying—just a dead monitor stuck on the plaster like a threat. Nina couldn’t stop moving, jaw clenched, pacing like she wanted someone to give her permission to punch the universe. Lila, meanwhile, sank into the couch like she’d been born for tragedy marathons. She kept fidgeting, picking at her clothes, obsessing over nothing because doing something felt better than waiting to be afraid.
Sofia had Luna curled up against her, looking about ten but wearing eyes that had seen wars. Marisol fiddled with Raúl’s dog tag—rubbing at the metal as if it could rub away grief or magic up courage. Teo, already treating his rifle like some kind of sacred relic; cleaned it slowly, piece by piece, like he was praying. Darius, hunched by the window, elbows glued to knees, head low, totally lost in his own world, fingers twitching like he was rewiring the air.
And then Ryan. He just kind of filled the doorway—still reeking of sweat, salt, probably blood. His shirt stuck to the hole in his side, but stopping would’ve felt like admitting loss, and he wasn’t built for that. Pain was background noise now. Sure, he’d bleed, but not enough to win an argument. The worst of it? Halcón wasn’t just keeping score anymore. He’d turned this place into a kill zone, spooled cameras around the city like some dollar-store spider. Every busted phone and janky comms bag screamed the same truth: they weren’t outsmarting the net. They were dinner trapped in its teeth.
“Layout,” Ryan said, flat. Didn’t bother with please, didn’t let his voice shake.
Isabel had her map ready—edges crinkled, paper gone soft from sweat. She jabbed her finger at it, soldier-style. “First move: we get you to Galveston General. Quick and dirty. Think alleyways, think codes, think old friends who owe me their lives. We paint Lila into the paperwork; get her in the system under a fake admission, make it look all above board. The hospital keeps its mouth shut, or I burn it down myself.”
Nina shot a look sharp enough to draw blood. “And if they get hit?” Voice already shaking, like if she let go, she’d start to scream.
“Then what, we watch the kids die under fluorescent lights?” Isabel rapped a fingernail on the table. “If Halcón makes a move, the agency just buries everything deeper. Let them think they’re winning—we flood the news with something louder. Give ‘em mess and muddy footprints, make them chase their own tails.”
Teo snorted. “Mess gets people killed. I clean up with bullets, not lies.”
Ryan shrugged. “Wish we had that options. Trouble is wars’re never neat. They don’t even pretend. You gotta bleed if you wanna count, and right now we need evidence. Vespera’s paper trail, Halcón’s shipments—that’s leverage. We crack both, shove it in the world’s face. Maybe then people will stop watching the news with the sound off.”
Darius finally looked up, eyes hooded. “There’s a manifest, out of Veracruz. Leads back to some shadow company—if we can get it to the right board, we fry ‘em both. Map the product from start to street, Vespera can’t law up fast enough. Halcón? Doesn’t matter how many urban legends he’s spun, he goes down as a distributor.”
Something flickered behind Isabel’s smile. “Federal heat, if we play it careful. Halcón won’t know what hit him. I have someone—a congressional aide who owes me. We leak just enough. They’ll have to investigate or go down with their bosses.”
Ryan knew that tone. Every scheme like this came out sounding like hope and handcuffs at the same time. He trusted Isabel for the legal wizardry—she could out-lawyer the devil, never let her heart get in the way. Darius, the tech whisperer, turning trash into evidence. Teo, all teeth when it mattered. Nina, burning herself down rather than quit. The only real guarantee? None of them could afford to confess to what they’d survive.
“Midnight,” Ryan said, like he was telling the night itself to listen. “Darius, you’re with me. We want either hard copy or microfilm—something physical. Teo, docks duty. Isabel, pressure your contact. Make them sweat like they just lost re-election. Nina, you stick with Lila at the hospital. Not one of us moves without backup, got it?”
Honestly, they fought like siblings on a road trip—fierce, stubborn, like everything mattered and nothing did. It’s two in the freakin’ morning, the town clock croaks over like it needs a nap, and Isabel and Darius vanish into the dark, slipping around streetlights like a couple of ghosts in sneakers. Teo and Ryan hung back a bit, then ghosted out too, real casual, like shadow-people with nothing better to do.
The dock up close? Total beast. Metal jaws yawning wide, crane arms itching at the sky, containers piled up looking like the gods of lost luggage. Every box was just a sealed-off secret, barely legal, promising nothing good. The place reeked—oil, diesel, that cold sting of the sea that makes even grown men feel like little kids lost in a big empty. Ryan could damn near taste Halcón in the air, a pressure pushing down, an itch in your head that things weren’t right. He still heard those Houston gunshots, clanging around his brain, and every dockworker looked at him sideways. Like, hey, is this the guy who set our world on fire?
Darius went first, hauling a bolt cutter that’d seen better decades. Moved slow—patient, precise, like a dude who’s fixed satellites using duct tape and a lotta swearing. Their target? Just another number on the manifest, except this one didn’t ping GPS, didn’t sing out on RFID. Mystery container, courtesy of some freight outfit with more shell companies than friends. “Here it is,” Darius muttered, half impressed. “Glides invisible. That’s no screwup.”
The lock gave up with a sound that was way too much like someone choking. Door swung open. Bleach and frost and something chemical kicked them in the teeth. Barrels inside, crates stashed up close, white powder dusting the seams like the world’s sketchiest snowdrift. A label—NIGHTSHADE-23—stenciled on, neat and cold as a threat.
Ryan damn near forgot to breathe—then exhaled sharp and ugly, cussing under his breath. He yanked a crate, checked a drum. Under the flashlight, labels glinted, and his gut just dropped. Loads of little vials, cans wrapped tight in plastic—they weren’t moving flour.
He snapped a photo on a battered phone, shoved the data wire at Darius. “Microfilm, or manifest—there more hiding in here?”
Darius muttered something filthy, lips tight. Snatched a clipboard, paged through paperwork that looked authentic if you squinted, or maybe had been, once. “Says fertilizer here. Says agricultural enzyme there. Lot numbers don’t match, though. Someone made the factory sign off, but it’s a remix. That’s Vespera’s stamp. Someone relabeled it and handed it to the cartel. Our friends at Vespera cut the tape for an export.”
Then—noise. Not just the moan of the harbor—footsteps, like a metronome. More than one, trained, probably armed. Ryan yanked the door half-shut, got it stuck. They could not grabbed it all, but they had what they came for: enough dirt to call down hell on some Congressmen pet aide. Enough to blow things wide open.
They split—backs to the water, lungs full of cold panic, moving like people who just robbed the truth from under the world’s nose. Halfway through that maze of containers, something flashed behind them—a pop, a flare, sudden as sunrise, heat raining down like hell’s own confetti.
Bullets came next, from everywhere. The dock guys moved slick, sure, like angry origami. Teo’s old shotgun barked, Darius’s suppressed piece hissed and stopped. Ryan? He just shredded through, cold and clean, a guy custom-built to erase obstacles. Bodies dropped. Blood splashed. Elbow met crate—fingers slipped on wet denim. He drove his knee home and kept moving. No hesitation.
They finally hit the alley—almost safe—when a burl of a man burst out, face all angles and cheap-jaw bravado, grin like a boxcutter. Grabbed for the manifest—bad move. Ryan clocked him square; guy folded, teeth scattered. The alley stank of rust, seaweed, nerves. Somewhere out there, a siren started to sing, calling the wolves—badges, cameras, all the drama.
Definitely not out of it yet.
Back at their dump, Isabel was already playing chess. She’d cornered that Congressman’s flunky she’d dubbed the Blinking Man—kid with more ambition than sense. Slapped the manifest down in front of him with a note: Who’re you really protecting? Sent another copy through one of her signature booby-trapped emails—set to leak everything if she so much as sneezed funny. Their plan was messy, dangerous, and kind of genius. Perfect, really. Because like any good trap, you can’t exactly ask for permission first.
They straggled back after midnight, looking like a pack of ghosts who’d picked up some fresh regrets in the dark. Darius’ hands rattled as he crammed the files into a security pouch—like he’d had three too many espressos and zero sleep. Teo, I don’t know, the dude looked like he’d just won a brawl with a garbage truck and somehow enjoyed the ride. Nina did that gentle cyborg thing when faced with the kids: checking for fevers, holes, you name it, treating them like people again. Meanwhile, Isabel watched everyone with this, like, ex-coach energy, the kind of stare you use when you need a new team, and the only available talent is hanging around a cemetery.
Yeah, sleep? Forget it.
Halcón came through while Ryan was practically glued to the window, peeking at the street as if it might cough up their ghosts again. The dock burner beeped—just one file; a lousy video. Must’ve been shot on a potato, but it got the point across. You get this: polished boardroom, a suit so pricey it reflected moonlight, Vespera Pharma logo shining in the back, and an exec nudging a box over to some suit who scribbled his name with a pen that probably smelled like solid gold. The data screamed shell company, paper trails, blah blah. One look at the guy signing—the same PR-friendly mug from all those Vespera ad campaigns. Man, you never know what you catch when you snap those corporate glamour shots.
Isabel jackknifed up in the dark. Had that “I smell blood” look. “If that’s real—if it’s a Vespera guy on the paperwork—you just went straight for the king. Of course, the board will deny it, PR’s gonna run interference, and the Execs will eat each other alive behind closed doors. But evidence like this? Could tank their stocks in a blink.”
Ryan just stared at his hands, old burn scars catching the light. “Yeah, but here’s the trick. They’ll just go to ground—pay off whoever, bleach the labs. We need something big. Somewhere to blow it all up, where they can’t buy silence.”
“Then build the damn stage,” Isabel snapped. Her voice? Think scalpel in a room full of soap bubbles. “Lure the Feds out in public, right? Put the manifest in front of a reporter, or a Senate hearing. Make it loud. Make Vespera squirm. Gut Halcón’s whole operation.”
Ryan answered, lips pressed so tight they barely counted as lips anymore. Pulling off a raid’s one thing. Picking which cop isn’t going to sell you out for a promotion? That’s a whole circus. FBI’s got the neat-messy crime scene types, and the local police—well, some of ‘em would swap a tooth fairy for a suitcase. Still, letting this go, letting Halcón’s poison end up in kids’ hands somewhere? No way.
“Fine. Tomorrow. We roll up to the docks with warrants, evidence—the works. We make ‘em open the boxes on camera, in front of whoever hasn’t been bribed yet.”
Isabel’s eyes sparked. “Beautiful. I’ll ring the Blinking Man, make sure he jumps when we say so. He’ll want assurances, naturally. Wants me to put my name on you.”
“Go for it,” Ryan shrugged.
She inhaled, bracing herself. “Sure, but if he stabs us in the back, we ruin him. Full scorched earth. I don’t do warm and fuzzy.”
Dawn, two days out. They set the clock. The plan? Total spiderweb. Lies layered on lies tied up with just enough legal thread to look official. Everyone knew trust was thin on the ground. Teo cracked a grin like he was RSVP’ing to his own wake. “Looking forward to it.” For Teo, that meant chaos. For Ryan, it meant a short night where something was definitely getting broken.
They were supposed to sleep but ended up conferring over printouts and burner phones instead. Aliases, escape routes, throwaway SIM cards—the whole paranoid playbook. Darius set up a digital Deadman's switch to nuke their cloud if things went sideways. Isabel drafted press blurbs spicy enough to stick. And Nina? That girl was ready to crash every cable news broadcast in the city and yell until people listened.
By sunrise, Ryan was dropping the girls at a relic of a church two blocks out—stone, old as sin, thick with incense and old ghosts. The congregation eyed him like some kind of walking time bomb. He set Sofia down to hug Luna, watched her try to be brave—chin wobbling, then turning stubborn as granite. Lila and Marisol just stayed glued to Nina, quiet as a shadow.
He left them there. Honestly, left half of himself, too.
Operation kickoff. Dawn light barely cracked the windows. Isabel texting coded orders with the Blinking Man lurking, Darius and Ryan hauling evidence in a van dressed up to look like every other delivery heist in the city, and Teo trailing on a bike ready to vanish at the first sign of heat. The docks yawned open—hungry or tired or both. Inspectors rolled up with federal custom’s guy in tow, badge gleaming, like they finally meant business.
Ryan’s throat knotted when the guy’s eyes landed on him, sharp, then scooted off like he saw a ghost. Yeah, sure—they had the warrant, Isabel still pink with the Blinking Man’s backroom swagger. The manifest packed up tight. The news crew were out there, quiet and wide-eyed, still worshipping cameras like they were magic mirrors or whatever.
The whole inspection went from casual side-glances to full-blown unraveling in, what, fifteen minutes? Clues stacked up like old pizza boxes. Faces on the inspectors turned stony. Out came the drums, heavy as guilt. “Rollin’, people,” Isabel muttered, jaw so tight it looked like she’d snap a molar. Her eyes flicked over to the news crew crammed behind the barriers—her little secret weapon. The feds in their parade-blue jackets scattered out, badges swinging, clipboards at the ready. All a neatly staged bit of theater, and she knew it.
Ryan’s heart pounded loud enough to drown out his own thoughts. This was it—time to finally blow the truth wide open.
Darius hovered next to him, skin washed out in the ugly sodium yard lights, laptop bag clinging to him like a lifeline. His hands, shaky as ever, couldn’t quit twitching. “This is it,” he said, double-checking his GPS with a panicked little jerk. “We got ’em, trust me. This time? They’re toast.”
Ryan tried to swallow, managed a weak nod. He wanted so damn bad to believe it.
At the container, Ryan didn’t wait for ceremony. He jammed the crowbar under the lock, yanked. The bang echoed through the yard. Cameras zoomed, hungry as buzzards. Isabel’s jaw went granite. Teo, off to the side, cracked his knuckles—looked like he was about to conduct a baptism, Mafia-style.
Ryan hauled the doors open.
He stared.
Empty.
Nada. Not a scrap, barrel, shadow, nada. Just steel walls, polished so hard it reeked of bleach. Not even a speck of dust left to hope over.
Nobody moved. The silence was sticky and jagged, worse than any gunfire.
Then—chaos. Inspectors let loose, cussing and snarling. Reporters started whispering, all sharp and sly like a pack of coyotes. The cameras—God, the cameras—turned right on Ryan, sucking up every muscle twitch and bitter glare.
Teo snapped, voice roaring. “No. Nah! We had it!” He crashed further inside, shoving at crates, like he expected contraband to just materialize.
Isabel’s mask shattered—gone was the cool operator. All that was left was fire. “How—how the hell did they know? We came right here. With a—” she shook the damn warrant in the air like it was a talisman. Eyes darted, wild: Ryan, Darius, back again.
Ryan felt his insides drop out. Everything went heavy, wet-cold and ugly. Nope. Something was way off.
The news anchor’s voice floated over, glossy and smug: “Night Nurse orchestrates wild goose chase. Feds empty-handed. Share price up as Vespera turns the tide—”
A train wreck, and he was the clown at the wheel.
Rage boiled up, no brakes. Ryan smashed his fist into the steel wall so hard it rang. Turned on Darius, saw the guy frozen, hugging his laptop like a toddler’s teddy bear, eyes bright and wild.
Ryan’s words came out low, dangerous. “How did they know, Darius?”
Darius started falling apart before the question even ended. “I—Maybe they moved it early—I don’t—I don’t know—”
Teo exploded, barreling forward with a gun suddenly under Darius’s chin. “Or maybe someone in this damn crew tipped them off?”
Whole crowd went silent, then the audience: gasps, shuffling, hungry cameras eating it up. Isabel spat, “Enough! Put it away unless you want Fox News broadcasting a live murder!”
Nina, fists up—her voice shivered but she stood her ground. “Stop! Can we all just—stop! You really buy Darius would burn us? He’s literally eaten shit with us since day one.”
Ryan didn’t answer. Just stared at Darius—studied that thumping vein standing out in his neck, the sweat streaming, cold when it should’ve been hot. Yeah, El Halcón had known everything. Minute by minute, container number, the works.
Darius: the only guy holding the data. Great.
Ryan’s gut knotted, sharp and black. He’d seen this before.
Sirens somewhere out there—who even knew? Cops? Lawyers? Vespera’s clean-up crew? Halcón’s hitters? Pick your poison, really.
Isabel snapped the manifest shut, slicing through the chaos with that no-bullshit tone. “We’re finished. Move your asses. Now.”
And just like that—the crew vanished into the night. Cameras shouting, feds losing their minds, blue strobes painting everyone in ice.
Ryan? He didn’t even blink. Dude didn’t take his eyes off Darius for a heartbeat. Not one. 
They ran for that van like death had stamped “final notice” on their backs and the only cure was speed. Teo jumped in, whacked the door so hard it rattled, like he could just slam reality away—paparazzi, feds, all the sludge. Isabel yanked the manifest out of Ryan’s hand and crammed it in her bag, like if it saw the light of day, they’d all light up.
Nina shot Darius a look the definition of “don’t test me.” Her eyes were weapons. “Explain,” she bit out, voice stiff as a steel cable.
He stared at his hands, knuckles ghost-white around his laptop bag. Sweat glinted in his hair. “I… I pulled the data. The chain—” He sounded like a fisherman dragging up trash, knotty and soaked. “Manifest matched the route. I got the number. Did all the cross-checks, the timestamps, server swaps. Looked clean.”
Teo just grunted. “Clean as a corpse,” voice hollow and oh-so-not-funny.
Ryan’s jaw flexed but he stayed quiet—because you know if you ask “who ratted?” you’ve already picked your traitor. Still, the question filled the van anyway, unwanted rodent, chewing into trust.
They busted out of the docks, lights and whirring choppers behind, coastline blurring out. Cameras still rolling—some freelancer already doing their performance art: “Terror bust! Federal failure!” The van radio farted static, made you wonder if the thing was gonna die right now just to round out the night.
Safe house didn’t exactly scream “safe” tonight. Windows blacked out, nobody breathing too loud, everyone moving like ghosts. Marisol: curled up, half-buried under an old blanket. Sofia, holding Luna like a lifeline she’s about to lose. The kids’ breathing sounded way too tiny for the shadows hanging over them.
Isabel didn’t waste a second. She was all function, no freakout—cold made power easier maybe. She blitzed through evidence like a courtroom beast—papers flicking, burners buzzing, spreadsheets and shell corps dancing to her will across her cracked laptop.
“Blinking Man responded,” she announced, still typing. “Shaken as hell. Manifest landed in his inbox from a secure drop—then a follow-up about bumping the container straight to another yard. Inspections chased shadows, container moved out on an ‘emergency’ order. Whoever signed it used a Vespera procurement code. That’s our trail—until someone nuked it. Had to be inside, had the keys.”
Darius’s face went pinched. “Vespera—I told you. Bogus paperwork, all traced back. Some lab rat signed off export as fertilizer, scrubbed clean. But—”
Isabel cut in, sharp. “Scrubbed with bleach and a blindfold, you mean. Either Vespera did it, Halcón pulled off a miracle, or one of us handed coordinates over on a goddamn silver plate. Only person with full access on-site to both the data and the route? The one holding the manifest.” Her eyes pinned Darius to the wall.
He tried to speak, voice half-broken. “You can’t—”
Teo snorted, all acid. “Oh, c’mon. You expect us to sit here and chit-chat while our heads swing on a loading dock? We bled for this—someone pointed ‘em right at us.”
“Isabel, stop—” Nina jumped in, weak. She’d patched up Darius, shared exile rain with him, held pieces together. She wanted her friend, not a Judas. Wanting counts for nothing on nights like this.
Ryan stayed out of the melee, arms slack, eyes locked on Darius. The kind of loyal that’d bleed for you, but wouldn’t blink if the story turned ugly. He’d dropped guys for less.
“Start with the dumb mistakes, D,” Ryan said, quiet, private. “Blame a glitch, blame your gear. Spell it out.”
Darius sucked in air, almost choking on it. “I flagged the shipment three times. Scrubbed the logs, rerouted the feeds so inspectors couldn’t chase it. Pulled the heat cam—no movement. Checked the chips—was sitting there, twenty minutes before the manifest. Twenty after, gone. Ran a trace—got a handshake out to Veracruz. Chased it, but it jumps through shells—”
“Veracruz,” Ryan finished. His mouth twisted like he’d bitten a penny.
Teo spat, disgust curling his lip. “Say it like it don’t matter. Sure.”
“I didn’t—” Darius tried.
“You didn’t what?” Teo’s palm hammered the counter, made the whole room jump. “Didn’t tell us because you thought you had it handled? Or did you just want to see if the cartel offers turndown service?”
Teo’s anger was all sharp edges, nothing subtle. Air got thinner, maybe even a little sweaty—safe house felt like someone had turned a vice on it.
Isabel’s phone buzzed (again—of course). She didn’t miss a beat, glancing at the screen with those jittery fast eyes, like she’d learned to nap with one eye open and a knife under her pillow. She read, swallowed, and her voice dropped. “Blinking Man just sent more—call logs this time. Someone used a dead drop to kick off a transfer, then bounced it through a burner. The log shows activity synced right with your office hours, Darius. Not hard proof, but it’s something.” The way she stared at him? Might as well have sliced him in half with a glare.
Darius just went pale, fumbling in his pockets like he’d lost his keys and his dignity in one go. “No—wait—hang on, that’s not right. I had a VPN. I—maybe I used the wrong node. I didn’t—”
Nina moved in, soft but dangerous. “You messed up, fine, we can live with that. If you did this on purpose? Tell me why. Tell me why you’d sell us out.”
Their eyes met and for a split second Darius looked like a scared kid, the type you find shivering in a bad ER cot, years before anyone expected anything of him. Tears crept up, threatening to spill. “I—” He paused, swallowing whatever was left of his pride. “They paid me, once. Before I knew any of you. Said it was just to keep us safe, scare up a false manifest, smoke out a bad route. I honestly thought I was in control. I thought I could pull the strings—turn it off before it got ugly. I was… I was an idiot.”
Then quiet. Not the comfortable kind. Darius, if he was lying, deserved an Oscar. If he wasn’t, well, his mistake had stomped down lives like they were junk receipts.
Ryan stared. His mind wandered—snapshots: steel, crates swinging open, a floor too clean, that dog tag Raúl’s little girl kept, that look Lila had when the door broke down. He remembered triaging bodies, not caring who was friend or stranger. Betrayal, man—it wasn’t just a word for traitors. It was a wound in the group.
Teo’s hand hovered near his pistol. “We burn him,” he muttered, almost talking to God more than the room. “Let it end him, then we move.”
Isabel was stone. “No. If he’s the mole, killing him is the dumbest possible thing. Halcón gets a martyr, maybe a confession. We need to squeeze out everything he knows, make him useful if he still can be. Killing him is just shutting our own eyes.”
Nina’s hands shook enough to spill her coffee if she had any. Teo shot her a look. “You trust her?”
Isabel’s voice had no room for argument. “We don’t have the luxury to choose. If we kill our own, Halcón wins twice and the press eats us alive. Darius stays, but we treat him like a bug—watch every move, every message. He doesn’t breathe near information without a leash. If he tries anything? We poison whatever he sends out. We don’t let him control the story.”
Darius pretty much folded, looking like he wanted the ground to swallow him. “You… can’t just make me—”
Ryan cut him off, tone flat and cold. “You don’t get a say. Not tonight.”
Nina slumped, eyes locked with Darius. “If you lied to protect us, say it and prove it. If you sold us out—if you put kids in the line of fire—” Her words broke. “If you did that—”
Darius just broke. Clumsy hands, digging out a cheap brass token stamped with half a serpent and a shipping logo. Held it out like it might buy him forgiveness. “They gave me this. Said it was insurance. Said if I went along, things stayed calm. I—” But then the words crashed—breathless, not quite sobbing, just ragged.
Teo felt like ending it. Ryan needed facts—real facts, not any of this half-truth garbage. Who paid, how much, what was said, what got twisted. If Darius was a mole, the cartel had gone from just watching to playing the long game. It meant the problem was way, way bigger than they’d thought.
Isabel’s phone chimed, more dirt from the Blinking Man. “Deal went through a middleman, linked to some shell outfit in Veracruz. Payments trace back to accounts only used when Halcón pulls the strings. If Darius is dirty, it’s been years in the making—little bribes, little threats, promises about keeping his family safe. Thought he could hold the leash. He couldn’t.”
The whole crew stared at Darius now. Pretty clear who was on trial.
“And now what?” Nina sounded tiny. Fragile, like she’d shrink into her jacket if she could.
“Now?” Isabel’s stare could’ve cracked concrete. “Now we keep him breathing and make him useful. Mole turns into bait, or we strip him down and see who gets twitchy enough to come sniffing. Either way, we’ve got a snake curling in our nest. Killing it now? Yeah, that’d be nice and simple, but problems like this don’t die that easy.”
Ryan’s hand slipped around the scalpel at his hip, cold enough to wake him up a little. He couldn’t help it—the thought kept simmering: if Darius was the rat, all the disasters—the empty crate, ghosts for trucks, all those close calls—they weren’t bad luck. Wasn’t fate. Calculated. The guy with the calculator was right here in the room.
He dropped into a crouch, eye-to-eye with Darius while the safehouse sagged and creaked around them. Outside, the harbor just…existed, lazy waves, not giving a damn. Inside, trust had morphed into something with teeth and a bad attitude.
“You stay,” Ryan said, voice flat as a tire. “Hands on the table while you sleep. I watch you. Isabel’s on the radio. Teo’s by the door.” He handed out jobs like bricks. “Run? Try to talk to someone outside? Blink funny? You’re dead. And I’ll make sure it’s not quick.”
Darius nodded, slow and glassy, the way people do when their brain’s half-fried with terror. He planted himself on the busted chair in the middle, knees shivering, and just let them close the noose around him.
You’d think catching a traitor would be a relief. At least now you had a face to blame, right? Nah. It just made the room feel tighter. Air colder. Like they were all down to their last sliver of trust, and the market was closed.
Out past the rotten blinds, the Gulf kept spinning, couldn’t care less. On the street, the cameras swept like always. Halcón? Probably feeling that little buzz you get when you know you’ve nudged the knife closer. All thanks to Darius, if he’d sold them out. Ryan saw it clear as daylight: only one real move left—you outthink the snake so when it strikes, its own throat’s what gets cut.
So yeah, nobody slept. They kept their plans stitched together with paranoia and hope. Waiting for dawn, clutching a map—praying this time, no one friend could fold it up and turn it into a gun.
The safe house—Nina waiting. She hugged him, didn’t bother hiding her anger, like the words in her chest had barbs. “You’re going to kill him,” she said. Not a question, not really even an accusation. Her eyes, those burning coals, the same look he’d seen in men who stood on the cliff’s edge, not sure if they’d jump or fly.
He didn’t say a damn thing.
Later—lying awake, never sleeping—Ryan kept picturing Vespera’s labs, all bleached and high-rise swagger. He saw Halcón somewhere, drinking hotel coffee, cackling over headlines, and bile curled up his throat. His hand found the scalpel, little silver crescent in the dark, stupid comfort for the restless.
It felt like everything in the city shifted. The net pulled tighter. You could feel it prickling your skin if you sat still too long. Halcón would make his move, Ryan could feel it in his bones, and yeah—he’d be ready. Or as ready as anybody ever gets before a fight.
He fed himself the same old lie—he could become the predator, wear the monster’s teeth, but only to tear Halcón apart. Refused to believe he’d turn into the snake, not if he could help it.
Outside, the harbor lights blinked at the water. Inside? Just a few angry people with a battered plan and a wall of enemies. Dawn handed them daylight. Night sharpened their fangs.
Serpent’s Net? Cut—sure. Snake still slithering. But for the first damn time since the Gulf almost ate them all, Ryan felt close enough to bite back.





Chapter 34
Hackers Gambit
 Darius didn’t so much confess as he just… collapsed. You ever see a guy finally stop pretending he’s got it all together? That’s what this was. He gave up the whole truth, not in some neat little speech, but in a way that smelled like old pennies and three-in-the-morning dread. It had the kind of finality you can’t fake—like the sound of somebody finally dropping a load they’ve hauled for way too long.
They posted him up in that crumbling safe house, watching him like he was somewhere between a stray dog and a landmine. Ryan sat across from him, pistol on his knee—probably more for the idea of it than any real itch to pull the trigger. The gun was just a reminder: don’t lie, not here. Teo was perched on a crate, gun in his lap, breathing loud enough to scare the wallpaper. Isabel hovered over her legal pad at the kitchen table, scribbling questions without saying a word. And Nina stood too close to Darius, her face all pain and anger, like she wanted to rip something out and leave it bleeding on the floor.
Darius looked… hell, he looked like he’d shrunk. Not the jittery, cocky Tech from before; this version was gray-pale, hands shaking so bad he almost missed the handle of the mug.
Nina beat Ryan to the question. “It’s true?” Her voice barely made it out, wrapped up in bandages. “You did this? You tipped them off?”
Darius gave this laugh—if you can call it that—full of teeth and empty of any kind of humor. “I told you, just never all at once. They got Lucy first.” He folded in on himself, like he could make the story smaller by withering. “They grabbed her the night I missed that call from Veracruz. I thought it was some scam—bill collector or whatever. But it was them. They said if I didn’t play ball, they’d kill her.”
Teo barked. “Kill what, your conscience?”
Darius didn’t even look at him. He locked eyes with Nina, and the air shifted, heavy. “Lucy. My sister. They’ve got her in some off-the-books clinic Vespera runs. Calls itself a rehab place, but it’s all front. Just outside the city. They showed me she was on a ventilator. Live. Said if I screwed up, they’d cut her off.”
That word—ventilator—it just hung there, choking everyone. Nina blinked like something stung her eyes. “Where?”
He finally got it out. “St. Ann’s Recovery. New wing. They call it clinical trials, but it’s all Vespera. Bare-bones staff, intake through some fake insurance. They sedated her and started a drip. NightShade-23. Said it’d keep her alive while they tested it, but if I didn’t do what they wanted, they’d up the dose and—” He just broke off.
“Die,” Nina finished, and Ryan felt his stomach turn over, empty and cold.
Isabel’s pen froze. It was like someone yanked the curtain down on the scene. “What did they want?” she asked, voice flat as a blade.
“Routes. Schedules. Where the real containers were. How we moved. They wanted me to be their back door. Sent money to accounts I thought were just covers. Promised Lucy’s bills were paid, swore they’d let her go if I was ‘useful.’” His hands looked like they’d been through a war. “I thought I could fake it. Feed them enough lies to keep her safe. But they caught on. I gave them tonight’s manifest because they swore, they’d move Lucy somewhere safe if I did. I thought I was buying time.”
Teo’s face went full stone. “You traded kids for time? You moron.”
Nina’s hand hovered near her mouth, then balled up tight. “He didn’t sell them. He was forced. Family’s the pressure point. He panicked.”
Ryan watched Darius like he was watching a lit fuse, waiting for the boom. All the pieces suddenly fit: the empty containers, the too-perfect manifests, the bad luck that started stacking up. It was betrayal, but the kind that comes with a gun to your head and your heart in a vice. Darius was just the lever.
“I’m telling the truth,” Darius said, voice shredded. “They put Lucy on NightShade-23, nonstop drip. Called it a ‘controlled study.’ Said if I slipped up, they’d jack up the dose and—” He pressed his face to his hands, like he could block out the whole world. “I watched the stream. She looked… gone already. I thought if I did what they wanted, they’d keep her alive long enough for me to fix it. I was an idiot.”
Nina’s voice was splintered wood. “You did what you had to. They made you.”
Ryan’s nails dug in, deep enough to sting. God, he hated that line of defense. Wanted something sharper, cleaner—just cut and dry, you know? If Darius had just been an obvious snake, then hell, punishment would be easy. World would click back into place. But no, real revenge leaves your mouth full of ash. Darius, he’d just been boxed in, his sister’s life the only thing holding him together with spit and tape.
“We get her,” Ryan said. His voice had that cold, iron edge. The plan snapped together in his brain, sharp as a switchblade. “We get Lucy. We get her off that drip. We take the clinic out—wreck anything tying Vespera and Halcón to this. Fast. Clean. No screw-ups.”
Isabel started scribbling, pen tapping like a telegraph. “I want facts. Give me locations, staff, schedules. Where’s the back door? Do they take insurance at St. Ann’s? Who’s running the show? I’ll call in favors—get us a warrant, or at least something that looks legal enough to walk us through the front.”
Now Darius, suddenly steady, like the panic finally burned out. “I can pull the schedules. Delay logs. I’ll show you how they’re dosing NightShade—yeah, they use fake names to hide it, but I can break the code. There’s a tech, Morales, does rounds from 2 to 6 a.m. If we move then? Fewer people, less noise. Clinic’s got a side entrance on the east for deliveries, locked gate. I can get the code logs.”
“Do it,” Ryan said, voice hard as gravel. “Give Nina whatever she needs to get Lucy off the IV, if she’s still on it. If not—” His words went glacial. “We torch whatever evidence we find.”
Nina reached for Darius’s hand. Finally, something human—no orders, just a touch. “If you’re straight with us, we bring her home. You help us. You don’t pull any more stunts. You live where we can see you—Ryan watches you sleep if he wants. Your brain’s ours now, not theirs.”
Darius kissed her fingers, like some knight from a sad story. “Anything you want,” he said. Barely a whisper.
Teo spat on the floor. “So, a rescue, not a raid. We go in, get Lucy, grab what we can, and bounce before anyone knows we’re there.”
Isabel shut her notebook with a snap. “We go surgical. Warrants if we can—genuine or fake, I don’t care. If not, we keep it tight: one car, four people, medic, one ghost to mess with the cameras. ICU’s locked down, but if you’re in, you can wreck shop in an hour if you’re quick.”
Ryan pictured Lucy, hooked up to that slow-drip poison. NightShade-23. He’d seen the stuff in barrels—deadly as hell, and now they’re pumping it into her like she’s a lab rat. The same shit they killed Marcus with.  Every second wasted is another turn of the screw. All it takes is one guy in a suit to crank up the dose.
“How long?” Ryan barked.
Darius pinched the bridge of his nose. “If they’re still titrating, it’ll go slow. Once they hit the breakpoint, her lungs go fast. Maybe two days, if they’re taking their sweet time. If they’re feeling mean, could be sooner.”
“Then we go tonight,” Ryan said. No doubts left. His mind locked up like a vault. “We move before the next check. Nina, you’re on medical. Isabel, you’re legal and tech. Teo and I hit the east gate, fast. Darius—”
“Yeah?”
“You don’t leave my sight. You show me every damn thing. You patch us through—not them. You lie? You tell us where you want the bullet.”
Darius looked wrecked, like relief and terror got tossed in a blender. “I’ll show you everything. I’ll rip their secrets out. I’ll make the code bleed.”
Then it all snapped into motion. Weapons checked, naloxone vials shoved in pockets (Nina’s orders—she doesn’t ask, she tells), Isabel’s fake IDs tucked in a hollowed-out Bible, Teo grinning like a wolf, Nina’s jaw set hard enough to break teeth. Darius hunched over his laptop, chasing clinic logs till his knuckles turned white.
At the door, Ryan stopped. Glanced at Darius—seeing not just the traitor, but the one guy with the map. The way to Lucy.
“For Lucy,” Ryan said. “Don’t screw it up.”
Darius nodded—guilty, damned, penitent, all rolled in one. He was the map. The rest of them? They were the blade.
They slipped out of the safe house while a skinny slice of moon hung overhead, barely bothering to light the mess below. The city was groaning in its sleep, coughing up sirens and cheap neon. The drive to the clinic? Fast, if you didn’t count the cost—because someone always pays. The plan was as grimy as it was flawless: grab Lucy, snag the evidence, and torch the pipeline tying Big Pharma to a cartel arrogant enough to think you could calculate murder in Excel.
Darius wedged himself between Nina and Ryan, looking like a guy who’d handed over the only bargaining chip that might keep his sister breathing. Wasn’t trust. Not even close. It was just leverage. Sometimes, that’s the best you get.


Chapter 35
Nightshade Resue
Night had that weird, sharp tang—like biting a penny, honestly. You just knew it meant trouble’s on its way, hands about to get dirty. The crew moved through it like they’d rehearsed a thousand times, all business, no wasted motion. Isabel’s fake ID pressed against her leg, Darius’s laptop flashed open on the seat, lighting up the whole inside like a confession booth, Teo had a shotgun just kinda chilling on his lap, and Nina’s black kit stank of hospital booze and raw nerves. Ryan drove, a scalpel digging into his hip, mind stuck on an IV pump—a soft, humming thing he could almost hear ticking like a bomb.
“Where we dropping them?” Isabel asked, eyes glued to her phone. Felt like every little move needed a big, single answer.
Ryan’s jaw clamped down. “My mother’s.” Like he spit out a curse and a prayer in one go. Didn’t mean to say it. Never meant to go back there. The farm was one of those places you hid things—ghost barns, a well that gossiped to itself. The house was miles from anywhere, hooked up to a lone solar panel, basically invisible to Google Maps. It was a solid spot for hiding people who really needed to stay hidden.
“You’ve been estranged,” Nina said, all quiet, dredging up one of those stories you half-remember from a past life—Ryan as a soldier, Ryan as a nurse, Ryan always breaking something. “Since you were five.”
“Since she left,” Ryan shot back, the way his fingers started drumming the steering wheel made the old memory sting sharper: a tough-smiling woman, suitcase in hand, headlights burning up the night, a little boy just standing there, learning how to turn himself to stone. “She’s got good fences. Hates phones.”
Isabel gave him that look—don’t explain, just get it done. “So, we give the kids a farmhouse, and we come back with Lucy.”
They bumped down the lane, gravel hissing like a pissed-off cat. The house sat low under the trees, stubborn, just a rectangle of light in a sea of dark. One windmill creaked—slow, steady. Ryan eased up on the gas, his heartbeat trying to keep time with the windmill.
Door swung open before Ryan could even knock. She looked older than any memory he’d bothered to keep—skin weathered, eyes sharp but soft around kids. For a second, it felt like all the years just trembled between them.
“Ma,” Ryan said, and man, that one word weighed a ton.
She didn’t ask for details. Didn’t need to. She hauled Sofia up into her arms like she’d never forgotten how, then Marisol, who wouldn’t let go of Luna for anything. Ryan watched them disappear into his mother’s hug and felt a relief that was way too raw to be comfortable.
“Stay,” she said, her voice still carrying that bossy vibe that used to shrink him down to nothing. “Lock the gates. No phones. No smoke. If the cops show, tell them you don’t know squat. You keep chickens, not friends and the kids are family.”
Isabel handed her a fat envelope. “If anyone asks, papers say they’re family. It’s legit. No questions.”
Ryan’s mom tucked the cash away like she had a whole drawer just for stuff like this. She looked at Ryan like she wanted to unload a lifetime of advice but knew there wasn’t time.
“Bring him home,” she said to Nina.
They left the farm feeling tied up, not free—a little colder than a plan, more like a leash. Ryan’s grip on the wheel went white-knuckle. They sped back toward the city, toward the clinic—a place that smiled bright in sunlight, fake as hell, hiding secrets that chewed people up.
St. Ann’s Recovery looked all clean and shiny in daylight, but at night? It felt hungry. Lights glowed weak, landscaping was just enough to look legal. Darius had scraped together door codes, staff logs, whatever he could dig up from inside. Once he got talking, the building started to come alive in his head.
“East gate’s where deliveries come in,” he said, kinda out of breath. “Private ICU runs off the clinic, takes in all the weird study cases. Only staff and trucks use the loading bay. There are a keypad and a biometric scanner. Morales does the graveyard shift—2 to 6 a.m. He’s in tonight.”
Nina’s jaw was set like she’d chewed glass. “If she’s hooked up to an infusion, we can’t just yank her out. You screw up an IV and things can go south fast—heart tanking, breathing stops. We need to know the pump settings, bag weight, infusion rate. Darius, you got the logs, right? Can you pull the programming?”
He swallowed hard. “Yeah. Nurse terminal on the subnetwork. They log everything. I can fake admin access and pull the last day’s data. Once I’m in, though, they’ll know someone’s poking around. I gotta move fast.”
Ryan didn’t even blink. “Do it.”
Alright, so here’s how it really felt—like walking into a storm with only half a plan and a whole lot of nerves. They split up: Teo and Ryan peeled off toward the east gate, blending with the shadows, while Isabel and Darius, armed with fake IDs and that “don’t look at me” energy, slid over to the back service door. Nina was basically a walking blueprint, clutching her mental checklist, ready to jump in as soon as they had a live body on their hands. Nobody was talking. The air was sharp, charged, like waiting for the gun to go off at the start of a race. They could’ve been ghosts, the way they moved—silent, invisible, all jagged focus.
Teo tossed the rope up, Ryan scaled the fence like he’d done it in his sleep—honestly, he probably had. Guy moved like someone who’d spent too many nights dragging bodies out of places they shouldn’t have been. They hit the ground barely making a sound, crouched in the guts of the loading bay, surrounded by the stink of rust and old diesel. The keypad glared at them with that annoying little blink, and Darius got to work, fingers jittery but fast. The terminal spit out Lucy’s last two days: checked in, drugged up, IV details, the whole grim itinerary. Ryan caught sight of “NightShade protocol” and just about choked. Some dark clinical code, the kind you hope you never have to read for real.
“Pump set for 3 a.m., baseline five mils an hour,” Darius whispered. “Bolus coming at six. Morales logged in around two. There’s a camera in B, but the feed’s on a loop—somebody’s already wiped it clean.”
Nina’s voice cut in, sharp as a box cutter. “Looped. They figured we’d try to hack a camera.”
Isabel, under her breath: “So they’re expecting someone’s watching.”
Teo, spitting nails: “Means they think we’re idiots. Move.”
They slid through the doors, making themselves small. A handful of staff badges flashed by a night Tech rolled a cart past, trailing the chemical ghost of bleach. Ryan’s heart found that old, cold rhythm—surgery mode. Just get it done.
The ICU doors were heavy, locked, and stubborn. Darius punched in the override, and the doors opened with a sigh that sounded exhausted. Inside: that sterile, plastic-and-metal scent. Monitors humming; people sleeping or trying to. And Lucy, behind a glass wall—tiny, pale, tangled in tubing. The ventilator did her breathing. The IV pole stood there like a guard, the bag dripping god-only-knows-what, labelled in code to keep outsiders guessing.
Nina’s hands moved like she was born for this. Didn’t matter if they were in some back-alley field hospital or a high-tech ward; she had this. She traced the lines, found the hidden NightShade label. “They’re tuning her down to barely breathing,” she muttered. “Yank her out cold and she’ll crash. We need to block the opioids and keep her breathing till she wakes up on her own.”
Darius: “Naloxone?”
Nina shook her head. “Not enough. Not with this much NightShade. Gotta prep for airway support—bag her, maybe tube her. Start a slow naloxone push. I’ll reprogram the pump, just get me in.”
Darius was all adrenaline, hands shaking but working fast. He cracked the pump’s code, dropped the baseline. “Down to two mils. No bolus. Morales’ logs are stuck on loop, but I’ve got about twenty seconds. You’ve got a tiny window to switch her over—slow it down, don’t trip any alarms.”
Ryan: “Do it.”
Nina disconnected the main alarm, a little digital sleight of hand, and reworked the pump. The drip slowed, the machine changed its song. She shot Lucy a small hit of naloxone, got the bag and mask ready, in case Lucy’s lungs decided to call it a night.
Lucy’s eyelids flickered—barely there. Her breathing stalled, then caught again, shallow but stubborn. Nina gritted her teeth. “Keep her breathing. These drugs stick around. We have to keep her going through withdrawal, don’t let her choke.”
Everyone was all business. A night Tech drifted past the door, half-asleep. Ryan stared him down, and the guy suddenly remembered somewhere else to be. Isabel kept the camera feed running in a loop, muttering nonsense into her phone when the nurse manager’s voice drifted over from the other side of the ward.
They moved like they’d done this before—because, honestly, they had. This was the same dance that had saved lives in the middle of nowhere and dragged kids out of burning buildings. No heroics. Just muscle memory.
For a minute it was just machines and hope—soft beeps, the ventilator’s sigh, Lucy’s skin warming up, her fingers twitching, a little color sneaking back into her face.
Then—bam. The door at the end of the hall crashed open. Footsteps—fast, hard, not just another Tech. Men in suits, too polished for hospital security, faces set like they’d rather be anywhere but here, but would hurt you anyway.
Teo hissed, “Shit.”
Somebody had tipped them. The net was still live. No way out but through.
Ryan’s voice went cold and sharp: “Move. Messy and fast.”
And that was it. No time for second thoughts.
They pulled it off, if you can call that pulling it off. Nina’s hands never stopped moving on the ventilator, Isabel blocking sightlines like a linebacker, and Ryan, Teo, and Darius—man, they didn’t hesitate. Everything got loud and sharp. Bullets pinged off metal, a tray crashed to the floor, and the whole place reeked of panic and that dirty, bloody copper smell. A nurse screamed into a phone that was stone-cold dead, but you could tell by her face: she meant NOW.
Out the back like a busted fever dream—Teo booted the door, Ryan scooped Lucy up like you’d carry your own damn heart, and Darius, well, he smashed a weird blue chip into the feed and swore like he’d just touched an open flame. Isabel, cool as a card shark, slapped one of her fake badges under a clipboard—maybe as a bribe, maybe as an apology to the universe.
Into the dark, running full tilt. Lucy felt tiny, weirdly see-through, the way people look when they’re full of hospital drugs. Her breathing was ragged but at least it was there. Nina kept bagging her, sprinting, her lungs rasping, alarms shrieking behind them like the hounds of hell.
The clinic behind them spun off into chaos. They flung themselves into the van—Darius’s hands were shaking so bad he almost missed the keys, but finally he got the damn thing started. “I scrubbed the log—looped it, made a ghost audit,” he gasped. “We got, what, five, ten minutes tops?”
“Then we take her somewhere they can’t get,” Ryan said, voice all gravel and glass.
They peeled away, leaving antiseptic light for a night that felt too wide, too full of danger. Inside the van, finally, you could smell something alive—Lucy, breathing, faint and real. Nina’s hands never quit, keeping the drip steady, the ventilator pumping, everything running on adrenaline and hope.
“Where do we go?” Isabel asked, and her voice cracked a bit. “Hospital’s a no-go. If that feed leaks—”
“Safe house?” Darius didn’t sound convinced. “Maybe they got eyes, but nobody cares about a cottage by a creek.”
Ryan checked the mirror; Lucy’s eyelids fluttered, barely there. “No,” he said, sharp enough that Isabel jerked her head. “My mom’s. Keep the kids together, keep her hidden. And we don’t just hide—we make them see what they did. We get this evidence to people who can’t look away.”
Sirens wailed somewhere behind as they headed for the farm. Lucy dozed in Nina’s arms, mask pressed to her face. The naloxone bag felt way too light, and Ryan’s fingers kept brushing the scalpel at his belt like a worry stone. Darius looked empty, like someone who’d spent their last bit of luck and knew it.
At the farm, the porch light blinked—a lighthouse for the lost. Ryan’s mother opened the gate, hugged Lucy without a single question, just this solid, quiet strength. She moved like she’d done this her whole life. She cradled Lucy’s head like she knew how to put broken things back together.
“You coming in, Ry?” she asked, barely above a whisper.
“No. I’ll be back.” He wiped his hands—nerves, sweat, some tears he wouldn’t admit to—on his jeans. For half a breath, the thought was simple: she’s safe. He left Lucy and the others on the porch and ducked back to the van, where the rest of the crew was just trying to remember how to breathe.
“We did it,” Darius said, like he barely believed it, like a guy coughing up seawater after a shipwreck.
Ryan shook his head. “Not done. Not even close.” The danger was still out there—Halcón never slept, Vespera didn’t blink, and tonight’s win felt more like a fresh wound. But Lucy was alive, and nobody could take that from them.
Isabel’s phone buzzed, that weird coded ring. The Blinking Man was on. “You got something?” he hissed.
“Enough to force a hearing,” Isabel shot back. “Draft the subpoena. We go public with the manifest. No more hiding, no more secrets. We make Vespera own up to the monsters they let in and the monsters they become.”
Darius’s face kind of collapsed, but not in a bad way—like he was scared but finally standing up. “I’ll give you everything. Every log, every name, Morales’ dirty payroll. I want them to see their own ugliness, and one Doctor kept coming up Dr. Eleanor Blackwell we should pay her a vistit.”
Ryan’s jaw went rock hard. “Good. Keep Lucy’s line patched. Nobody’s erasing her.”
Dawn started creeping in, bruised and thin. Night peeled away like old tape. They had a kid still breathing, evidence with real weight, a mole who’d tried to save himself by saving her. And somewhere out there, the serpent was bleeding.
No, they weren’t finished.
Ryan drove off the porch with a promise itching at his teeth. What was stolen from them, he’d use to end Halcón. He’d get sharp. He’d hunt. Monsters would run out of places to hide.
Behind them, the night tasted like metal and fear. Ahead, the world waited, fists in its pockets. The serpent was hurt, and now, hell, it was going to bite back. They’d be ready.










Chapter 36
Silver Tsunami
Man, that van reeked iodine and pure panic. Lucy was wedged between Nina and Marisol, IV yanked on her arm all crooked, ventilator tubes humming this weird lullaby that was creepier than comforting. Darius? Guy hadn’t unclenched his eyes from her once. Not even a blink, which, honestly, how do your eyeballs not dry out? His face was torn up, somewhere between “thank god she’s breathing” and “I’m garbage and deserve to be thrown out with last week’s fish.”
Ryan, meanwhile, had a death grip on the wheel. Dude was driving like the pavement was a tightrope, and one wrong twitch would send the whole circus tumbling straight to hell. Isabel was shuffling through her mountain of folders in the back, as if paperwork could deflect bullets. Girl, if only.
Nobody said jack until they hit the turn for Ryan’s mom’s place.
Nothing had changed. Same driveway, chewed up and eaten by cedar roots. Fence was still hanging on by a prayer, probably one bad gust from face-planting. Porch light? Total goner. But hey, kitchen window glowed with that stubborn yellow, like it was taunting the dark. Ryan swallowed hard—felt like choking down a marble—and muttered, “We’re here.”
Lucy, Sofia, Marisol—they got handed off to his mom with barely a word. She stood there, all gray hair chopped short, eyes sharper than a scalpel. For a second, Ryan was sure she’d slam the damn door in his face. Instead, she just stepped back, let the kids and Nina tumble in. “I’ll keep them alive,” she said, voice flat as concrete. “That’s all you’re getting.”
Ryan wanted to say something. Anything. But the words just…dried up. So, he bailed before the silence swallowed him whole.
THE MEETING
Safehouse was a swamp of mildew and gunpowder. Teo’s sitting there, cleaning a shotgun with one hand, rolling a cigarette with the other—like multitasking is his superpower. Isabel’s pacing, giving off serious lawyer-about-to-eat-you-alive vibes. Darius is glued to the window, gnawing on his guilt like its jerky.
Then—bam, knock at the door. Three times. Not cartel style, too confident for a nosy neighbor.
Ryan answers with a scalpel hidden up his sleeve, because paranoia’s the dress code.
Standing there is Dr. Eleanor Blackwell, looking like a pissed-off ghost that forgot to die. Hair yanked back so tight it looked painful. Her face is all lines and fury. .38 on her hip, cooler in one hand, file box in the other.
“You’re late,” she snaps.
Ryan blinks, totally thrown. “Do I know you?”
“Nope. But you’ve been stomping through my life for months. St. Ignatius. Sunset Acres. Every stiff with a Vespera tag? That’s mine. I want payback.”
She shouldered past him, dumped the cooler on the table. Lid flew open. Inside? A liver blacker than midnight, veins crawling like something out of a horror flick.
“Carfentaxyl,” she says, voice like gravel and broken glass. “They’re not just killing people. They’re studying how long it takes the weak to drown in their own blood.”
Darius reels. Isabel covers her mouth, probably to keep the bile down. Teo? Just gives a low whistle.
Ryan makes himself look. No flinching. “Where?”
Eleanor spits, “Sunset Acres. Looks like a nursing home. It’s a slaughterhouse. I’ve got a witness—Arthur Dunn. Ex-lab tech. Old as dirt, memory’s shot, but he knows enough to bury Vespera. He’s there. Tonight.”
Ryan doesn’t even blink. “Then we get him out.”
SUNSET ACRES
The nursing home squats at the end of a dead road, wrapped in chain-link and razor wire like a penitentiary with a bad dye job. Banner over the door: Compassionate Decline: Dignity in Every Breath. Yeah, right.
Teo mutters, “Jesus. Cartel’s got more class than this.”
They split up. Isabel goes in front with Eleanor’s badge, all fake authority. Ryan and Darius squeeze in through a side window, Nina hobbling behind them, brace squeaking. First thing that hits is the smell—bleach on piss, antiseptic failing to cover rot.
The halls are wrong. Too quiet. Old folks shuffle by with ankle monitors flickering red. IV bags glow blue, tubes feeding into skin so thin you could see through it. Nurses float by, eyes dead, all tagged with VESPERA.
Nina whispers, “This is sick.”
Eleanor just shrugs. “Sick’s the business model. Stay sharp.”
They find Arthur Dunn in 13B. Guy’s a skeleton, skin purpled up with bruises, IV feeding him something unreal. Eyes flicker open, cloudy but mean.
“You’re not staff,” he rasps.
“Nope,” Ryan says. “I’m your out.”
Arthur wheezes a laugh. “You better run. They’ll kill you just for showing up.”
Right on cue, alarms start screaming.
THE HEIST
Doors kick open. Guards in white coats come barreling in, rifles slung low but ready. First burst? Rips the curtains to ribbons. Darius blasts back, shotgun booming. One of the guards drops, throat spurting.
Ryan grabs Arthur hauls him like a sack of potatoes as bullets chew up the drywall. Nina clocks a guard in the knee with a med-bot; both hit the floor. Eleanor’s .38 is barking, putting holes in two more guys before they even know what hit them.
“Fire stairs!” Ryan yells.
They bolted, Arthur wincing with every step like his bones were shattering. The stairwell? Absolutely disgusting—reeked of piss, smoke, and something that might’ve been nitroglycerin or just plain misery. Teo hustled behind them, setting up oxygen tanks with this wild, knife-edge smile. “Don’t stop now. Move.”
Boom—lower floors just vanished, blown to hell. Fire shot up the stairwell, hungry as hell. Alarms started howling, sprinklers spit out a pathetic excuse for mist, and the whole building felt like it was screaming.
By the time they hit the roof, night just ate them up. Sirens somewhere out there, city sprawling on like it didn’t give a damn. Ryan eased Arthur down by the ledge. The old guy hacked up blood, lips smeared scarlet red.
“Project Lazarus, and Nightshade23 Arthur rasped, voice all shredded. “Not about saving lives. They’re pruning—trimming the herd. Since the nineties. Poisons, experiments—the Silver Tsunami. They’re picking who dies.”
Eleanor squeezed his hand, knuckles white. “Don’t you dare leave me.”
He tried to smile, but it barely happened. “Already gone.” His heart quit. Just like that.
But before the light went out, he jammed a roll of microfilm into her hand.
—
Fallout
The van was a nightmare—reeked of burnt plastic and blood. Arthur zipped up in a bag, silent in the back. Eleanor sat stiff, microfilm clenched like it was holy. Nina patched up Ryan’s arm, her hands shaking. Darius stared out the window, jaw set so hard it might crack.
Ryan’s voice was empty. “We leak this. Take them down. Burn it.”
Eleanor barked a laugh, raw and mean. “Yeah, right. So, I get to scream in another basement while people keep dying for their pills? Screw that. You wanna end this? Cut off the head. Michaels. CEO. No head, no snake.”
Isabel shot back, “We need the files. A trial. Actual justice—”
“Justice?” Eleanor spit the word out. “There’s no justice. Only knives.”
Silence finally suffocated the van as dawn crept in. They stopped at a graveyard. Eleanor dug the grave herself, hands raw, breath ragged. Nina tried to help. Eleanor shoved her away. “Trust vigilantes, end up a ghost. Like him. Like me.”
Hours later, Ryan slid open the van door. Eleanor was gone. In her place—a little package on the seat.
Inside: microfilm. A vial of arsenic. And a note.
Pick one. Burn it all or save what’s left.
—E.
Ryan gripped them tight, staring at the city, sun clawing up over the skyline. His hands trembled, but his jaw? Solid. This wasn’t finished. Not even close.



Chapter 37
The Breaking Storm.
Lila point of view.

 Galveston always smelled of salt and diesel, the Gulf sloshing against the docks like it was trying to remind people it could swallow them anytime. Lila liked that reminder. It made her feel small, and being small was easier than being important.
She juggled her grocery bag against her hoodie pulled low, keys jingling as she fumbled at her apartment door. Backpack sliding off her shoulder, she muttered, “Come on, come on…” Half her mind was on the shift tomorrow at the Hospital, the other half on the laundry she still hadn’t done.
The lock stuck, as always. She sighed, twisted harder—
CRACK.
The sound wasn’t from her key. It was from behind her.
A shadow spilled across the hallway wall—broad shoulders, the jagged outline of a blade glinting in the low light. Before she could even gasp, something slammed into the door above her head. Wood split. Hinges groaned. She spun, eyes wide.
El Halcón stepped into the light.
Scarred lips. Snake tattoo curling out of his collar like it wanted to strangle him. That smile—God, that awful smile—like he’d already won.
Lila dropped the groceries. Apples rolled across the floor.
“No,” she whispered.
“Yes,” he said. His voice was silk dipped in poison.
She bolted, but he was faster. One meaty hand snatched her hair, yanked her back. Pain flared hot across her scalp. Keys clattered. Her scream cut off against his palm.
The apartment door slammed shut behind them. The night swallowed the sound.
Ryan’s POV – Broadcast
The shack smelled of mold and sweat, but it was quiet—until the burner phone buzzed on the table. Ryan picked it up, thumb tapping the screen.
The video filled it.
El Halcón’s face, scar tissue twisting into a smirk. Behind him, Lila, basically sagged in that busted-up chair, her wrists tied so damn tight the ropes chewed angry red grooves into her skin. The chair was freezing, hard as a gravestone, and that pathetic overhead bulb kept sputtering like it was playing some sick game. Shadows crawled all over the walls—real horror-movie stuff. Oh, and her left eye? Swollen shut, throbbing like it was trying to send an SOS.
She shook all over, can’t even blame her—felt like her whole body was rattling apart, tiny tremors against a world that suddenly forgot how to care. That cold wasn’t just physical, either. It got inside her, deep, worming into her bones. Vulnerable doesn’t even cover it; it was like being paraded around in front of some invisible, heartless audience.
Her skin—bare, bruised, goosebumps everywhere—stood out against the bleak, empty room. Every breath scraped her throat raw, fear clawing up her insides till she almost wanted to scream, but what’s the point? Her brain wouldn’t shut up, kept throwing the last few minutes back at her like a broken record. Despair was everywhere, thick and suffocating. This wasn’t just about surviving anymore. It was her begging the universe, or whatever cruel joke was out there, to let her exist for five more minutes.
“Hola, enfermero,” Halcón purred, stroking the knife along Lila’s cheek. “Your little daylight angel, such delicate skin. You want to save her? Show up alone. Or…” He pressed the blade to her throat, just enough to draw a bead of blood. “I let her sing for me.”
The video cut. Static hissed.
Ryan’s fist drove through the table. Splinters flew. His knuckles bled, but he didn’t notice. His chest heaved, breath ragged like he’d run ten miles under fire.
Nina clutched the back of a chair, white-knuckled. “He’s broadcasting her pain,” she choked. “He’s making a goddamn show of it.”
Teo cursed, flung his pistol across the shack. “Snipers, land mines, the whole circus waiting for you if you walk in. And you’ll do it, won’t you?”
Ryan didn’t answer. His silence was louder than words.
Isabel’s face was pale, but her eyes were sharp as scalpels. “Don’t you get it? This isn’t about her. It’s about you. He’s cutting into you with every second she’s on that feed.”
Ryan turned. His voice was gravel, cold and final. “Then we cut deeper.”
The Rescue
They hit the safehouse on the east end of Galveston just before dawn. Storm clouds rolled heavy over the Gulf, thunder grumbling like it knew a fight was about to break.
Teo was first, rigging charges on the back wall. Isabel held the flash drive like a weapon, feeding intel—blueprints stolen from Vespera. Ryan checked his scalpel, flexed his grip until the blade became an extension of his hand.
“Two minutes,” Teo hissed, hitting the detonator.
BOOM. The wall blew inward, smoke and plaster choking the air. Gunfire snapped instantly, sparks chewing through the doorway. Darius fired back, shotgun barking thunder, blowing a man clean off his feet. Blood painted the wall.
Ryan was a blur. He slid low under a burst of bullets, jammed his scalpel up through a merc’s chin, twisted until the man crumpled. Blood spattered across Ryan’s chest, hot and sticky, but he didn’t slow.
Nina moved with feral precision, emptying her Glock into the chest of another thug. She didn’t stop until he hit the ground twitching. Then she kept firing until he didn’t twitch anymore.
Through the smoke, Ryan saw her—Lila. Tied to a chair, gag in her mouth, head slumped.
“Move!” Ryan roared.
He crossed the room in seconds, snapping the bonds, yanking the gag free. Lila whimpered, tried to flinch away, but her body betrayed her—too broken, too terrified.
“Lila,” Ryan whispered, pressing his forehead to hers, voice trembling despite himself. “It’s me. You’re safe. You’re safe now.”
But she didn’t believe him. Her eyes rolled wild, pupils blown wide, terror etched so deep it looked permanent.
Aftermath – Triage
Back at the shack, the air was thick with disinfectant and blood. Ryan cleaned her wounds with hands that had stitched battlefields, but this was worse. Every bruise on her skin felt like it was carved into his own flesh.
“She needs more than this,” Nina said, voice breaking. “We can’t… we can’t fix her with bandages and morphine.”
“She’s family,” Ryan snapped. His hands shook as he taped a dressing across her ribs. “I’m not letting her go.”
Isabel knelt across from him, her hand firm on his wrist. “You don’t get it. This isn’t about what you want. Trauma like this—you leave it untreated; it eats her alive. She needs a place that knows how to fight this battle. Chicago. I have a contact there. It’s the best in the country.”
“She’s family,” Ryan snapped. His hands shook as he taped a dressing across her ribs. “I’m not letting her go.”
Ryan stared at Lila, at her cracked lips, the hollow shell of her eyes. The soldier in him screamed to keep her close, to guard her with steel and fire. But the brother like feeling in him… the brother knew. He knew what needed to be done.
He nodded once. The hardest nod of his life.
Nina’s Breakdown
They left Lila in the facility outside Chicago. White walls, staff with steady hands, security thicker than most prisons. Ryan stood in the courtyard after, hands slick with sweat he couldn’t wipe clean. He provided the facility $50K in cash and told them, “You make her better and if you need more it's not a problem.
Nina was there too, eyes red, face streaked with tears she didn’t even try to hide. She slammed her fists into his chest, again and again, until finally she collapsed against him.
“Promise me,” she sobbed into his shirt. “Promise me you’ll kill him. Not just kill—tear him apart. Make him suffer for every second she spent in that room with him.”
Ryan’s jaw locked so tight his teeth groaned. He wrapped his arms around her, steady even as she shook.
“I promise,” he whispered. “I’ll make him wish he never drew breath.”
The words didn’t sound like him. They sounded like something darker. But Nina clung to them like they were salvation.
Closing – The Hook
Later, Ryan sat in the comms room, the glow of busted screens painting his face in sickly light. He scrolled through the burner phone they’d ripped from the docks. His thumb hovered, then hit play.
The video rolled again—Lila, fumbling her keys, the shadow sliding behind her, the blade glinting.
Ryan’s fist smashed into the console. Sparks flew.
Darius swore, pulling cables, coaxing life back into the battered system. “Man, this connection’s duct tape and prayers. But look—street cams, Galveston grid. He left a trail.”
The feed flickered, grainy, but clear enough: Lila in her hoodie, the blink of a blade behind her. A shadow curling like a serpent.
Ryan leaned in, every muscle trembling. His reflection stared back from the monitor, all fire and ruin.
“I don’t care what it takes,” he growled. “He bleeds next.”
And just like that, the storm was no longer breaking. It was here.











Chapter 38
The Glass Refuge
The SUV slid through Chicago like it owned the damn place, windows tinted darker than midnight, swallowing up whole blocks of neon and streetlamp glare. The engine purred—none of that muscle-car nonsense, just a low, smug hum. Inside? Dead quiet. The crew looked like a patchwork quilt sewn up by a drunk surgeon—bruises, busted lips, bandages, and a silence thick enough to choke on. Ryan sat there, arms crossed, eyes glued to the skyline as it sharpened, jagged and bright, like the city itself was baring its teeth.
Let’s be real: Chicago’s never been soft. Too much glass, too much steel, too many ghosts in the concrete. City built on broken promises and broken backs. And tonight? The place felt like it wanted to eat them alive.
The SUV slid to a stop in front of this mirrored monstrosity by the river—one of those buildings that doesn’t just touch the sky, it flicks it in the forehead and dares it to do something. The driver, who hadn’t said a peep since Lila rehab facility got out and opened the door like he was expecting royalty to step out.
Ryan didn’t move. Eyes everywhere. Watching reflections in puddles, neon smeared across the sidewalk, the lobby lit up like an aquarium. “Too clean,” he grumbled.
“Too rich,” Teo shot back, clutching his duffel like someone might steal it. “We got no business here.”
But Isabel? She was already out the door. Heels sharp on concrete, posture tight enough to slice bread. Didn’t even blink. “We just got handed a miracle. Quit bitching and move.”
Nina adjusted Sofia on her hip, the little girl just limp, arms dangling. Marisol shuffled along, eyes red, still clutching that ragged bunny like it was a bulletproof vest. They looked pretty out of place—bloodied, exhausted, raw as hell—but Isabel was already striding into the lobby, not a hair out of place.
Elevator shot them up, glass walls giving them a view of the city all spread out below, yawning wide like it might swallow them. Sofia whimpered and burrowed into Nina’s shoulder. Ryan’s hand twitched toward his Glock. He hated elevators—coffins on a string. But when those doors slid open, even he went quiet.
The penthouse? Straight-up palace.
Windows from floor to ceiling, light spilled everywhere, marble so shiny you could probably see your own regrets in it. Bar stretched along one wall, loaded with bottles—whiskey, rum, vodka, wine—enough booze to drown an army. Outside, a rooftop deck waited, hot tub steaming, skyline flickering like a dare.
And the food. God, the food. Silver trays stacked with roast chicken, fresh bread, creamy pasta, strawberries so red they looked illegal. Fridge humming with everything from caviar to Coke.
Teo let out a low whistle. “Either we just got lucky, or we’re the fattest pigeons in the whole damn trap.”
Darius hung back near the door, shoulders hunched, eyes darting everywhere. Didn’t say a word. Just clutched his phone like it was the only thing keeping him afloat.
Ryan stomped around, boots echoing on marble. Checked every corner, every mirror, searching for hidden eyes. Spotted a red blink in the corner—a camera, hiding in the fake fire alarm. Of course.
He turned to the rest, face unreadable. “We eat. We shower. We rest. But don’t forget—we’re still in the cage.”
Nobody argued. Nina eased Sofia onto a couch squishy enough to swallow her whole. Marisol curled up next to her, both finally quiet, almost looking like regular kids again. That hurt more than anything.
Showers ran hot enough to strip paint. Nina stood under the spray until steam clogged her lungs, blood and grime spinning down the drain. Her leg brace rattled against the tile, welts underneath. She touched each one, jaw set hard, whispering, “Still here. Still fighting.”
Ryan dropped into the rooftop hot tub like a stone. Steam stung his stitched ribs, but it dulled the ache. He let the skyline blur and, just for a second, forgot about knives and needles. Almost looked human. Almost.
Inside, Isabel poured herself wine like a queen, heels still on, face like ice. But the way she refilled her glass after draining the first? She was just as wrecked as the rest.
Teo raided the fridge like a raccoon, grabbed a steak in one hand and a bottle of champagne in the other. He flopped onto the couch, scattering crumbs everywhere, talking around a mouthful of food: “If this is poison, at least I’ll go out happy.”
Darius sat alone out on the deck, city lights painting his face. Didn’t touch the food or the booze. Just stared at his phone, knuckles white, like it was the last thing tying him to the planet.
Later, bellies full, skin scrubbed half-clean, that old silence crept back in. Heavy. No one needed to say it—this wasn’t some act of mercy.
Ryan stalked the penthouse like a stray cat that’s seen too much. His gaze snagged the first camera right by the bar—bold move—then another pretending to be part of the chandelier. Last one, tucked real cozy above the bedroom door. He could’ve smashed them, but nah. He just stared ‘em down, waiting for those little red dots to blink back. Creepy little things.
Kitchen’s got that weird hush, you know? And there it is: a note, stuck to a whiskey bottle that’s probably older than his regrets. The handwriting? Way too careful.
Rest. You’ll need your strength. —M
He trailed back to the lounge and just slapped the note down on the table. Isabel didn’t even flinch, just pressed her lips all thin and judgey. Teo? He let out a laugh—one of those snorty, can-you-believe-this laughs. “Santa Claus has an initial now?”
Nina’s eyes went all slits, hair still dripping on her shoulders. “Michaels.”
Isabel tipped her glass, swirling wine like she was bored. “Or someone wants us thinking it’s him. Doesn’t matter. They’re keeping us breathing. Means we’re still good for something.”
Ryan’s jaw flexed hard enough you could probably hear it. “Or maybe we’re just entertainment.”
Nobody bothered to disagree.
The kids crashed out in beds that could host a soccer match, stuffed on strawberries and milk. Sofia all curled into Luna, thumb jammed in her mouth, Marisol knocked out beside them. Their innocence wasn’t cute—it hurt. Fragile as spun sugar and probably just as doomed.
Ryan parked himself in their doorway, arms folded, not moving. Might as well have been holding his breath. Just watching.
Nina showed up, hair damp and smelling like soap, brace back where it belonged. She leaned on the doorframe, eyes locked on the girls. “Every time we get a minute to breathe, he finds a way to choke us again,” she muttered. “No way I’m buying this.”
Ryan didn’t answer. Didn’t need to. His silence said plenty.
Midnight. Penthouse is dead quiet, except for the fridge humming and the city’s whisper outside. Ryan’s slumped at the bar, shirt off, stitches taut on his ribs. He’s been turning that whiskey note again repeatable in his hands, corners soft now, paper looking tired.
He stared out at the skyline. All that glass, all those lights—city shining like it’s got nothing to hide, but who’s buying it? Underneath, it’s all rot.
“This isn’t safety,” he muttered. “It’s a leash.”
Camera in the corner gave a lazy blink. Red. Always watching, like a bored god.
He poured the whiskey anyway. Let it scorch his throat. Whispered so soft the walls barely caught it:
“We’ll take what they give. Their food, their comfort. And then we’ll burn them with it.”
Red light blinked again. Steady, patient. Waiting.





Chapter 39
Glass Cage, Broken
They woke up to the sound of glass freaking out.
At first, it was just this one freaky, high-pitched whine—like your ears ring after a concert, but coming out of nowhere up near the ceiling. Then, bam, suddenly there’s a whole choir of it. The penthouse remembered it was built out of walls and ductwork, and everything wanted in on the action. Metal started clicking in the vents. The tiles started humming, electricity crawling around like a spider on Red Bull. Somewhere outside, wind nailed a window down the river, and suddenly the world decided it was time to move.
Ryan’s instincts kicked in before his brain even got the memo. He was up, heart thumping like it wanted out. Steam from the hot tub still fogged the windows, lazy and peaceful—total liar. Teo let out a string of curses from the bedroom, which, knowing him, meant he’d found something ugly. That whiskey note—Rest. You’ll need your strength. —M—still just sitting on the bar, all smug and cryptic, and now the bar’s reflection made a halo around this angry little red dot blinking in the corner: camera’s back online, smile for your stalker.
“Up. Now,” Ryan growled, and the whole crew snapped into action.
Nina was already at the door, towel turban and that clunky knee brace thumping on the tile. Isabel came to life, heels on like she’d just put on battle armor. Darius—dude looked like he’d seen a ghost—was at the console, hands flying over the hacked system that kept them living in comfort they absolutely did deserve for a few nights.
“Something’s pinging our node,” he managed, not even turning around. Voice thin as paper. “I looped the cameras, but this—this is live. Someone’s in, right now.”
Ryan’s hand found his scalpel, white-knuckled, like the blade was just another bone.
“Who?” he snapped.
Darius swallowed, voice shaky. “Outside. Not in the building. Somebody remote. They’re in through a Vespera gateway—certs check out.”
That name just hung in the room, heavy as a tombstone. Nobody breathed. In the back, the kids started rustling, Sofia blinking awake, hugging Luna like the world was about to end—which, honestly, maybe it was.
And then all hell broke loose.
Bang—like a goddamn thunderclap right outside. The glass terrace just exploded, breaching charges eating it up like a wolf goes after a steak. Door shattered inward, glass and metal everywhere, and then they were pouring in—guys in matte-black body armor, no logos, guns barking like they were pissed off to be here.
“MOVE!” Ryan shouted, and everything went sideways.
Soft. That’s what they’d gotten. Two days of hot showers and food that didn’t taste like guilt, and they’d let their guard down. Rookie mistake, honestly. The first wave of mercs caught them mid-comfort, but soft isn’t the same as helpless.
Teo? Pure chaos. He slammed a coffee table up against the doorway, then snatched a kettle and chucked it like a pro baseball pitcher. Guy in armor went down, hot coffee and ceramic all over him—good luck explaining that to your boss. Nina was cold and fast, Glock spitting tight little shots down the hall. First guy who tried the kitchen? He didn’t leave with his face intact. His buddies just froze; shock painted across the marble.
Darius dove for the console, hands flying, panic mode activated. “I can cut ‘em off,” he yelled, fingers hammering keys like a typewriter on speed. “I can fry their routes—reroute, backhaul—”
Didn’t matter. One of the goons got there first, slammed Darius with a rifle butt. The sound he made—yeah, that was pain. Laptop went spinning. Ryan saw the guy reach for the keyboard, but he was already moving—blade out, pure muscle memory, all speed and violence. Metal flashed, throat opened, body hit the floor with a slap that got lost under the shouting.
They fought like people who’d rehearsed this a hundred times somewhere nobody was watching. Ryan was all sharp edges—scalpel in a jaw, wrist bent the wrong way, another guy flying out the terrace door into the dark. Isabel ditched the heels, business suit be damned, and grabbed a busted lamp, turning some poor bastard’s skull into modern art.
It was brutal. The penthouse went from fancy sanctuary to horror show in under a minute.
Then—over the chaos, a voice came through the speakers. Smooth, smug, like it was reading a bedtime story while holding a knife behind its back.
“Good evening,” it purred. “Enjoying your hospitality?”
Wrong voice. Not Michaels. Colder, silkier. A presence, not a person. The monitors all flipped to a split-screen: rooftop cam, hallway cam, bedroom where the kids huddled, and then…center stage—a face. El Halcón. Hair slicked back, scarf like a strangler’s knot, that snake tattoo slithering up his neck.
Showtime.
He grinned like he was watching some twisted comedy. “Figured you’d go for the tray,” he said, teeth flashing wider. “Ryan, man, you’re a trip. Scary as hell. Entertaining, too. Go on—show ’em what a hero does when he’s got nothing left to save.”
Ryan’s hand shot to his throat before he caught himself. He felt peeled open, like meat tossed on a butcher’s block. Nina, meanwhile—she spat a curse, all teeth, animal and pissed. She leveled her pistol, forced the armored goons to scramble and crawl, the way preys supposed to.
Didn’t matter. They’d walked straight into it. Net was already tight and neat before they even clocked it. Elevator doors creaked open and—bam—lines of muscle with guns, quiet as ghosts, all coming up the stairs. A drone buzzed overhead, high-pitched like a mosquito from hell, dropping flashbangs dead-on target. Even the hallway was a trap—bodies everywhere, all those guys they’d knocked out, now just props in some failed drama.
Darius was leaking blood from his ribs but still pawing at the controls like he could magic a fix. “It’s already patched through,” he wheezed. “They’ve got the whole building—HVAC, lights, doors, everything—”
“You set us up,” Isabel shot back, breath ragged, hand clamped over her bleeding arm. “We were bait the whole damn time.”
“No!” Darius croaked, eyes swimming. “God, I didn’t—swear to God—” Blood splattered his palm as he hacked and tried to talk.
And Ryan heard the sound that came out of his own throat, and hell, it wasn’t even human. Just something broken and mechanical, like a busted speaker.





Chapter 40
Ashes of Trust.
The Breach-Ryan:
Glass didn’t just break.
It screamed, man.
A screech, high enough to slice your brain in half, ripped out as the terrace doors blew in. Shards everywhere caught on the wind like angry glitter in a bomb cyclone. Penthouse view? Gone. Just steel, glass, and neon melting into pure panic. Ryan’s ribs squeezed tight, old instincts yanking him forward before his brain even clocked it. Scalpel in hand, gun up—like he’d been born for this exact nightmare.
Mercs rolled in. All black helmets, rifles barking like rabid dogs, muzzle flashes strobing the marble floor with chaos.
He didn’t run. He cut straight through.
The first guy barely blinked before Ryan’s scalpel was in his neck, quick and ugly, blood splashing the window in a jagged arc. Welcome to hell, boys—the penthouse’s a cage, and it’s on fire.
Smoke poured in—thick, chemical, bitter as betrayal. Accelerant hissing from overhead, curtains catching flame like nothing. Yeah, this was a trap. Not a clean hit, a burial. Ryan tasted ash and knew they wanted bodies, not survivors.

Smoke and Screams:
Nina
Her brace snagged on the tile as she dragged Sofia behind the couch, Marisol bawling in her arms. Every inhale scratched her throat raw, chest rattling like an old car, but her hand stayed steady on that pistol.
A merc vaulted the bar, rifle swinging her way. Nina put two rounds in his chest—thud, thud, armor eating them—but she was faster: two more, higher. His visor erupted red, his body slammed down so hard it shut up the girls’ screams for a half second.
She shoved them flat, words low and fierce, like she was in an ER, not a war zone. “Stay small. Stay quiet. Luna too. I got you. Nobody’s getting past me.”
Safe. What a goddamn joke. The word tasted like poison.
A flashbang rolled under the couch. Nina yanked Sofia close, turned her back, and took the blast head-on. White light swallowed everything, but her grip never slipped.
Not while she was breathing.
Fury in Heels: 
Isabel
Blood soaked through Isabel’s blouse, hot and sticky, but she wasn’t done. A lamp turned club in her hands—she smashed it into a merc’s helmet, glass shattering, bits stuck in his faceplate. She drove the broken base into his throat, not stopping ‘til he hit the ground, choking.
She was panting, mind racing faster than courtroom crossfire. “How the fuck did they find us?” she yelled, voice razor-sharp. “This place was ghosted!”
Her eyes locked on Darius, hunched at the console, fingers flying, face white with terror. The suspicion hit her harder than the smoke.
“You.” Acid in her voice. “What did you give them?”
Darius looked like she’d punched him in the soul.

Rampage:
Teo
“¡HIJOS DE PUTA!”
Teo was pure fire. He ripped the top off a whiskey bottle, jammed it into a merc’s mouth, and slammed it home until the guy’s scream went all “gurgles.” Another one barged in, shotgun ready. Teo snatched a fire extinguisher, hurled it like a shot put—crunched the man’s chest, shotgun tumbling away.
Teo was grinning, blood dripping off his chin, eyes wild. “Come on!” he roared. “Feed me, assholes!”
But even in the middle of the madness, he caught sight of Darius, cowering by the console.
“You did this,” Teo spat, voice shredded raw. “You fucking sold us out.”
That hit harder than any blade.

Cornered:
Darius
He was drowning, plain and simple.
Every keystroke felt like fighting quicksand. Console blazing under his hands, screens blinking red like a Christmas from hell. Cameras hijacked, uplinks twisted, and he was barely keeping the wolves out. Network was crawling with hackers—Halcón’s eyes everywhere.
Then a rifle butt smashed his ribs, pain setting his world on fire. He crashed, blood speckling the keyboard.
“I didn’t—” He gasped, clutching his side. “I didn’t give them this!”
But Lucy’s face flashed behind his eyelids—pale, tubes everywhere, her life dangling on Vespera’s strings. His secret burned hotter than any flame in that room.
Right then, even he didn’t know if he was lying or not.
Inferno:
Ryan
“MOVE, MOVE!”
They tore through the kitchen—fire climbing the walls, bullets ripping glass. Ryan led, scalpel dripping, Marisol glued to his chest. Nina limped but kept moving, Sofia clutching her side. Isabel fired blind into the smoke, all fury and sharp angles. Teo was a shadow, grinning, blood and violence smeared together.
Darius—bloody, stumbling, but still dragging himself with them.
They hit the stairwell. Heat slammed them like the gates of hell cracking open. Flames clawed up the shaft, beams sagging, ceiling crumbling.
No way out but through.
Ryan didn’t bother thinking—he just moved. First merc? Down the stairs he went, boots to ribs, body cartwheeling through flames. Ryan barely watched him land. He grabbed Marisol and bolted, ash making the steps slick as hell.
Isabel, hacking up smoke, voice all shredded, yells: “We’re seriously gonna burn alive!”
Ryan’s grip on Marisol turned iron. “Not tonight.”
Collapse:
Nina
The stairwell didn’t just groan, it flat-out screamed. Concrete cracked open like cheap plastic, fire chewing straight through the bones of the building. Up above, a merc dumped a mag down at them—bullets pinging off the rails. Nina shoved Sofia at Isabel, swung out, and let loose a wild volley back. Caught the bastard too. He shrieked as he took the express elevator, straight into the flames.
Her own leg was torching her. She stumbled, vision going all watercolor.
Ryan was suddenly there, not gentle shoving her, hauling her, whatever it took to get her down another flight. His eyes? Not even close to human. More like knives.
She got it then—this wasn’t just about getting out. Ryan had to drag them through hell, just to prove he could. Without him? They were toast already.
Ashes:
Isabel
They smashed through the last door, lungs on fire, skin raw, world drowned in smoke and chaos.
Chicago night didn’t welcome them so much as slap them in the face. Sirens, yelling, the whole circus. Cameras everywhere—media vultures snapping every second. There’s Ryan hauling Marisol, Nina bleeding and half-hobbling, Isabel dragging Sofia, Teo stumbling, hands slick with blood, Darius basically face-planting in the gutter.
Crowd’s yelling: “Night Nurse! Night Nurse!”
Flashes everywhere. Ryan’s face caught in the chaos, looking half-savior, half-demon. Up above, the penthouse was just a torch, each floor caving in.
Only one thought rattled in Isabel’s skull: He’s never escaping this.
The Confrontation:
All
They crammed into a stolen van, hacking up black smoke, reeking of death and fire. Sirens wailed somewhere out there. Kids all bunched up in the back, clinging to a busted rabbit, eyes huge.
Nobody said a damn thing—until Teo snapped.
“You sold us out.” No doubt, no question. He jabbed a shaky, bloody finger at Darius. “This is on you.”
Isabel’s glare could cut steel. “Everything fits. The feeds. How they knew every damn corner.”
Darius just shook, arms clamped around his ribs. “I swear—I didn’t—”
Ryan turned around slow. Firelight made him look carved out of bone, eyes full dead.
“One chance,” he said, voice sharp as broken glass. “Just one. You screw us again, Darius?” He leaned in, whispering like a knife. “You won’t even have time to regret it.”
Nobody argued.
The van tore off into the night, fire turning the sky into a bleeding wound behind them.
Inside, they sat in the dark, all breathing, barely. Not held together by trust. Just ashes.



Chapter 41
The Chains That Bind
Man, the farm looked tiny now. Weird, right? Ryan hadn’t set foot out here since he was, what, five? Used to feel like it went on forever—woods big enough to eat him alive. Now, it’s just this patch of busted-up dirt and busted-up machinery, floating in the middle of nowhere. Even the old farmhouse looked tired, like it was just about ready to give up and let the wind knock it over.
Inside? Smelled like wet earth and rust. That damn ventilator Lucy was hooked up to made this awful, steady hum, drilling into Ryan’s brain. Couldn’t tune it out, not after hearing something real close to it in Afghanistan. Back then, Marcus was bleeding out on a cot, chest full of metal, and there was no machine for him. All Marcus got was Ryan’s hand and a stupid promise about morphine. Spoiler: didn’t work.
Lucy was in the dining room now, if you could even call it that. Just a skinny body tangled up in wires, face ghost-white, hair stuck to her skin. Darius was glued to her side, all clenched jaw and red eyes, looking like he might break her in half if he hugged her too hard.
Ryan kept to the doorway, arms crossed, not saying a word. What was there to say?
Behind him, Isabel was pacing like a shark that smelled blood—heels clacking, voice sharp enough to slice bread. “No more hiding. Someone screwed us, again, and I want names.”
Teo was at the table, boots kicked up like he owned the place, gun guts spread out in front of him. He didn’t even bother looking at Darius when he said, “Yeah, and my bets on your golden boy.”
Nina? Total statue by the window. Just staring out, like maybe if she wished hard enough, the bad guys would show up with a big neon sign. Her silence was loud.
Ryan felt it, too—the pressure, like barbed wire wrapped around his ribs.
Darius finally spun around, voice shredded. “You think I wanted this? You think I—”
Isabel cut him off, brutal. “Don’t play dumb. They’re always ahead of us. Always. That’s not luck.”
Teo snapped his gun back together, all slow and threatening. “You’re the rat. Fess up or I’ll put you on a ventilator.”
Lucy stirred at that—made this little sound, eyes barely open, lips moving around the tube.
“Darius?” she whispered, all broken glass and hope.
He was at her side so fast you’d think he teleported, grabbing her hand like it was the last life raft in a sinking ship. His face just… crumbled. “I’m here, Luce. I’m right here.”
Ryan watched, arms still crossed. He’d seen men come apart before, seen them beg for lost causes. Darius wasn’t faking a damn thing.
Lucy’s gaze flickered to Ryan. She squinted. “You… the medic.”
That hit like a punch. Not nurse. Medic. Afghanistan in his head again, all over.
She coughed, barely got the words out. “They told me… I stay alive… if Darius stays quiet. That’s the deal.”
Nobody moved.
Darius just broke. Head in his hands, shaking hard. Then he looked up, eyes trashed. “They said they’d pull the plug. They said—” His voice went to pieces. “What was I supposed to do? Let her die?”
The quiet that followed? Felt like suffocating.
Teo laughed, ugly and sharp. “So, you did it. Over and over. Kids dead. Nurses torched. And all for—”
“Say her life isn’t worth it,” Darius snapped, stepping up, “and I’ll drop you right now.”
Ryan slid between them, hand on Darius’ chest. Cold stare. “Not in my house.”
Darius didn’t move. Just stood there, empty.
Finally, Nina turned around, voice like broken ice. “How long?”
Darius swallowed. “Since Veracruz. Maybe longer.”
Ryan’s jaw clenched. Veracruz. That was when Marcus started haunting him. When every morning felt like a rerun. When the war turned into a slaughterhouse.
Marcus’ words rattled around in his skull. You can’t save everyone, Ryan. Some of us are gone already. Some of us just haven’t stopped breathing yet.
For a second, Ryan saw Marcus’ face instead of Darius. Laughing in the desert, then spitting blood, then nothing.
Haunted soldier. Hungry animal. Both at war inside him.
Lucy coughed again. Her eyes begged them not to do this. “Don’t… fight. Please.”
Ryan’s chest hurt.
He looked away, scrubbed a hand down his face. Caught his own reflection in the glass—who the hell was that? Blood caked on his chin, eyes hollowed out.
Isabel broke the spell, voice low but tough. “We can’t keep him here. Not unless we get answers. Not unless he proves himself.”
Nina’s voice was shaky, but her stare could cut steel. “Ryan. You choose. Right now.”
The killer in him wanted Darius gone. Simple. Clean.
The soldier in him remembered Marcus’ hand, remembered all those busted promises.
Ryan backed off, eyes flicking between Lucy—barely hanging on, poor kid—and Darius, who looked like he was about to shatter. Dude’s stare basically screamed “please” without a single word.
Ryan just dropped the hammer, voice like stone. “Here’s the deal. She lives, you live. She quits breathing, so do you. That’s it.”
Darius just folded, like someone pulled his plug.
Teo muttered something nasty, jamming his gun back in the holster. “You’ve lost your damn mind,” he spat.
Isabel just rolled her eyes, lip curling like she tasted something rotten. Didn’t bother arguing, though.
Nina? She just stared Ryan down, like she was trying to see through his skull. After a second, she nodded, slow and deliberate.
Ryan turned back to Lucy. She still had her brother’s hand in a death grip, knuckles bone-white. He knelt and pressed Raúl’s battered old dog tag into her palm, just like he’d done with Marisol. “Hang on to that, kid. Means you’re in it now.”
Lucy managed this little half-smile before she faded out again, exhaustion dragging her under.
Ryan stood up, ribs aching, chest so tight he could barely breathe. But his voice? Frostbite cold. “El Halcón made this ugly. I don’t care what I have to do. He dies screaming.”
The ventilator kept up its creepy little whir, like some twisted metronome counting down.
And in the hush, Ryan heard Marcus in his head again. Don’t screw this one up too.



Chapter 42
A Promise In Blood
The old place sounded like it was about to just give up and drop sideways if the wind picked up. Every board groaned like it had arthritis, pipes banging around under the floor, and—above everything else—that steady hiss-click from Lucy’s ventilator. A noise that basically screamed, “borrowed time.”
After the mess earlier, everyone just sorts of scattered. Teo was out on the porch, freezing his ass off, cleaning his rifle like he was prepping for the apocalypse. Isabel kept stomping around upstairs, barking into her phone. Darius, no surprise, wouldn’t leave Lucy’s bedside, clutching her hand like he thought she’d just float away if he blinked.
And then there was Ryan, hunched over in the kitchen, staring at this plain old utility knife. Nothing fancy. But under that flickery bulb, the thing looked hungry—like it wanted a taste. His own reflection in the blade looked back at him with these dead, sunken eyes. Stone jaw, no warmth. Honestly, he hardly recognized himself. Marcus wouldn’t have. He looked—hell, he looked dangerous.
What if Marcus had been wrong to trust the man Ryan used to be?
That idea pressed in, sharp and cold. Marcus’ ghost was loud tonight, leaning in close, whispering with that gritty voice of his: You’re not saving anyone. You’re just stacking bodies. You’re me, but even worse.
Then: door creaks open. Nina slips in, quiet as a secret. She’s ditched her usual tough-girl armor. Tonight, her shoulders droop, her face is all washed out in the yellow kitchen light, hair stuck to her forehead. She looks… wrecked. Real.
“You’re brooding,” she says, voice low, sliding into the chair across from him.
Ryan just keeps staring at the knife. “Thinking.”
“Same thing,” she mutters. Her eyes flick from the knife back to his face, taking in the mess he’s become. “You’re getting harder, Ryan. Colder.”
He puts the knife down—click—finally meeting her gaze. “What if that’s what it takes?”
She flinches, like the words slapped her. “What if it takes losing yourself?”
Some part of him—the part that’s always ready for a fight—wants to laugh. The part that remembers too much wants to cry. But his voice just comes out flat, like gravel. “Softness gets people killed. I’ve seen it. I’ve buried it. Marcus…” His throat closes. “Marcus was soft. He trusted people. He believed. And look how that turned out.”
Her eyes go gentle, but her words stay sharp. “Marcus believed in you. That wasn’t weakness. That was faith.”
And just like that, Marcus is back, whispering in his ear: She’s right, you know. But faith won’t stop a bullet.
Ryan shoves back from the table, starts pacing. Out the window, he spots Teo’s cigarette burning like a warning flare in the darkness. Fields stretching forever, nothing but black. “Faith doesn’t mean shit when the cartels after you. El Halcón isn’t some guy you can reason with. He’s a disease. You cut disease out before it spreads.”
Nina follows him, stands by the window. In the glass, their reflections float side-by-side. “So, you’ll just keep cutting until there’s nothing left? Until you’re just another Halcón, different badge?”
That one stings. He turns, a little too fast, his hand bumping her shoulder—rougher than he meant. “And if the man you want me to be can’t keep you alive? Then what?”
Her eyes spark. Her voice wobbles. “Then at least I go down knowing I wasn’t standing next to a monster.”
Silence. Ryan’s chest is heaving. He wants to yell, argue, say something—anything—but nothing comes. Instead, he sees her hands shaking, the scar on her neck, those shadows under her eyes from too many nights spent locked up, or running, or both. She’s breaking apart, too.
“Nina,” he says, softer than he’s meant to in months. “You’re scared.”
She looks away, jaw clenched. Blinks hard. “Of course I’m scared, Ryan. I can’t stop seeing it. The bomb. The smoke. That little girl’s voices, Lila—” She chokes. “Her screams, when he streamed it… I can’t shut it off.”
Something in him just gives. He reaches out, wipes grit and sweat off her cheek with his knuckles. For a second, she lets herself lean in, eyes squeezed shut.
When she opens them, that old stubborn fire is back. The same look Marcus gave me while in Afghanistan. The one Marcus used to tease her about. “Don’t leave me alone in this, Ryan.”
He doesn’t even think—just moves. The kiss crashes into them both, rough, clumsy, desperate. Teeth clack. She shoves him back against the wall, fists knotted in his shirt, kissing like she’s trying to burn all the pain away. He grabs her, pulls her in close, their breath hot and shaky.
It only softens when their foreheads touch, breaths coming in short bursts. Her lips tremble on his. Not peace—just surrender.
They fumble toward the stairs, bumping walls, clinging to each other like the house is shoving them together. His old room smells like dust and ghosts. The bed sags, sheets cold. Not for long.
Yeah, nothing about it was soft or sweet. No graceful movie sex—just bodies colliding, bruising, scraping, grabbing at each other like drowning people. Her nails raked lines down his back, probably left marks. He had his fists tangled in her hair, hanging on like she might slip away if he let go for even a second. This wasn’t love. Hell, it wasn’t even lust. It was two people trying to rip the darkness out of each other, burn it up with sweat and skin and desperate breaths.
Later, after the storm had passed and the air went still and sticky, they just stayed there, knotted together under this battered old quilt his mom used to keep in the closet. Her head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat—it was all jagged and uneven, like he’d just run a marathon.
She broke the silence, voice all rough and shredded. “Promise me.”
He already knew. Didn’t need the details.
“El Halcón,” she breathed—barely more than a hiss, but her eyes caught whatever little light there was and just blazed. “Promise me he doesn’t just die. Promise me you’ll make him pay. I want him to scream.”
Ryan’s hand slid through her hair; lips pressed to her head. When he answered, it came out low, guttural. “He’ll beg for death, I swear.”
She squeezed him tighter, like she could anchor herself there.
He just stared at the ceiling, Marcus’ face flickering in the shadows above. Don’t screw this up. Not again.
Weird thing—letting someone in, even a little, after years of locking it all down. Didn’t make the weight disappear, but at least he wasn’t carrying it solo anymore. Still, he wasn’t stupid. He knew exactly what he’d promised. It wasn’t some heroics save-the-day stuff.
Nope. It was a ticket straight to hell.



Chapter 43
Midway Ghost
Man, Chicago’s port at dawn? It’s all clang and steam and that weird metallic taste you get in the back of your throat. Gantries just loom overhead—giant metal beasts, dead asleep, cranes hanging out like they’re waiting for prey to wander by. Freight containers? They’re everywhere, squatting in lines, all banged up and painted over with names that don’t mean squat to anyone except someone trying to lose a paper trail. Manifest says Midway Processing Facility, Node 7. Smells like diesel and broken promises—like somebody’s trading people for numbers on a spreadsheet. 
The van slipped into some half-lit alley about a half mile off. Ryan cut the engine and just sat there—hands clamped on the wheel, sucking in the cold like it’d keep him awake. That flash drive burned a hole in his palm—Darius swore it’d pan out, gave him coordinates and a freight ID that led to a bunch of containers behind a fence that’d seen better days. 
Darius just stared at the dash, like waiting for it to confess. Dude looked tiny back at the warehouse, honestly—like someone’d started to unravel him and quit halfway. Out here, before Chicago even bothered to wake up, the guilt was eating him alive. Ryan ground his jaw. He’d told Lucy her breath bought Darius a little time, but time? 
Time’s just a lie you tell yourself when you’re running out. Nina hunched in the back, kids out cold in a tactical car seat, Sofia’s hoodie yanked up over her eyes. She tapped her comm, voice coming through flat, all business. “Isabel cracked the node’s firewall. Vespera code—temporary lockers under shell companies, one flagged ‘Pale Horse Logistics.’ That’s our jackpot. Security’s thin at shift change, twenty minutes tops.” 
Ryan’s hand drifted to the scalpel tucked in his boot. Old habits—like feeling for a rifle sight. “We move at shift. Loud enough it looks routine. Quiet enough nobody clocks us.” 
Teo popped his knuckles, grinning like a wolf. “Mornings for chumps.” Metal flashed in his teeth. “Let’s go grab their stash.” 
They moved—what’s the word? —ghostly. First stretch was a long slog under the cranes, boots ringing off damp concrete. Yard stank of river funk, oil, and memories nobody wanted. Ryan kept his head down, eyes scanning for bored rent-a-cops. Two guards did lazy laps with coffee mugs—Darius clocked them too, twitching around with a lockpick kit he’d probably jacked from some poor intern. He looked like a raccoon trying to psych himself up.
 Nina took point at the fence, limping quick, her busted leg moving like it belonged to someone else. Ryan looped the bolt cutters, watched her jaw clench. Two snips, chain dropped, quick metallic note, and boom—they were inside. 
Midway, man, it smelled like paperwork and acted like a bank. Containers piled up like tombstones, graffiti tags everywhere—prayers in spray paint. The cluster on the manifest? Row 9, Aisle 3—easy if you know how to read rust. They stuck together: Nina and Teo and Isabel tight, Ryan and Darius bringing up the rear.
 Darius dove for the container’s hinge and slipped the shackle free. “I can ghost the cams for maybe four minutes. Five if we’re lucky. After that, someone’s gonna notice. You got a window—use it. Or kick the door in, your call.”
 Ryan just nodded. “Fast it is.
” Isabel was ice—lockpicks flicking through her fingers, way too calm. “Whatever’s in here, it’s not meant for daylight,” she said, just as the lock sighed open. “This is the stuff they whisper about between board meetings. Look for dry ice, medical codes. Refrigerated crates.”
 They cracked it. Cold air came rolling out, like the container itself exhaled. Crates stacked inside, all numbered and boring—except for the shipping slips taped up with Vespera ghost codes and: Project Pale Horse — Phase III. 
Teo tried not to breathe. “Oh hell. Crates for days.” He popped a lid. Inside, vials glittered, creepy as hell. Labels? Some chemical soup—Carfentaxyl spinoffs, and a new one: Nightshade-23. Syringes lined up in neat rows, all sealed up, looking like murder and medicine got together for arts and crafts.
 Nina slipped into nurse mode, cataloguing fast. “We photo, log serials, tag everything—Isabel, chain of custody or the DA won’t have a case.” That old calm slid back into her voice, stitching order out of the mess.
Isabel slapped IDs on the table, snapped a few shaky photos—her hands only trembled once, and she pretended she didn’t notice. “We bag the evidence, we log it, and then it’s out of our hands. State gets it, or the press does. Either way? Vespera’s whole scam goes up in smoke.” There was this wild spark in her eyes like she could taste the lawsuits already.
Darius stayed hunched over, quiet as a mouse but twice as stubborn. He scrolled through the manifest; eyes locked on the screen. Those blockchain records? Yeah, he’d paid off some intern to keep those buried. Suddenly, he let out this little whistle—barely a sound. “Look at this. They’re moving this batch through some shadow clinic in South Loop, private wing. Hiding shipments behind fake hospice paperwork. It’s a straight-up ambush on the folks who need help the most—old people, easy targets.” He gripped the clipboard so hard his knuckles went gray. “It’s uglier than we thought.”
Ryan felt the old fury crawling up his throat. Vespera never saw people as patients. More like walking petri dishes, dollar signs on legs. Marcus deserved treatment, not to be some damn variable. And Lucy, hooked up to that ventilator in a crummy farmhouse—just another reminder how close cruelty lurked to the bedsides they swore to protect.
Metal on metal—a sharp snap. Not some blaring alarm, just static crackle from a radio by the entrance. Someone’s spotted a door swinging. Far off, a guard lets fly with a curse. Four minutes, poof, just about gone.
“Extraction. Now.” Ryan’s voice, all gravel and murder. 
Nobody wasted a second. Nina crammed serials into her vest, hands moving like she’d done this in her sleep. Teo didn’t even bother with subtlety—he bashed a crate’s corner and scooped up whatever packets he could, all jammed into a battered canvas bag. Isabel tore off labels, stuffed a mess of papers into her evidence folder. Darius grabbed a vial, jammed it into a lead-lined tube, fingers shaking hard enough to nearly drop it.
Everything shrank—just breath, boots, adrenaline. They stacked crates, snatched up manifests, sprinted. Ryan’s boot caught on a busted pallet—he nearly ate it but barreled through the open door, straight into the floodlights as alarms started hollering.
“Intruders! Lockdown!” Intercom’s voice, full-on doomsday.
The yard turned into a wolfpack chase. Container doors crashed shut behind them, chains rattled, somebody smashed a panic button. Blue strobes flickered, shadows vanished, engine noise as a security cart swerved into view. 
Gunfire, wild and close. Teo hit the ground first, firing back with short, angry bursts, his rounds chewing up concrete. Nina spun, let out a sound that was half snarl, half scream, popped off shots—two guards down, the rest scrambling. Isabel huddled with the kids, face paper-white but eyes locked in. Darius ducked, hands a blur on his tablet, trying to nuke the security feed. Sweat was pouring off him, blood dripping from his jaw—somebody had clipped him.
Tunnel vision hit Ryan—literally just forward, nothing else. One guard, pistol-whipped, lights out; next, a scalpel across the neck, blood everywhere. Bodies dropped like extras in a bad crime show. They moved like they’d rehearsed for years, but every step felt like marching barefoot over broken glass. Marcus’s ghost barked orders in his ear, old guilt churning acid in his gut.
They hit the fence, squeezed through a hole in the chain-link. Teo nearly wiped out, boots sliding on wet pavement. A guard spotted him, lifted his rifle—time slowed, Ryan just reacted. He dove, shoulder-first, crashed into the guy, heard ribs pop, gun went flying. The guard hit the ground like a sack of potatoes.
Into the alley, ducked behind a truck. The city was waking up in all the worst ways—sirens, shouting, someone screaming over a radio. The loot thumped in the bag like a trapped animal.
Ryan’s earpiece fizzed—Nina’s voice, sharp. “You got the samples? El Halcón’s guys are circling. They know we grabbed something.”
Isabel, panting. “Manifests, serials, a photo of the clinics—ledger’s partial but enough to stir up trouble if the DA and the press bite.”
Darius chipped in, voice shredded. “I can follow the trail—next stop’s a South Loop clinic off Halsted. If we get inside, we find the patients. Find the files.”
Ryan’s head spun: Lucy at the farmhouse, that ventilator clicking like a clock with zero mercy. Marcus’s dog tags warming some exec’s desk. Kids with faces smudged up, hearts like sponges.
“We go now,” he said, no argument.
They shoved the van into neutral, rolled out. Chicago swallowed them up, those endless industrial veins, until they came up on the spot the manifest flagged—a “clinic” dressed up as a legit business in a bricked-up warehouse by the river. Looked clean enough: some fancy sign, black awning, a valet who probably knew all the right names. Company trucks idling, nothing moving. Too damn quiet.
Isabel parked a couple blocks back, scanned the street with binoculars. “Two guards up front, camera on a pole, loading bay in back with a corporate RFID lock. They’re not ready for a break-in, but the second we touch that lock, we’re on the radar.” 
Nina’s voice went cold as arctic steel. “We do it soft. Feb, back gate. Darius, you’re up.” Eyes locked on him. “Still with us?”
He swallowed hard, nodded. “Yeah. I can ghost the lock—seven minutes, max. Get what we need, get out.”
They moved like they’d done this a hundred times. Darius wriggled under a pallet, whispering curses and prayers, hands deep in circuits. Slipped a scratched RFID into the reader—click. Door popped open, soft as a sigh.
Man, the second I stepped into that clinic, something felt off—not just “hospital weird,” but like the place was wearing a mask and it knew it. Smelled like a cross between Lysol and that old lady perfume, the kind you’d expect to find at a wake. Lights all soft and yellow, too gentle, like they thought ambiance could fool anybody. The sinks—super white, practically glowing. You walk down that patient wing, all tucked away and humming from the vents, and you could almost convince yourself it’s fancy. Like a hotel for dying people, if you’re into horror. Their doors had these classy fonts on glass, as if slapping “Elder Care Wing” or “Private Clinical Trials – Vespera Trust” on the entrance made the next part easier to swallow. The air was dead calm, way too calm.
The crew split up: Ryan and Nina veered off for the rooms, Teo and Isabel headed for the records, Darius hung back to man comms and cover the exit.
Ryan’s boots barely made a sound on that plush carpet. He slid a door open and bam—guy in a robe, blinking up like he’d just remembered his own name. Ryan didn’t waste a second—ripped the IV, stuffed a rag in the guy’s mouth before he could yell. The poor bastard was out of it, probably floating on something strong, trying to puzzle out what the hell was happening.
“Shh. We’re getting you out,” Ryan muttered, though the word “rescue” tasted pretty rotten. It felt less like saving someone and more like yanking a plug out of a living wall.
Down the hall, it got worse. Room after room, a parade of misery—faces drained gray, wires everywhere, machines blipping like angry little birds. “Vespera” blinking on every monitor like some kind of brand sponsorship for suffering. Most of the patients just stared, eyes gone hollow, like their lives were being siphoned out drip by drip. Some didn’t even blink. The charts—god, the charts—stamped with trial numbers, neat little codes for real people.
Then they found the hallway with a sign: Experimental Observations: Nightshade-23. Door locked. Through the window, Ryan saw beds. Rows of them. People hooked up to machines, a staffer poking notes into a tablet. Vespera badge, of course. The room’s light flickered out into the corridor, like it was trying to warn them.
Darius crackled in their ears: “Incoming—maintenance team, five minutes. Cameras are cycling now. You’ve got three minutes, tops.”
Three minutes? What a sick joke. Ryan jammed a scalpel into the door latch and cranked until it snapped. Inside: bodies everywhere. Old men and women, a couple of younger folks, all hooked up to IVs. Cart full of Nightshade-23 vials, all labeled like party favors from hell. One patient coughed—a rough, desperate sound. Her eyes fluttered, and the name tag caught Ryan’s eye: Lucy Morales. Bam. His whole brain froze.
Lucy? His hands went cold. He scanned. Not the Lucy from his memories—not a kid, but a woman, maybe late forties, on a ventilator. Morales. Maybe it was a coincidence? There were too many names, too many files. He checked another bed. Another tag, more tubes, empty eyes.
“Lucy’s not here,” Nina’s voice whispered in his ear. “But check this—” She pointed at a tiny whiteboard, case number matching the manifest. The list of patients lined up with a paper trail leading straight back to Midway. No lies here, just cold facts.
Teo yanked open a desk drawer, started grabbing packets—photos, signatures. Isabel sorted through them, expression flickering between horror and rage. “They’ve been dosing the elderly,” she spat. “Nightshade as hospice palliative. They call it ‘mercy trials.’ It’s murder, dressed up with paperwork.”
Right then, Darius chimed in. “Sanitization protocol activated doors locking. Less than two minutes before lockdown.”
The sound might as well have been a bear trap snapping shut. Heart pounding, they grabbed everything they could—papers, labels, vials. Nina scribbled serials on her arm, not even bothering with paper.
At the far side of the room, a monitor blinked on. That face—El Halcón—popped up, all smug and smooth. This guy, all performance and venom, looked right through them. “We take care of the ones society already tossed out,” he cooed. “It’s called efficiency. But you—what do you call yourselves? Saviors? Adorable.”
The intercom wailed.  Footsteps pounded. Somewhere, a metal door slammed hard enough to rattle teeth.
“Pull out,” Ryan hissed. “Now.”
Everything after that was a blur. They moved fast, like they were trying to outrun their own shadows. Teo shoved files at Isabel. “Get every name. We’ll torch it onto the net.”
Outside, the clinic’s front lights flared up—way too bright, like a warning shot. No valet, just trucks rolling in. Someone had tripped the alarm.
They made it to the loading bay, spilled into the alley. Sirens started up, screaming in the distance. Darius’s fingers danced across his tablet, wiping their traces. He exhaled like he’d been underwater for years.
The van screeched out from the curb, security pouring in behind. They zigzagged through traffic, running on nerves and adrenaline. Ryan watched the city lights vanish behind them, thinking about Lucy, about the warehouse, about that damn Vespera logo burned into his memory.
His burner buzzed right as they rolled over the bridge, city lights chewing at the darkness ahead. Just three words—Non serviam—and a photo: Marcus’s dog tags sprawled out on some shiny boardroom table, CEO’s hand right there in the shot, watch gleaming like it was pointing a finger. Real subtle. 
Some creep was eyeballing the bigwigs’ lunch spots. Somebody wanted him to clock the fact that Marcus was just another pawn, lined up on the board.
He squeezed the wheel so hard his hands went numb. Took a look at the crew—banged up, running on pure adrenaline, clutching evidence hot enough to roast a corporate giant—and, yeah, they couldn’t screw this next part up.
“Shoot it to Isabel. Blast it everywhere. No one’s heading home,” Ryan said, voice like gravel.
Nina just reached over, found his hand, squeezed—none of that sentimental crap, just steel. “No home, got it.”
The van swerved into the city’s bloodstream, streets swallowing them whole. Ghosts from Midway rode in back, quiet and heavy, like they were owed something. Proof in their pockets. Names to burn. This was war, whether they’d signed up or not.
Oh, and as if things weren’t already a joyride through hell, someone with a flair for mind games had tossed them a bone: the fight wasn’t just with the cartel anymore. Nah, it was the suits, the folks who doodled signatures and dreamed up pretty names for horror shows. Whole damn net was out, and it was hungry. And here they were, walking right into its jaws.
Chapter 44
The Furnace Of Truth
1. Gathering storm
Man, the South Branch looked like someone took a knife to the city—just this jagged black line. Wind was out there, pissed off and wild, slicing up the water. Inside the warehouse? Somehow even colder. You’d think steel beams would hold steady, but nope, they groaned every time the wind threw a tantrum. Ryan parked himself by a busted window, watching the city lights smear through the slush, like maybe the whole place was just melting away. 

2. The Glass Tower
Man, Vespera’s Chicago lab? The place screamed “we’re the future!”—all glass and glitz, sixteen floors clawing at the sky, banners everywhere yelling “Healing the Future” like some weird corporate gospel. Whoever did their PR probably slept in a bed made of LinkedIn endorsements.
Isabel strutted through the revolving doors like she owned the joint, waving those sketchy DOJ badges under enough floodlights to grill a steak. Nina and Ryan? Rocking lab coats that still smelled like someone else’s cologne. Teo just hugged his clipboard like he was born for spreadsheets. Darius stayed in the back, hands buried in his jacket, moving like smoke. Classic.
3. The Cage

The lab sprawled out—way too clean, almost showing off. Glass walls everywhere, bright white lights making everything look like a spaceship hangar. Machines doing their thing, screens blinking, vials lined up all neat like some obsessive’s army.
And get this—not one lab coat. Not even a stray clipboard.
Nina stopped dead, halfway down the hall. “Nope. Something’s off.”
Ryan eyed the security feeds. Every damn camera pointed right at them. Red lights blinking like a heartbeat. Like the place itself was staring them down.
“Eyes up,” he grumbled. “Guess we’re tonight’s entertainment.”

Out of nowhere—slow clapping. Real dramatic. 

Strutting in from the far end comes this guy in a gray coat, cigar trailing smoke behind him like some villain in an old noir flick. Garrett Cole. Vespera’s favorite monster. Ryan had seen that punchable smile splashed across enough glossy magazine pages to wish he could wipe it off with a crowbar.

“Inspector Reyes,” Cole purred, voice all velvet but you could hear the threat underneath. “And company. Appreciate you saving us the hassle of a manhunt.

Boom—lights flare, painfully bright. Metal shutters crash down, sealing every exit. Guards pour in, black armor, rifles up, helmets glinting. Whole place locked and loaded.

Classic trap. 

Ryan just twirled the bullet casing in his pocket. Click, click, click. Then he flashed a grin, flicked a scalpel into his hand. “Been waiting for this.”

4. The Inferno

First shot went off—so loud it kinda split the room in half. Ryan hit the deck, scalpel flying out of his grip and, get this, sinking straight into a guard’s thigh. The guy howled, dropped his rifle; sounded like metal bowling pins crashing everywhere. Nina didn’t even blink—just jabbed a syringe right into another dude’s neck, and the poor bastard started convulsing, limbs all over the place, then collapsed like a sack of bricks.

Isabel? She didn’t mess around. Ducked behind some console, Glock popping off like it owed her money. One guard’s visor straight-up exploded into a bloody mess. She squeezed off another shot—her face cold as hell, like a prosecutor grilling someone who just lied on the stand, but y’know, with bullets.

And then there’s Darius. Man, he froze. Just for a split second, but Ryan caught it. Rifle shaking in his hands, like he’d never held one before, until finally he just unloaded—bullets zigzagging everywhere, making the guards duck for cover.

“Move!” Ryan yelled, grabbing Nina and hauling her toward the server vault. Meanwhile, bullets just shredded the glass walls, chemicals spraying out like some twisted rainstorm. Total madhouse—alarms blaring, sprinklers soaking everything, the floor slick with blood and whatever else was leaking.

Ryan, though, he got surgical—literally. Scalpel slicing through tendons and arteries, every move fast and brutal. One guard clawed at his own throat, blood spurting between his fingers. Another slipped in the mess and—bam—Ryan stomped his face in. No hesitation.

Teo? Dude was wild. He shoved a pipe bomb into the console, sparks flying everywhere. Then—boom—half the floor just disappeared, metal chunks and glass raining down. Whole corridor vanished into a wall of smoke. 

And above it all, Cole’s laugh echoed—total maniac energy. “You’re just rats in my maze!” he shouted, like some Saturday morning cartoon villain, except way more messed up.

5.The Files
They smashed into the vault doors—honestly, you’d think Fort Knox would be jealous. Isabel jammed the stolen badge into the reader and, shocker, it actually flashed green. Didn’t see that coming. Doors swung wide, no drama.
Inside, servers everywhere, humming like angry bees. LEDs blinking in the dark, like the room’s got a thousand eyes. Isabel’s hands moved fast, practically a blur, plugging in that sketchy drive Nina hacked together. Data just started dumping out—PROJECT LAZARUS, SILVER TSUNAMI, CARFENTAXYL TRIAL 23—real "we should not be seeing this" stuff. 

“Got it!” Isabel spat, yanking the drive like it was about to bite. “We go—now!”

And then—because the universe hates them—the sprinklers stopped. Alarms just died. Creepy silence. The PA system crackled, and Cole’s voice oozed out, smug as hell.

“You think files matter? Truth doesn’t live on paper. It lives in who survives to tell it.”

That’s when the floor started shaking. Something hissed—chemical, sweet, absolutely not good.

Nina’s face went ghost white. “Carfentaxyl aerosol!”

Ryan didn’t even think. He ripped off his mask, shoved it at her. “On me.” Shirt over his face, lungs burning already.

 Darius started swearing, unloading his mag into the vents, which—yeah, that’s doing nothing. Teo smashed the detonator, wall blew open, fresh air roaring in. 

“Out!” Ryan bellowed, shoving everyone through the smoke and fire, no time for second thoughts.

5.The Street
They crashed headlong into the mess of Chicago darkness—stumbling, hacking, slick with blood and whatever chemical cocktail they'd just swam through. Sirens everywhere. Cops, fire trucks, news crews—everyone wanted a piece of the chaos.
Isabel gripped that drive so tight her knuckles went white, like if she let go, her heart might spill out with it. “We nailed ‘em. Enough dirt here to put them six feet under, no kidding.”

Ryan? He couldn’t take his eyes off the building, just stood there with smoke curling up from the gashes they’d carved. Chest pumping like he’d run a marathon underwater. And his stare—man, there was nothing soft left in it. Just pure hunter.

6. The Fallout
The video blew up before most people even had their coffee. Isabel? She’d burned her last bridges to pull this off—handing the dirt to the handful of journalists she still halfway trusted. Last cards on the table.
CNN lost its damn mind: 

“SILVER TSUNAMI: VESPERA TARGETING ELDERLY WITH LETHAL TRIALS.” “PROJECT LAZARUS — POPULATION CULLING FOR PROFIT?” 

Big names started popping up—senators, judges, CEOs—frozen mid-bribe, scribbling signatures, basically caught red-handed. Like, actual receipts and blood on the paperwork. Wild. 

People freaked. Protests just kinda exploded outta nowhere. Didn’t matter though, ‘cause Vespera’s PR engine? Thing was already in overdrive. Suddenly Cole’s on Fox News, acting like he’s the Pope with a grudge, calling Isabel a liar, Ryan some kind of terrorist, and Nina… “fallen angel nurse.” Seriously?

 “They are the infection,” Cole purred, puffing away on his cigar like a cartoon villain. “And infections must be cut out.”

 Guy actually said that. Unbelievable.

7.The Counterstrike

Ryan hunched in the gloom, only the flicker from the TV painting shadows across the safehouse walls. The news was pure chaos, but he barely heard it. His burner phone buzzed—sharp and angry. No caller ID. Just a text with a link. Sketchy as hell. 

He clicked it anyway. Because of course he did.

Suddenly, a livestream popped up. And there he was—El Halcón. Big cartel energy, all swagger, flashing that wolfish grin. Dude spun a knife like he was bored in detention. But the backdrop? That’s what really punched Ryan in the gut. Bunch of terrified kids, chained up, school uniforms still crisp, eyes screaming help. Local Chicago school, too—Ryan clocked the mascot on their shirts right away. This wasn’t some rando threat. This was personal. 

Halcón leaned in, mug filling the frame, voice oozing venom. “You wanted to torch us, enfermero? Now you watch them burn. Stop me if you can.”

Then—bam. Feed dead. Darkness.

Ryan’s fist hit the table so hard the wood cracked. Blood smeared across his knuckles, but his voice stayed flat, cold as a January grave. 

“We end him,” he said. No drama. Just pure murder in those three words. “Tonight.”

 Nina just gawked, stunned. Isabel’s breath? Gone. Darius looked like he’d seen a ghost.

 No one argued. Not a word.
 Whatever shadow games they’d been playing? Over. The war just crashed through the front door, and the whole damn house was about to catch fire.

















Chapter 45
The Blood School
1.The Live stream

That damn video—it was still seared behind Ryan’s eyelids, like some sick afterimage you can’t blink away. All those kids, chained up like dogs, terror stamped all over their faces. And El Halcón, that psycho, grinning like he’d just won the lottery in hell, waving his blade around under those buzzing lights.

Nina clung to Ryan’s arm, her fingers trembling. “He’s gonna kill them, Ryan. One at a time. Just to screw with you.”

Ryan just kept rolling that bullet casing in his palm. Click. Click. Click. He sounded calm, but honestly, it hurt just to get the words out. “Not if I get to him first.”

Darius shoved his chair back so hard it almost toppled, storming around the room. “This is bait, man. He wants you pissed, reckless. And you’re falling for it.” 

Ryan slid a scalpel out from his boot, held it up so the light flashed cold off the blade. “Good. Let him think that.” He tucked it away again, eyes sharp enough to cut steel. “He won’t see me coming.”

2. The hunt
Teo tore through the feed like a man possessed, fingers flying, eyes glued to three monitors. IP trails, satellite pings—every trick Halcón thought would cover his ass, Teo shredded in minutes. “Arrogant prick,” he grumbled, drumming the keyboard. “The stream’s bouncing all over, but look at these power surges. Old East Fulton school, South Side. Place got shuttered a decade back.”

Isabel’s mouth went tight. “We prosecuted a trafficking ring there, 2015. Told the city to tear it down. Wanna guess who scooped up the deed with a shell company?”

Ryan didn’t even blink. “Vespera.”

Nina was already stuffing gear into her bag, syringes jangling like windchimes in a hurricane. “No more waiting.” 

The second they hit the street, snow sliced at their cheeks. They crammed into the ambulance—no sirens, just silent adrenaline. The city smeared past in a mess of neon and greasy black ice, Ryan white-knuckling the steering wheel like it was the only damn thing keeping him from falling apart. 

Every block, the tension wound tighter. Like a bomb ticking down.

3 The School

That building just slouched on the corner like it didn’t know it was supposed to be dead already. Windows all boarded up, bricks flaking off like old pastry, graffiti screaming in neon from every busted wall. 

Ryan killed the engine a couple blocks back. Silence rolled in, heavy and sharp—a hundred times worse than any damn alarm.

“Gear check,” he muttered.

Nina tugged her brace tighter, face twisting up as her stitched leg bit back at her. Isabel cocked her Glock, grinding her teeth. Teo fussed with the charges. Darius took his sweet time loading the shotgun, slow enough for Ryan to notice and tuck it away in that steel-trap brain of his. 

They stuck to the shadows, boots crunching through the snow, soft but somehow still loud. Closer they got, the louder those kids’ cries leaked through the busted walls—muffled, but no mistaking the fear. Nina’s knuckles went paper white. “Jesus, they’re just kids…” 

Ryan barely brushed her arm. Voice flat as a gravestone. “That means we don’t miss.”

4 The Trapdoor

The side door buckled under Ryan’s boot—didn’t even put up a fight. Darkness just swallowed them whole, hallways snaking out like veins in some dead thing. Creepy as hell.

They crept forward, glass crunching underfoot, every damn shadow twitching like it might bite. Lockers hung open, crooked and busted, like mouths with teeth knocked out. Blood smeared across the tiles. Fresh, too. Someone had a bad night.

Then, whispers. Spanish, low and slicing. Cartel talk, threading through the air. Someone laughed, boots scraped somewhere ahead.

Ryan threw two fingers in the air—split up. Teo and Isabel ghosted left. Darius drifted to the back. Nina? She stuck to Ryan, knuckles white around a syringe. 

They slid past a half-open classroom door. Inside, some guy slouched in a chair, AK laid across his lap, mouth hanging open, dead asleep. Ryan slipped in—quiet as a rumor—scalpel flashing once, quick and clean, right under the jaw. The guy’s breath bubbled out in a wet rattle, blood dotting the desk. 

Ryan caught him before he dropped. Set him down gentle, like he was tucking in a kid. Nina’s face twisted up, but her voice didn’t even shake. “One less.”

5 The Children

They’d finally tracked down the gym—honestly, it felt like wandering around in a bad dream, doors everywhere, none of them leading anywhere good.

Chains clinked, all metallic and nasty. The kids? Huddled in a sad little heap on the scuffed floor, wrists tied, eyes all puffy and raw. Somebody’d been crying for a while. The guard—this guy was a real peach—kept stalking up and down, smacking anyone who whimpered with his stupid rifle. Real tough guy, bullying kids. 

Ryan’s pulse was doing its best hummingbird impression. Marcus’s words, stuck on repeat in his head: They’re using kids as shields. Like, thanks, man. As if he didn’t already know.

He shoved the thought down, tried to focus. Gave Nina the signal.
She was all shadow and speed, gliding up behind the guard—bam, syringe in the neck, lights out before the dude even knew he’d lost. He hit the ground hard, but Ryan caught the rifle—no way he was letting that thing clatter and wake the dead.

Every kid in the room went statue-still, eyes wide. Terrified, but also...hopeful? Maybe. Hard to say. 

Ryan dropped to one knee, did the universal 'quiet' gesture. “Hey. Shhh. We’re here to get you out, okay?” 

One little dude clung to his sister like she was a lifeboat, whispering in Spanish, “El hombre de la muerte…”—the man of death. Well, that’s comforting, Ryan thought, throat dry.

 Whatever. No time for feelings. He started working at the chains, hands shaking just a bit.

6 The Bloodbath

Lights blasted the gym—full-on interrogation mode—just as the doors crashed open. Armed cartel goons swarmed in, rifles spitting lead and noise. Plaster dust and sparks everywhere, like some deranged Fourth of July.

“Hit the floor!” Ryan bellowed, flinging himself on top of the nearest kids. No hesitation, just muscle memory and raw panic.

Nina bulldozed two girls out of the crossfire, dragging them behind the bleachers like a linebacker with zero chill. Isabel popped out from cover, Glock barking sharp and cold—no wasted shots. Somewhere in the chaos, Teo lobbed a makeshift charge—BOOM—half the doorway turned into a tomb, burying a couple unlucky bastards under a pile of bricks.

Ryan didn’t let up. He barreled forward, scalpel clutched in one hand, some blood-slick rifle in the other. Guy in his way? Ryan slashed him so deep his head almost did a full exorcist. Next dude got a faceful of buckshot—or maybe it was the rifle, honestly, hard to track—either way, mess everywhere. 

Meanwhile, Darius was working his own brand of violence. Shotgun roared, two cartel guys just... ceased to exist, painting the air red. But Darius? His eyes kept flicking upward, scanning the rafters like he was expecting the ceiling to start shooting back.

 Ryan clocked it. Tucked that nugget away for later.

7 The Catwalk

El Halcón!” Ryan yelled, throat raw.

Yeah. There he was.

Up on the catwalk, just a heap of shadows inside more shadows, a knife flashing in his hand. That grin? Jesus. Practically split his mangled face in two.

“¡Nurse!” Halcón’s voice thundered through the gym. “Dance for me!”

He flicked something. Gas started pouring out the ceiling vents—chemical stench, sweet and rotten. Carfentaxyl, again. Of course.

Nina screamed, “He’s gonna kill the kids!” 

Ryan shot up at the catwalk—bullets pinging off metal, useless. Halcón just cackled and melted into the darkness. 

“Teo, the vents!” Ryan snapped. 

Teo hustled, slapped explosives on the ducts. BOOM. Smoke everywhere, air whistling out.

 Now the kids were losing it—screaming, running, total panic.

 Then—gunfire behind them. 

Ryan whirled. 

Darius. Rifle up. Not aiming at the cartel. Pointed right at them.
8. Betrayal

“Put it down, White,” Darius croaked out, voice all ragged, barely holding steady. He kept the shotgun jittering between Ryan, Nina, Isabel—like he couldn’t decide who to aim at, or maybe he just wanted to keep ’em all scared. “Didn’t wanna do this. But Lucy’s alive ‘cause of them. One wrong move, she’s gone.”

Nina’s face just... went gray. “Jesus, Darius…”

Ryan’s jaw went granite. He squeezed that spent casing so tight it probably left marks. “So, it’s real. All of it.”

Darius’s eyes—yeah, he was about to crack. Wet, desperate. “I’m sorry, man. I didn’t have a damn choice.” 

Behind them, kids wailed. Cartel boots pounded closer, like the end of the world banging on the door. 

Somewhere up above, El Halcón cackled. Real movie villain stuff.

 Ryan? Didn’t even blink. Didn’t even twitch. His voice was colder than the steel in his hand. “Nah, man. Everybody’s got a choice.” 

The scalpel caught the light, quick as a snake.

Betrayal:

Dang, the gym just froze. Like, that split-second when everyone’s brain hits pause—the only things moving are the blood dripping off Ryan’s scalpel (gross, by the way), the guard wheezing and drowning in his own spit on the floor, and that creepy sizzle of Halcón’s poison gas snaking through the rafters. Real cozy vibes.

And there’s Darius. 

Shotgun up, staring Ryan down, hands rock-steady but his voice totally shredded. “Drop it, White.”

Oof. That stung worse than the gun aimed at his chest. 

Behind Ryan, the kids rattled their chains and whimpered. Nina looked all icy and stoic, but her hand was shaking around her syringe—hardcore but human, you know? Isabel murmured some curse, inching behind whatever cover she could find, Glock already in her grip, ready to play.

Up above, El Halcón’s greasy laugh oozed off the catwalk. “¡Qué hermoso! Even your own family’s got the knives out, enfermero. You can’t beat me—you can’t even keep your crew together.”

Ryan? Statuesque. Not a twitch, not a breath. He just kept rolling that empty casing between his fingers—click, click, click—like tiny bones snapping. “Put the gun down, Darius.”

Darius’s jaw clenched hard. His eyes were all over the place—Ryan’s face, Nina’s leg brace, Isabel’s pistol, the terrified pile of kids. “I can’t,” he croaked. “Lucy’s alive because of them. One word from Vespera and she’s dead. You think I can just live with that?”

Ryan shot back, voice all gravel and venom, “You already are.” 

That did it. Darius flinched, barely, but enough. Shotgun sagged—just a hair. 

Ryan pounced. 

Scalpel flashed—silver streak in the floodlights—aiming for the wrist. Darius squeezed the trigger—BOOM—shotgun blast sparked off the bleachers. Missed. Ryan’s blade caught Darius’s arm, carving it deep. Blood everywhere. The shotgun hit the floor, still hot, still loaded. 

And then? All hell broke loose.

The Bloodstorm:

Cartel goons poured in from everywhere, lighting up the gym like some sick rave—muzzle flashes, chaos, the works. Bullets chewed up the floor, metal screaming off the beams overhead.

Ryan grabbed Darius and yanked him down behind a busted-up bench, splinters and steel raining everywhere. “Pick a damn side!” he shouted, voice shaking with anger or maybe fear—probably both.

 Darius just sat there, clutching his arm, blood slicking his fingers, face twisted up in pain. Froze, like a deer in headlights. 

And then Nina, out of nowhere, jammed a syringe into one of the bastards’ necks—dude went down foaming, twitching, dead before he hit the mat. She turned on Darius, screaming herself hoarse: “They’re liars! Lucy’s gone if you keep licking their boots! She is safe at Ryans mothers house for now unless you did something else we dont know about yet.”

 Something in Darius’s face just... cracked. Guilt, rage, heartbreak, all mixed up. But finally—he grabbed the shotgun off the floor. BOOM. One of the soldiers basically exploded, blood and guts painting the wall.

 Guess he made his choice. But trust? Yeah, that was long gone. Just dust in the air.

Predator Mode:

Ryan tore through the chaos like some kind of demon on Red Bull, scalpel glinting, rifle ready. Every move—deadly precise, almost disgustingly efficient. He slashed a guy’s throat so deep the dude’s head nearly fell off, just flopped there, useless. Next, he jammed the scalpel right up under some poor bastard’s jaw—crunch, snap, blood everywhere. Brutal. 

One of the soldiers tried to get fancy, came at him with a machete pitched way too high. Rookie move. Ryan ducked, then shoved that scalpel right into the guy’s ear. The screaming—man, you don’t forget sounds like that. He yanked the blade back out, and, well, brains aren’t supposed to spray like that, but they did.

The gym floor—slick as ice now, just a mess of blood. Kids huddled together, losing it, screaming their heads off. Smelled like pennies and gunpowder, with this weird, sickly-sweet tang, probably from whatever gas was leaking through the vents.

 Ryan’s lungs felt like they were on fire, but he just gritted his teeth. Didn’t matter. One job: get the kids out. Find the butcher upstairs and end him. That was it.

Isabel’s Fire:

Over by the busted bleachers, Isabel just—flipped a switch. She dropped low, Glock gripped so tight her knuckles went white, and started picking off guys, one by one. No wasted shots. Skull, spine, whatever—she didn’t care. Blood splattered all over her, turning her blazer into this gory mess, and her face? Nothing. Total deadpan.

Then some dude pushed his luck, got way too close. Isabel just jammed her thumb right in his eye like she was squishing a grape, pistol shoved in after it. Pulled the trigger. Whole head blew out, red everywhere, her hands dripping.

Did she care? Not even a little. She just swapped mags, face locked down, eyes black as hell. 

Ryan? He saw the whole thing. Saw her go cold. And honestly—not sure if Halcón was the real nightmare, or Isabel turning into whatever the hell this was.

The Gas:

Up above, Halcón stalked the catwalk, blade glinting—looked almost like a wolf’s tooth. He ripped open another valve. The hissing cranked up, nasty and sharp. Clouds of thick white vapor poured down, hanging heavy in the gym, stinging Ryan’s throat like acid.

Nina yanked her mask tighter, practically jamming extras into the kids’ hands. “Cover up! Breathe small, okay?” Her voice was all splintered as she pressed gauze over their scared little faces. 

Ryan shot up at the catwalk, bullets pinging off steel. “Come down here, you coward!” 

Halcón let out this ugly, broken laugh. “Patience, nurse. I want you to drown slow. Watch the brats choke before you do.” 

Ryan’s eyes blurred, lungs on fire, nerves screaming bloody murder. Still, he kept going—cutting, firing, fighting for every inch.

Breaking Point:
Bodies everywhere stacked like trash. Ten cartels? Try fifteen. Nah, twenty, easy. The gym reeked like a slaughterhouse. 

Darius stumbled behind a busted treadmill, blood smeared down his cheek—some his, some not. “We’re screwed, Ryan!” he gasped. Ryan didn’t even flinch. Didn’t blink. He just stared up at the catwalk where El Halcón leaned, grinning like a wolf with a fresh kill. Their eyes locked apex to apex. No fear, just fury. Predator to predator.

Ryan shoved the spent casing in his pocket, flicked his scalpel up, and aimed it straight at Halcón.

 A silent oath. No turning back.

Extraction

Teo’s charges did a number on the wall—kaboom, concrete flying everywhere, smoke just pouring out into the night air that could freeze your bones. “Move! Now!” he roared, voice raw.


Isabel? She didn’t hesitate. Scooped up two kids like they were footballs, hauling them through the busted gap. Nina limped after her, clutching another pair, wheezing so loud you’d think her lungs were full of gravel. 

Ryan was on crowd control, shoving the rest through while gutting the last soldier dumb enough to stand in their way. Scalpel flashed—guy’s guts spilled out like overcooked spaghetti. Messy.

At the back, Darius was playing action hero—shotgun barking, BOOM, BOOM, echoing off the walls until it just clicked dry.

 Everyone tumbled out into the snow. Steam coming off their bodies, kids screaming their heads off, snot and tears everywhere. Sirens started up, far but getting closer. And, yeah, news vans already prowling like vultures. 

But Halcón? That bastard wasn’t done yet.

The Final Blow:

Catwalk creaked—loud, like it might just quit.

Halcón shot off it. Just flew, didn’t he?

He slammed down in the snow, looked unhinged grinning all teeth, his blade dripping red, totally loving this chaos. Kids yelling. The last soldiers, trapped somewhere inside, roared their guts out, egging him on.

Ryan stepped out. Scalpel in hand. Like, this was it. Tunnel vision. Just the two of them now. Predator squaring up to predator.

Halcón licked his blade, eyes blazing. “Let’s finish it.” Real psycho energy. 

Ryan’s chest was working overtime, but his voice? Calm as stone. “No. Let’s end it.”

 And then they went at it.



















Chapter 46
Ashes Of Trust

The breach thumped in Ryan’s chest—boom, one. Smoke bombs popped, dumping thick fog everywhere, and that steel door? Gone, ripped off like some wild animal had a craving for metal. His boots slammed the concrete, scalpel catching the light. Every nerve in him buzzing, tuned to that battle-beat he knew too well. One. First step, first heartbeat, that’s the trick. Don’t drown, don’t freeze up. Breath like ice, vision razor-sharp.
Two. Cartel goon stumbles out of the cloud, eyes bugging, rifle up. Ryan slides low, scalpel slicing up under his chin. Steel meets meat, and the guy’s scream gurgles out as blood sprays, hot and messy, all over Ryan’s wrist. Yank the blade, spin, shove the corpse right into the next idiot’s crosshairs. Muzzles flash, smoke lights up, bullets tear the body apart, splatter painting the walls. Doesn’t even faze him. He’s ticking off arteries and joints in his head, like a medic’s grocery list.
Three. Nina’s a blur on the edge, dragging two kids through hell. Her scrubs—totally soaked in someone’s blood—face twisted into a snarl. Some thug grabs at the girl’s hair. Nina goes full savage—syringe out, crammed right into his neck. Needle snaps, dude starts convulsing, foaming like a rabid dog, then crumples. Nina just shoves the kids at Isabel—who’s got that Glock out, popping off shots, heads bursting like they’re fruit at a Gallagher show. 
Four. El Halcón’s voice oozes out the vents, laugh just dripping poison. Ryan spots the pipes leaking overhead. Gas hissing, chemical fog rolling in. His lungs burn, taste of acid. El Halcón—always with the toxins. “Run, little nurse,” the voice taunts. “Run, leave your lambs for slaughter.” Ryan grits his teeth, knuckles bone-white on his scalpel. 
Five. Teo blows the charges, and the whole world shakes. Walls buckle, lights stutter, rubble rains down. One unlucky merc gets flattened, ribs snapping like twigs under a falling beam. His scream cuts off—crunch, silence. Dust and fire everywhere. Ryan doesn’t think, doesn’t hesitate—just moves. Slash, stab, twist, kill, keep moving. Boots slide in blood, but the rhythm’s still there. Five. Always five.
Six. Shotgun blast behind him—Darius, steady as a damn tank, turns a guy into red mist. Bone shards ping off the wall. Darius sweats, face twisted, but the shotgun never wavers. Ryan trusts him—always has. That shotgun’s more than backup; it’s a moving bunker.
Seven. Finally, the exit—open, almost glowing. Kids screaming, chains clattering as Isabel hacks them free, blood dripping from her wrist. Nina shoves another kid at Ryan, eyes wild, mouthing, “Go! Go!” For a sec, Ryan thinks, hell, maybe they’ll actually make it. Seven. Almost tastes the outside air.
And then, well, eight. 
Ryan spins, ready for Darius to cover him, shotgun clearing the path. Instead—nope—the barrel’s aimed right at Ryan’s chest. Darius’s eyes are wild but focused, jaw locked, finger tight on the trigger. “Drop it, White,” he growls. “Don’t make me do this. I will.” 
Everything just…stops. No noise, no gunfire, no Halcón cackling. Just Ryan’s heartbeat, loud and ugly, staring at the one guy he actually trusted with his life, now holding death in his hands. 
It’s like getting punched where it hurts most. The medic part of his brain wants to dissect the betrayal, catalog the damage. But hey, no bandage, no fix for this. Darius—his shield, his brother—turned traitor. 
Then the chaos slams back in. Mercs storm in, shots rip the walls apart, kids screaming, Nina yelling for him. Ryan’s scalpel shakes, slick with blood. He meets Darius’s eyes. “Why?” 
Darius looks wrecked. Voice cracks. “Lucy. They’ve got Lucy. You wouldn’t get it.”
 Cartel floods in, knives and rifles everywhere. One smashes Ryan’s ribs with a rifle butt. He spins, jams the scalpel in a throat, blood sprays in his eyes. He’s barely seeing straight, barely breathing, but all he feels is that shotgun barrel, tracking every move, betrayal pressing in harder than any bullet.
Darius’s shotgun didn’t so much as twitch. Even with haze thick enough to chew, Ryan could clock the shake in his old buddy’s grip. But the eyes? Jesus. No heat, no fury. Just that old, hollowed-out guilt, like Darius was already halfway into the dirt.
The cartel was everywhere—boots pounding metal, machetes glinting, rifles popping like popcorn. The warehouse became a pit. Ryan’s blade found another neck, hot spray baptizing him in arterial red, but the real weight was right there, pressing sharp into his ribs: betrayal, the silent promise of buckshot.
Nina’s scream cut through it all, raw and terrified. “Ryan!” She was yanking Isabel toward the back, Sofia and Marisol clinging like barnacles. Bullets zipped past, turning concrete to powder. Isabel shot over her shoulder, every shot deliberate, unforgiving. No mercy left in her bones.
Ryan spun, sliced, ripped a guy open—blood everywhere, soaking his sleeve, too hot, too much. He tossed the body, ducked behind a pipe. The air stank—burned chemicals, cooked flesh, fresh death. He could barely breathe.
Darius’s shotgun went off—BOOM. Ryan jolted, swear to god he thought it was for him. But nah, just a cartel thug dropping, face gone. Relief and confusion twisted up in Ryan’s gut. Was Darius a traitor, or his backup? Hell if he knew.
Ryan yelled, coughing on smoke. “Fight with me, dammit! Don’t point that thing at me—shoot them!”
Darius? Silent. Face a mess. He looked like he’d split in two. Another cartel wave crashed in, screaming like banshees. Darius snapped—three more blasts, three bodies down, blood on the walls like some sick mural. But when he reloaded, his eyes—still on Ryan, still haunted.
Above them, the roof groaned, fire chewing through beams. Sparks rained down. El Halcón’s laugh oozed from the dark, oily and mean. “Dance, enfermero. Dance while your family burns.”
That did it. Rage snapped the leash. Ryan barreled through the chaos, scalpel flashing like a strobe. He went after wrists, tendons, throats—blood misted his face, smeared his busted glasses. Boots slipping in gore, but he never slowed down. Every kill, a little more betrayal burning in his chest. He screamed Marcus’s name at the smoke, like if he yelled loud enough, his brother would claw his way back.
Nina’s voice again, frantic. “Ryan, we’ve gotta move! Now!”
He twisted toward her. The kids clung to her, Isabel cool as ice, laying down cover fire. Ryan’s chest heaved, ribs screaming where something had cracked. He staggered for them.
Then—BAM. Shotgun blast right at his feet. Concrete bit into his shins. He stopped dead.
Darius stood there, smoke curling from the barrel, skin the color of old ash. “If you run, they kill her. They kill Lucy.” Voice barely hanging together. “I can’t—I can’t let that happen.” 
Ryan’s stomach flipped. This wasn’t just betrayal with a capital B. It was a person. A pulse. A little girl—Lucy—hooked to a ventilator. Darius’s sister. It knocked the wind out of Ryan, just long enough for another goon to blindside him. Steel scraped his ribs. He stabbed wild, scalpel crushing into an eye. The man screamed, then nothing, as Ryan jammed it home. He shoved the twitching body away, chest on fire. 
Now everyone was watching. Isabel’s eyes like knives. Nina frozen, mouth open. The kids, shaking. And Ryan—drenched in blood, staring down that shotgun at his heart.
 El Halcón’s laugh rolled over them, dark as a grave. “See? He bleeds like you. He betrays like you. Family, mi enfermero… family is the rot in the bone.” 
Ryan squeezed the scalpel so hard it bit his palm, blood dripping. His voice? Flat, cold as a corpse. “Darius… if you’re with them, if you’re his now… I’ll cut you to pieces.” 
For a split second, the shotgun stayed pointed right at him. No one moved. 
Then the roof finally caved. Fire poured in, beams snapping. The cartel crashed through, and everything went to hell all at once.

The rafters let out this deep, almost animal groan—once, then twice—then just caved in with a sound like the world ending. Fire licked through the beams as they crashed, spitting sparks everywhere. The whole damn warehouse went feral, howling like a wounded beast, eating itself alive.
“Move!” Ryan’s voice ripped through the noise as he shoved Nina toward the door. Didn’t waste a second—snatched Isabel by the arm and yanked her through the smoke. The kids were yelling so loud, white-knuckled around their stuffed animals, little voices cutting through the chaos, brittle and raw.
Somewhere behind, cartel bullets started chewing through the haze—tracers zipping past like angry fireflies. Ryan ducked, yanking Nina down with him just as the air shredded right where her head used to be. He rolled, scalpel already in his hand, and jammed it straight into the neck of some idiot charging through the flames. Hot blood sprayed his face, mixing with sweat and soot—gross, but no time to care. Ryan shoved the body aside. His lungs burned, ears ringing like he’d swallowed a grenade. 
And there was Darius—of course. Always shows up right when shit’s at its worst. Shotgun blasting, tearing people apart in clouds of red. His face looked like he was stuck somewhere between rage and regret. Was he paving the way, or boxing them in? Ryan had no idea anymore.
They stumbled past a toppled row of crates. One exploded—pop, BOOM—chemical fire and glass raining down. Nina threw herself over Sofia and Marisol, screaming as shards chewed into her arms. Ryan grabbed her, hauled her up—his hands slick with blood and sweat.
“Stay with me!” he bellowed, voice wrecked. 
Her eyes met his, fierce through the grime. “Don’t let him win.” 
Another cartel jackass materialized, machete raised. Ryan spun, caught his wrist, and twisted until something snapped. The blade dropped. Ryan didn’t hesitate—drove the machete into the guy’s chest, repeatedly, until he stopped moving and slumped into the flames.
Somewhere behind, Isabel’s pistol barked—right in some goon’s face. Bone and blood splattered the wall. She didn’t even blink. “Keep moving!” she snapped, sharp as broken glass. 
They barreled for the southern door, fire licking at their heels. The exit flickered through the smoke, barely visible. Then—wham—a grenade went off, the shockwave punting Ryan like a ragdoll. He hit the floor. Hard. Ribs screaming, vision going red and black. 
A hand—Darius’s, strong as a vice—hauled him up. “On your feet!” 
Ryan staggered, rage boiling over. “You did this!” He shoved Darius, scalpel flashing. “You sold us out!” 
Time just... paused. Even with the smoke, Ryan saw it—the crack in Darius’s eyes, like something inside him finally broke.
 Darius didn’t even bother lying. Just kept firing, blasting another cartel bastard into pulp, voice raw as gravel. “I didn’t have a choice!” 
Ryan’s chest twisted up, full of hate and heartbreak all mashed together. “There’s always a choice man.”
The roof groaned again, firestorm pouring down. No time left. Ryan pushed past Darius, sprinted the last stretch, every step a punch through hell. The southern door hung by a hinge, twisted and glowing. Nina and Isabel were already there, kids behind them, gunfire snapping into the smoke.
 Ryan grabbed the handle, ripped the door open, and cold night air punched him in the face. The whole crew spilled out into the alley—coughing, bleeding, scorched. Behind them, the warehouse caved in, flames chewing up everything left. 
For a second, nobody spoke. Just the hiss of cooling metal and everyone breathing like they’d run to the end of the earth. 
Then Nina turned, eyes burning through blood and soot, staring straight at Darius. Shotgun limp in his hands, and his face—yeah, he already knew he was done. 
“You betrayed us,” she said, voice like a knife.
 Darius just stood there. Didn’t say a word. Couldn’t.
 Ryan clenched his fists so tight his nails cut his palms. He wanted to end Darius right there—scalpel to the heart, no more talking. But instead, he spat in the dirt. “Not tonight. But soon. You’ll pay for this.” 
The fire behind them swallowed the last screams. And somewhere in the dark, El Halcón was already making his next move.
































Chapter 47
Shadows In Blood
 The safe house reeked—like someone had tried to cover up a bonfire with sweat and cheap air freshener, but mostly just made it worse. It was one of Isabel’s old bolt holes, just a dumpy apartment over a boarded-up laundromat. Ryan had done his paranoid routine: checked the halls, roof, even the sketchy fire escapes—twice. Didn’t matter. The air still felt all wrong, like the cartel had already been through, poisoned the place, and left a stink that wouldn’t scrub out.
The kids were a mess in the corner. Sofia was squeezing her ragged black rabbit so hard the poor thing’s ears stuck out sideways. Marisol just stared at the floor, lips moving, probably praying for something—God knows what. Nina kept trying to get water into them, but her hands shook like she’d drunk a gallon of espresso, so half of it ended up on the floor.
Ryan leaned against the wall, ribs screaming at him with every breath, eyes locked on Darius across the room. Darius, hunched over, shotgun across his knees, looking hollowed out. He wore betrayal like a cheap aftershave—everybody could smell it.
Isabel finally broke the silence, her voice sharp enough to leave a mark. “We need to decide what to do with him.” Didn’t bother saying his name. She didn’t need to.
Teo snorted, dark and bitter. “Easy. One bullet, done.” 
Nina whipped around, eyes wild. “He saved us, Teo! You saw it.”
Ryan couldn’t shake the image—Darius with the shotgun, the barrel pointed right at his chest. The blast that could’ve turned him into a memory. Part of him wanted to bury that scalpel in Darius’s throat, just end the damn questions. But Marcus’s voice kept rattling around in his head: don’t kill a man you used to trust, not unless you’re damn sure.
Darius finally looked up, voice all gravel and ruin. “They have Lucy. My sister. That’s why.” 
Ryan spat on the floor, lip curling. “That excuse almost got us killed.” 
Darius shook his head, desperate. “You don’t get it—she’s on a ventilator. They said if I didn’t do what they wanted, they’d pull the plug.”
 Isabel’s mouth twisted. “So, you picked them.” 
“No,” Darius shot back, voice cracking. “I picked her. Over everything.” 
Silence thickened, pressing down on Ryan’s chest harder than cracked ribs ever could. He wanted to scream, to put Darius through a wall, but then—something weird.
Earlier, Ryan’s mom had called, just checking in.  He almost missed it, this weird thing she said: “The machine makes noises at night. Lights flashing, like it’s talking to someone.”
 Now, staring down Darius, Ryan’s blood just iced over. 
He pushed off the wall and tore into Darius’s kit. Out came the backup vent logs—not just oxygen stats, but something else. Video cache, hidden deep in the diagnostics. 
“What the hell…” he muttered, yanking the drive and shoving it into Isabel’s battered laptop.
 The screen flickered alive. Static first, then—faces. Their faces. The living room at the farmhouse, every plan, every argument, all of it, piped out through Lucy’s ventilator feed. The cartel had been watching. Listening.
 Nina sucked in a breath. Isabel swore under her breath. Teo looked like he’d seen a ghost. 
Then El Halcón’s voice oozed from the speakers, smug as hell: “Compassion is a leash, mi enfermero. Every breath you give her is mine to take.” 
Ryan’s fists balled up so tight his knuckles popped. Darius staggered forward, eyes wide, broken. “I didn’t know, Ryan. I swear, I didn’t know.” 
Ryan spun, rage boiling, scalpel already in his hand—he wanted to carve the truth out of Darius, right there. 
But Nina caught his wrist, voice trembling, tears slicing through the soot on her face. “Ryan… stop. He found it. He gave us this. Don’t let Halcón make us tear each other apart.” 
His hand shook. He saw Marcus burning, Lena dying in his arms, El Halcón’s shadow everywhere.
 He let the scalpel fall. Chest heaving. “Then we use it. Turn it back on him.” 
The crew drew close, fear and anger knotting them together. For the first time since the fire, they weren’t looking at each other like enemies anymore. Now, all eyes were on the darkness outside—the place where El Halcón waited. 
And Ryan, voice low, just said what everyone was thinking: “Let’s make him choke on every secret he thinks he owns.”
The safe house reeked—like someone tried to clean a car crash with old detergent and then just gave up. That bitter, burned metal smell hadn’t budged since they got here. Ryan scrubbed his hands raw, but the sharp bite of scorched skin and blood still clung to him, like it crawled under his fingernails. The fire was out, sure, but hell, his mind hadn’t got the memo. Rafters still crashed behind his eyes every time he blinked. 
He slumped into the wall, plaster flaking off, ribs grinding together like busted gears. His glasses—barely there, one arm taped, the other just kind of hanging on for dear life. The scalpel in his fist? Still sticky, someone’s blood, maybe his, maybe not. Didn’t matter. Across the room, Darius hunched over his shotgun, shaking so hard it looked like he might rattle apart.
The kids—yeah, they were just shadows, barely breathing. Sofia’s rabbit looked like it’d been through a war, ears chewed and twisted from her death grip. Marisol whispered prayers, voice so thin it sounded like broken glass rolling across tile. Way too small for this hellhole, honestly. Gun oil and death had soaked into the walls. Nina crouched beside them, trying to force water down their throats, but her hands shook so bad she just kept spilling it everywhere.
 Isabel’s heels—click, sharp enough to slice the air. “We need to decide what to do with him.” She didn’t even look at Darius. Didn’t have to.
Teo snorted, ugly and mean. “Easy decision. One bullet, problem solved.” 
Ryan wanted to agree—God, he wanted to. Every nerve in him screamed to just do it, shove the scalpel in Darius’s throat and twist until the room went still. He couldn’t stop seeing it: Darius, shotgun aimed at his chest, flames all around, betrayal written all over his face. 
Then Nina—her voice cut through, rough and raw. “He saved us.” She was shaking, soot streaking her cheeks like war paint, but damn if there wasn’t something fierce still burning in her. “He covered us.”
Ryan spat on the concrete. “He almost killed us.” 
The whole room tightened, like everyone was holding their breath, waiting for something to snap.
 Darius finally looked up. Red eyes, hollow. “They have Lucy,” he croaked. “My sister. That’s why.”
 Ryan’s stomach twisted. Lucy—yeah, he’d heard the name before, whispered over cheap beer in the barracks. Darius talked about her like she was some kind of angel—bright hair, crooked grin, lungs too weak for this world. Now she was the leash yanking him around.
Isabel sneered. “So you picked them over us.” 
“No.” Darius’s voice cracked. “I picked her.” 
Teo slammed his pistol down. The sound snapped through the air, made everyone flinch. “That excuse almost got us all killed, viejo.”
Ryan’s scalp prickled. He wanted to yell, punch something, anything. But a memory clawed its way up—his mom’s voice, calling from the farm, thin and scared. “The machine keeps making noises,” she’d said. “Lights flashing, like it’s talking to someone.” 
His heart slammed against his ribs. 
He jammed the drive into Isabel’s laptop. Static. Then—faces. Their faces.
 The farmhouse. The safe house. Every word, every whisper, every screw-up. Their voices pouring out of the speakers.
 Isabel froze. Nina slapped a hand over her mouth. Teo started cursing, low and nasty. 
Then that voice—El Halcón—slid into the room, smooth as black ice. “Compassion is a leash, mi enfermero. Every breath she takes is mine.” 
Ryan went cold. Darius staggered, eyes wild. “I didn’t know. Ryan, I swear—I didn’t know.” 
Ryan’s hand squeezed the scalpel tight. He saw the whole thing—blade, blood, silence. His body shook with it. 
But then Nina grabbed his wrist, eyes shining with tears through streaks of soot. “Ryan… don’t. He found it. He showed us. Don’t let Halcón win like this.”
 And for a second, Ryan saw Marcus burning, Lena bleeding out, Lila’s terrified face, and that damn laugh echoing everywhere.
 He let the scalpel drop. It clattered on the floor, louder than any scream.
 His voice came out rough, ripped from somewhere ugly and deep. “Then we turn it back on him.”
 They all leaned in, close, tight as blood pooling under a knife. Broken, yeah, but bound together now—nothing left but fury. 
Ryan looked at each of them—Nina, Isabel, Teo, even Darius. His words felt like a threat, or a prayer nobody wanted to say out loud. 
“We make him choke on every secret he thinks he owns.” 
In the corner, the ventilator’s log light blinked red. Almost looked like it was bleeding. Ryan shoved off the wall, stormed over, grabbed Darius’s duffel. “What the hell are you hiding?” Darius tried to yank it back, but Ryan just slammed him against the wall, ripped out the ventilator logs. Not just oxygen numbers—files, hidden stuff. Video.
Man, this place was a disaster. Smoke everywhere, betrayal thick enough you could choke on it. The safehouse was supposed to be a hideout, right? Now it just felt like the world’s saddest ashtray.
Ryan slumped against what was left of the wall—chunks of plaster flaking off and sticking to his jacket. His chest was still on fire from that last blast, and his ears… well, forget about hearing anything normal for the next week. It was like some demon church bell had taken up residence in his skull, ringing just for him. And every breath? Felt like his ribs were splintering all over again. Whatever though—pain was basically family at this point. What really put him on edge was the dead quiet. Not peace quiet. The kind where you could practically taste the paranoia. Like a pack of mutts trapped in a cage, all teeth and eyeballs, waiting for someone to blink.
Sofia had gone full survival mode in the corner, clutching her mangled black rabbit and mumbling prayers that Ryan couldn’t quite catch. Next to her, Marisol looked like she’d been dragged out of a fever dream and left there—skin all washed out, lips twitching with nightmares nobody wanted to hear. Isabel? She was on the move, pacing like she was gonna wear a trench into the floor. Every heel click was a gunshot, and every word she spat out could’ve cut glass. Teo was hunched at the window, cleaning his gun like it owed him money, twitchy as hell. No more cocky smiles, just wild eyes, scanning for threats that might already be inside. Darius was off by himself, shadows eating his face, looking ancient all of a sudden. Like life had wrung him out and left him to dry.
They’d all made it. Still breathing. For now. 
But trust? That was gone. Out the window with the last bit of fresh air.
The Accusation:
Ryan’s thumb kept tracing the handle of the scalpel jammed in his boot, picking at it ‘til he felt a sting. Yeah, he was running on fumes, but his brain wouldn’t shut up—just kept replaying them getting jumped, again, always chasing the cartel’s shadow. Always bleeding for it. Always too damn late.
 And there was Darius. Every time. Calling the shots. Shoving them down hallways that turned out to be meat grinders. 
Somewhere behind all the buzzing in his skull, Ryan could almost hear Marcus—the way he used to sound in the desert, voice rough as gravel. Don’t freeze up, brother. Don’t overlook the obvious.
Ryan’s eyes zeroed in on Darius. That old itch—worse than a warning, more like a threat—flared up. His fingers found the scalpel again. 
“You put us in this mess,” Isabel spat, whipping around on Darius fast—venomous, sharp. “Don’t even bother with the lies. Every time we move, they’re waiting. Every. Single. Time.” 
Darius’s jaw clenched so hard you could hear his teeth grind. Guy didn’t say a thing.
 Isabel wasn’t having it. “Say something,” she barked, closing in, Glock swinging loose by her side, somehow looking even more lethal like that.
 Teo let out a laugh, the kind that had more edge than humor. His gaze never left his gun. “Maybe he’s got nothing to say. Maybe we just open him up and see what he’s got inside.” 
Ryan peeled himself off the wall, voice rough, words coming out like gravel. “He’s right here. If you’re holding something, Darius, cough it up. Now.” 
Darius finally met his eyes. He didn’t look pissed—just wrecked. “If I talk, she dies.”
The Break:
Ryan’s heartbeat was basically a drum solo gone wrong—just pounding away, impossible to ignore. “Who?” he managed, though it came out shredded. 
Darius looked like he’d swallowed glass. “Lucy.” His voice just... shattered. “They took her. Vespera. She was somewhere—ventilator, ICU, totally off the grid. They keep her breathing... ’cause of me, until we rescue her.
Everything in the room just flipped. Teo sort of glitched, halfway to standing. Isabel’s Glock drooped. Nina, closest, sucked in air so sharp it sounded like a gasp you feel in your bones.
“So that’s it. You’ve been feeding them info because of her,” Isabel said. Not even a question—just dropped it like a guillotine.
Darius managed a nod. You could see it in his eyes—he’d been waiting for this, the whole time, waiting for the axe. 
Ryan’s brain short-circuited. For a second, he was already across the room, jamming the scalpel right into Darius’s throat, hot blood spraying, muscles jerking under his grip. He could taste it. He nearly did it. 
But Nina—hell, Nina was faster. 
She slammed herself between them, palms flat on Ryan’s chest. Her eyes were raw, red, leaking. She locked him down with that look. “Don’t, Ryan. Seriously. That’s not you. Don’t become him.” 
Ryan’s jaw was about to break; he was clenching so hard. His fist shook around the scalpel, blade throwing back that ugly, cold light. He could do it. He could erase Darius. Just like that.
And then, like a ghost, Marcus’s voice wormed in: Don’t kill the man you trusted. Not unless you’re damn sure. 
The scalpel slipped. Hit the floor with a nasty clatter, slicing Ryan’s palm as it went. Blood smeared along the boards, messy, accidental—like a signature he never meant to leave.
The Revelation:
Teo was the first to move, grabbing Ryan’s hand—yeah, the bloody one—eyeballing the cut like he could read secrets in it. “Guess we all bleed for somebody, huh?” 
And then Ryan saw it. Not Teo, not Isabel—nope. The ventilator. Lucy’s ventilator, shoved in the corner, its dumb little green light pulsing, way too steady to be normal. Like, you ever seen a machine wink at you? Because that’s what it felt like—a camera lens, staring him down.
He lunged forward, tore the panel open. Wires everywhere, something buzzing, a memory chip jammed in there like some leech. This wasn’t just a ventilator—no way. It was a full-on spy setup.
 “El Halcón’s been watching us,” Ryan spat, voice just ragged. “Every word. Every dumb move. Right through her.”
 Nina went ghost-pale. “He heard everything?”
“Yeah. Everything.” Ryan ripped the chip out, slammed it on the table hard enough to make everyone flinch. He jammed it into Teo’s battered old laptop. The feed fired up, static and all.
 And there they all were. Blurry, pixelated, but—yep—totally recognizable. Every conversation, every blow-up, every stupid whisper. 
Even that promise Ryan made to Nina—back in the triage tent. We end this. Together.
Silence. The kind that crawls up your neck. Everyone just staring at their own haunted reflections, flickering on the screen. 
Darius just crumpled, dropped to his knees. “I didn’t know. Jesus, I didn’t know.” 
Isabel’s laugh was sharp, like broken glass. “Didn’t have to, Darius. You were already selling us out.”
 Ryan squeezed his hand, so tight blood spattered the table. “No. He’s not the point. This was bigger than Darius. They wired her up. Used her as bait.”
The Breaking Point:
The tension just snapped. Not like a twig—more like a bad break, the kind you feel in your teeth.
 Ryan lunged, fists bunching up Darius’s shirt, yanking him so close their noses almost brushed. He could smell the fear rolling off him—sharp, metallic, almost like biting your lip too hard. “You were supposed to have our backs, man.” 
Darius’s words tumbled out, all cracked and desperate. “I didn’t have a choice!” His eyes were a mess—red, shining, a total wreck. “They said if I didn’t feed them info, Lucy was done. I thought—hell, I thought I could juggle it. Save her, save you. Everyone walks away.”
Ryan’s jaw clenched. He shoved the scalpel right up under Darius’s chin, just enough to break skin. Blood popped out, bright and mean. His voice? Low, shaking, barely holding it in. “Control? You call this control? Look at yourself.”
 Nina’s voice cut through, sharp as glass. “Ryan, stop! Please.” She clawed at his arm, nails leaving little crescent moons. “If you kill him, what’s the difference between you and Halcón?”
 For a second, Ryan just... hung there. Chest heaving, blade rattling in his grip. Nina’s words hit harder than the damn scalpel.
He let go. Darius crumpled, sucking air, blood dripping down his neck. Ryan stumbled back, his own hand dripping red. 
The safehouse stank—blood, sweat, fear. The whole place tasted like metal.
The Turn:
Teo slumped back, looking like someone just sucker-punched his soul. “So… what’s the move? Black out the cameras, light a match, vanish again?” 
Ryan stared at the ventilator log—the little red light, pulsing steady. Creepy, honestly. Almost like El Halcón was still hanging around, breathing down their necks. 
“No,” Ryan growled. Dude sounded like he’d swallowed gravel. “We flip it.” Everyone paused, squinting at him.  
“He’s got ears on us,” Ryan kept going, voice getting sharper, meaner. “Let him eavesdrop. We feed him garbage. Fake trails, fake ops, make him think we’re his puppets. And when he bites—” He balled his fist, knuckles gone white, blood oozing out. “We kick the ladder out from under him.”
 Isabel flashed that wicked grin—like she’d just smelled blood in the water. “Turn his play into ours.”
 Nina, sniffling but fierce, nodded. “And finish this. For Lucy. For everyone.” 
Darius, still curled up like a dropped rag doll, croaked, “If she dies—” 
Ryan didn’t even blink. “She won’t. Not if we outsmart these bastards.”
Closing Hook:
The whole room felt like it was holding its breath—everyone locked tight, pissed off, and ready to snap. Out there, the desert wind howled, rattling those pathetic boards nailed over the windows.
 Ryan’s eyes just stayed glued to the ventilator, watching that stupid red-light flash. On. Off. On. Like it was taunting him or something.
 He finally spoke, voice all gravel and spite, every syllable practically spitting fire.
 “Let’s make him swallow every damn secret he’s ever tried to keep from us.”











Chapter 48
The Ambush Of Mirrors.
The night just buzzed—like, literally, someone had ripped the skin off the city and nerves were raw.
Rain smeared the Chicago skyline, every damn droplet slicing through neon like little hunks of glass off a busted bottle. Ryan’s up top, on some crusty old mill roof, wind punching right through his jacket, eyes glued to the river—just this oily, black ribbon winding through the city’s guts. He felt that storm in his chest, same way he used to before shit hit the fan overseas. That pressure. That ugly little whisper that something’s about to go sideways. 
Nina’s back there, hair pasted all over her face, breath coming out in little ghost clouds. “You sure this’ll work?” she goes. 
Ryan just stares. Down below, four black SUVs snake into place—cartel plates, windows thick enough to stop whatever you threw at ’em. Floodlights bouncing off the metal, looking all official and evil. “They want a message,” he finally spits out. “We’ll give ’em one.”
Darius is off to the side, snapping his rifle back together—metal sounds too loud, too twitchy. Isabel’s pacing by the door, phone smashed to her ear, muttering stuff from her snitch. Teo’s leaning on the wall, jamming rounds into a mag, face set like he’s already halfway gone.
 Supposed to be simple: clean hit, lure El Halcón out, make him eat the bait. Vespera’s cash, cartel muscle, one meet-up that’d torch the whole operation. 
Yeah. Supposed to.
Ryan catches his reflection in a puddle—looks like something busted up, flickering in the lightning. For a second, he’s not even there; its Kandahar, sand caked with blood, Marcus screaming through a radio that never gave a shit.
 He only snaps out when Nina grabs his arm. “Hey,” she whispers, soft as hell. “Stay with me.”
 “Always,” Ryan says, but honestly, it sounds a lot like a lie.
The Setup:
Inside the mill, the staging floor was a mess—honestly, it looked like a movie set for some post-apocalypse flick, except nobody was getting paid to be there. Oil slicked the concrete so bad you could’ve ice-skated across. Shadows everywhere, just stacked up in the corners. Every damn window wrapped in that shiny mirror film—yeah, thank Ryan for that genius move. If Halcón came poking around, he'd get a face full of himself a dozen times over before he’d ever spot them.
Darius slapped the map down, already impatient, jabbing at the blueprints like he was stabbing a voodoo doll. “We choke ‘em off here and here,” he said, voice all business. “If that decoy truck keeps their eyeballs for even half a minute, we flank them—easy.”
Teo, ever the ray of sunshine, grumbled, “Unless they’re already onto us.”
 Isabel didn’t even flinch. Didn’t bother looking up. “They’re not. My contact promised this was locked tight.” 
Yeah, sure. Ryan heard it, too—the wobble in her voice. Maybe not her fault, maybe everyone in this room was compromised before they even walked in.
 “Let’s move,” he said, because what else do you do? Sit and wait for a bullet?
 Everyone scattered to their spots: Nina up on the catwalk with that long rifle, looking like she belonged in a spy movie; Darius hunkered down behind the generator, shotgun ready; Teo hovering by the loading dock, fiddling with C-4 like it was Play-Doh. Ryan, of course, front and center. Because where else would he be, right?
Then, dead quiet. Even the rain outside seemed like it was holding its breath. 
Headlights slashed through the dark—two SUVs rolling up, engines purring all smug. Doors popped open, and out spilled these guys in all black, faces hidden behind mirrored masks. Every one of them toting an automatic rifle. It was like looking into a nightmare funhouse—just reflections on reflections. 
Ryan’s gut twisted. “Mirrors,” he muttered. “They’re screwing with us.”
 He gave the signal.
 All hell broke loose. 
Nina’s opening shot snapped the silence—one and done, straight to the dome. Darius let his shotgun roar, and it echoed off the walls like thunder. Teo’s C-4 lit up, blowing shards of glass and fire everywhere. 
The mirrors just shattered into chaos. Ryan moved on auto-pilot—two to the chest, one to the head, reload, move up. 
Bodies dropped, blood turning the floor into a slip-n-slide, that iron smell thick and nasty. 
But nah, something was seriously wrong.
 Every time a guy went down, another just stepped out of the fog, same mask, same build. Like the shadows were coughing up more of them—on repeat. 
Ryan ducked behind a crate, ripped off his comm, half shouting, “We’ve got clones in here—at least double the headcount!” 
Teo’s voice came back, all static and panic: “They’re herding us!” 
And then—the floor blew up. Literally.
The Trap:
The blast hit like God got pissed and booted the whole place from beneath. Ryan didn’t even think—just hit the floor, ears ringing off the hook, eyes full of grit. He squinted up. The catwalk above screamed and tore in half, metal screeching like a banshee.
“Nina!” 
Her rifle hit first, clattering down, and then she dropped—Ryan threw himself under, arms out, catching her as they both crashed into a mess of broken concrete. Blood smeared down her face, but her chest was moving. Barely, but still.
 Smoke was everywhere, thick and burning orange, flickering with light. The air was a mess—hot and warping, gas hissing from broken pipes.
 Somewhere in that hellscape, a voice cut through. Calm as hell. Familiar too, which made it worse.
 “Did you really think we’d let you write the ending, enfermero?”
 Ryan whipped around. 
El Halcón strode out of the flame, mask shining, coat flaring like some nightmare bird. 
Ryan’s heart tried to punch out of his chest. 
Halcón’s pistol was already up, aimed right at him. “You keep ending up right where I want you. Tell me, do you miss your brother? Or just his shadow?”
 Ryan dragged Nina behind a busted pillar, gun shaking in his grip. “He died a soldier. You? You’ll die begging.”
 A smirk. “Oh, I doubt that.” 
Then behind Halcón, the mirrors—yeah, those stupid fancy mirrors—slid apart. A dozen guys, maybe more, all locked and loaded, moving like they’d practiced this a hundred times. 
“Darius!” Ryan barked into his comm. “Fall back!” 
Nothing but static. 
“Darius!” 
Finally, a reply. “Sorry, brother.” 
Ryan went cold. 
Darius’s voice, barely a whisper: “They have Lucy. They always had her.” 
Nina yanked his sleeve, eyes wild. “Ryan—” 
He didn’t even process her. Darius’s voice was the only thing in his head. 
“I didn’t mean for this, Ry. They said they’d kill her if I didn’t help. I gave them the drop. I tried to warn you.” 
Ryan’s guts just dropped out. “You son of a—” 
The rest got swallowed by the explosion. 
The wall behind them disappeared—just gone—in a blast of white fire and screaming glass.
The Betrayal:
Smoke ate the whole damn world. Ryan’s ears screamed with the sound of betrayal—yeah, betrayal has a sound, and it’s ugly. He staggered through the mess, hacking up blood, yanking Nina to her feet. No time for gentle. 
Shadows zipped all over—cartel thugs, Vespera goons, who even knows at this point? Hell’s welcome parade. 
Ryan shot until the pistol just clicked, bone dry. Swiped a dead guy’s rifle, kept squeezing the trigger. He wasn’t aiming anymore. Reflexes, muscle memory—just violence, pure and ugly.
Somewhere out there, Isabel let out this raw, animal scream. Ryan whipped around—caught her crushed under a steel beam, Darius hauling her out one-handed, still blasting away with the other. Guy’s face was twisted up—guilt, terror, the whole buffet. 
Ryan wanted to put a bullet in him. Later. Priorities. 
Halcón just waltzed through the flames like he was born in them, boots crunching glass, pistol pointed Ryan’s way. “You can’t win, enfermero. You’re fighting a monster made from your own blood.” 
Ryan just emptied a mag into his chest. Holes chewed through the coat, but the bastard didn’t even blink—armor shining underneath, smug as hell. 
Then Halcón lunged, knife flashing. Ryan blocked with the rifle—metal on metal, fists, blood. They slammed into a wall of mirrors, their fight multiplying in every direction. Slashes tripled, screams ricocheted. 
Ryan smashed Halcón’s head into the glass. It webbed, then fell apart in glittering shards.
 “You killed Raúl,” Ryan growled.
Halcón spat blood, grinning. “Raúl was weak. Forgot what family is.” 
“Yeah? You mean fear.” Knife came in—Ryan twisted; blade scraped his ribs.
 He hammered Halcón’s jaw with the rifle butt. They wrestled, boots sliding in blood and broken glass. 
Ryan’s foot hit something—Darius’s duffel. Stacked with C-4, lights blinking like Christmas came early. 
Everything snapped into focus. He drove Halcón back, pinned him with a knee, shoved the detonator in his mouth. “Smile for daddy, asshole.” Click. The world vanished in white.
The Escape:
Ryan came to, hacking up smoke. His ears were ringing so bad it felt like someone jammed icepicks in there. Whole place was burning, just absolute chaos. The roof? Halfway caved in, metal bars hanging down like snapped bones. 
He clawed his way out, dragging Nina. She was awake now, mumbling something, but honestly, everything was just noise. They barely made it to the stairs—or, well, what was left of them—when Darius stumbled out of the smoke, face cooked on one side, clutching that busted ventilator Lucy used to mess with. “They saw everything,” he wheezed. “The farm—bugged, man.” 
Ryan just snapped. Grabbed Darius by the collar, slammed him up against the wall so hard the whole thing shook. “You did this!” 
“I had no choice!” Darius spit back.
 “Yeah? Save it.” 
Nina shoved herself between them, coughing like hell. “Enough! We gotta move!” Her voice was just shredded.
 Ryan let go, but trust? Out the window. Forget it. 
They limped down the busted stairwell, ducking fire and hunks of concrete dropping everywhere. Up above, the mirror hallway was just going off flames chewing through reflections, glass popping like popcorn. 
Finally, ground floor. Teo’s van waited out front, looking like Swiss cheese but somehow still running. 
“Get in!” Teo yelled, waving them over.
 Ryan tossed Nina inside, then Isabel, Darius tumbled in after. Teo floored it just as the building behind them went full apocalypse mode—whole thing caving in like some glass cathedral falling to pieces.
 Shockwave hit the street, set off car alarms all the way to Indiana, probably. The sky lit up—seriously, end-of-days stuff. 
Ryan slouched in the front seat, bleeding all over, eyes just gone.
 Nina squeezed his shoulder, voice all soft: “You did it. He’s gone.”
 Ryan didn’t say a word.
 Because let’s be real, he knew that was a lie. 
El Halcón? That bastard never died easy. 
And somewhere—way out past the sirens and the fire—a phone started buzzing.
Unknown Number: Still breathing, enfermero!
Ryan stared at the screen until it blurred. His reflection stared back — fractured, ghostly, soaked in smoke and guilt.
“Drive,” he muttered.
Teo didn’t ask where. He just floored it.
Behind them, the mirror mill burned — every reflection dying one by one.










Chapter 49
EMBERS OF THE SERPENT
Snow in Chicago’s a damn joke—sideways, thick, blanketing everything ugly like it’s trying to do the city a favor. Ryan barreled through it blind, wipers frozen to hell, knuckles gone ghost-white on the wheel. The van’s engine hummed on, steady as a heartbeat, except when a loose shell casing skittered somewhere in the back. The whole place reeked of gunpowder—hair, jacket, even his teeth tasted like it. Honestly, didn’t matter how deep the snow got, he still felt the warehouse fire burning behind his eyes, stubborn as guilt.
Nina was half-passed out in the back, glittering with glass dust, blood leaking through the tape on her arm. Isabel hugged her laptop like it was her baby and she was about to lose custody. Darius was last—quiet, dead-eyed, staring out the window like he’d left his soul on the curb. Guy hadn’t said a single word since the whole shitshow went down.
None of them had, really. 
They rattled down some busted side road, past where Chicago gives up the ghost—just skeletons of old factories and warehouses built for secrets. Ryan finally killed the lights and rolled them to a stop. Wind screamed through the busted loading bay, making the place sound haunted. Real cozy spot. Great for hiding or, you know, dying. 
“Inside,” Ryan barked, but his voice sounded like it belonged to someone else.
Inside was worse rats on the run, lockers slouching against the wall like they’d been drinking, everything stinking of rust and old sweat. Ryan found a breaker, flipped it, and got one flickering bulb that buzzed like it was about to drop dead. Everyone looked like ghosts in that light.
Nina snapped first. “What the hell happened out there?” Her hands shook, but her voice cut sharp. “They knew everything, Ryan. Every damn step. That wasn’t luck. That was a setup.”
 Ryan’s jaw went stone cold. He didn’t even glance at Darius, but everyone else did.
Darius just slumped onto a busted crate, head low. “Maybe we just screwed up.” 
Isabel nearly ripped her laptop in half slamming it shut. “Screwed up? Cute. That doesn’t explain a squad dropping on us two minutes after we moved. Somebody’s feeding them.” 
Ryan cut her off. “Enough. We’ll deal with it. For now—lock it down, patch up, keep breathing.”
He dropped next to the battered monitor he never let out of sight—the one synced to the Texas safehouse. Lucy’s ventilator cam flickered on, blue light making Ryan look half-dead. Static for a second, then the camera settled—showed the farmhouse bedroom, ugly flower wallpaper, cross on the wall, Lucy asleep under piles of quilt. The ventilator thrummed soft and steady. 
Still alive. Still there. 
For now.
He didn’t notice Isabel at his shoulder ‘til her hand brushed him. “You watch that thing like it’s gonna start singing,” she whispered. 
He didn’t answer. The ventilator’s rhythm filled the air, low and weirdly comforting. Then—click. Barely a sound, but off. The screen flickered, just for a blink. Like a heartbeat in the static. 
Nina caught it. “What was that?” “Glitch,” Darius grunted. 
Isabel’s face scrunched up. She yanked her laptop over, fingers flying. Code rained down, green and fast. “Not a glitch,” she said. “That’s a signal bounce. Encrypted. Bluetooth.” 
Ryan’s stomach did a nosedive. “So?”
 She didn’t look up. “So, the feed’s not just showing video. It’s sending data back. And…” Her eyes went huge. “It’s receiving commands.”
Darius went sheet white. “Wait. They can—?” 
“They can run it,” Isabel said. “The ventilator, oxygen, power—every damn thing.” 
Silence. Even the snow outside seemed to freeze. 
Nina whispered, “Jesus. They could just switch her off.”
 Ryan’s world narrowed to a pinhole. “How long?”
“Whole time,” Isabel said, voice tiny. “They’ve been listening. Watching. Every word we’ve said near that feed—they heard it.” 
Ryan turned on Darius, slow and murderously calm. “You knew.” 
Darius didn’t even try to deny it. Just stared at the floor. “They said they’d keep her breathing if I—” 
“If you sold us out,” Ryan finished, low enough to make the hairs on your neck stand up.
 Darius stood, fists tight. “You think I wanted this? They’ve got her on Nightshade-23. That IV’s the only thing keeping her alive. If I screw up, they pull the plug. You wanna tell me what choice I had?”
 Nina’s voice broke. “You should’ve told us! You let us walk into a massacre!” 
“They promised not to touch her!” Darius shouted back, desperate. “I figured I could stall. Thought I could buy us time.”
 Ryan grabbed his collar and slammed him against the wall—hard enough to rattle the whole building. “You bought us coffins,” he spat. “Put my mother, all of us, straight in someone’s crosshairs sights.” 
Darius just stared back, wild and broken. “You don’t get it. You’ve never watched your family die while some bastard held the switch.”
Ryan’s grip shook—couldn’t tell if it was fury or just the adrenaline crash. Part of him wanted to end it right there. One betrayal, one broken neck. Simple math. But Lucy’s face flashed up again on that damn monitor—soft, breakable, scared out of her mind. He recognized it. Same fear he felt gnawing his own insides.
 He let Darius go. Literally just let him hit the floor. 
“Get out of my sight,” Ryan snapped. 
Darius didn't even try to talk his way out. Just staggered off, fingers knotted in his hair. Nina looked ready to puke. Isabel? She was all business, hammering at the keys like her life depended on it.
“I can lock it out. Maybe. If I reroute the encryption through a blind node—” 
“Do it,” Ryan barked. “And track the signal.” 
Isabel nodded, typing so fast the keys were practically screaming. The air in the room felt like a live wire—everybody strung tight. Then the monitor flickered, and a new window popped up by itself. Black screen. One ugly symbol: a serpent curled tight around a cross
Ryan froze. “That’s Vespera’s seal.”
[bookmark: _w28w066kfxy6]Screen glitched again—static, then a shadow. Someone stepped into frame.
 El Halcón.
 Or, you know, what was left of him. 
Half his face was a mess of metal and burned skin. One eye glowed, the other probably long gone. He wore a respirator that looked stapled to his skull. The voice came out warped and grating, but yeah—definitely him. 
“You should have killed me properly, enfermero.”
Ryan’s hands curled into fists, old hate boiling up. “Guess I get a second chance.” 
Halcón let out a laugh, if you could call it that—sounded like someone gargling glass. “Try all you want. Every breath your sweet angel takes is mine now.”
 The feed switched—Lucy’s face. Ventilator beeped, then hiccupped. Tube quivered, twitched.
“Don’t!” Darius yelled, diving at the console. “He’s in—he’s got remote access—” 
Isabel smashed her keyboard hard. Black screen.
 Ventilator beeped again. Then steadied. 
Ryan gripped the edge of the table to keep from falling over. Heart jackhammering. “He’s alive.”
 “Barely,” Nina muttered. “Barely’s enough for payback.”
Ryan nodded once, jaw so tight it hurt. “Then we make him pay.” — 
They didn’t sleep. Isabel dug through code, tossing aside layers of filth on the dark web. Darius hovered, silent, guilt written all over his face. Nina patched herself up by the fire barrel, hands shaking, eyes hollow. 
Ryan stayed by the busted-out window, staring at snow swallowing the city. Every light out there looked like a funeral candle.
 He thought about Marcus, how he used to laugh in the dirt of Kandahar. What a joke—that light, all gone to ash. He thought about Nina’s hand in his, steady even when she was shaking. Thought about Lucy, his mother, the girls back in Texas—everyone he’d ever failed, stuck under this broken sky. 
And Halcón, still out there. More machine than man and smiling.
 Fear? Nah. That was gone. All he had left now was the job.
 Behind him, Isabel cursed under her breath. “Found him.” 
Ryan spun. “Where?” 
“Signal’s bouncing all over, but origins on the Mexican Gulf. Veracruz coast. Probably a relay, piggybacking Vespera’s satellite.”
 “So?” 
“So, if we kill that node, he can’t touch the ventilator.” 
Darius looked up, eyes wild. “Then I’m coming.” 
[bookmark: _36kpxrkc31be]Ryan stared, cold as the wind outside. “You’re coming because you have to. You die before that signal’s dead; we finish this without you.” 
Darius just nodded. “I know.”
 Nina limped over, pain in every step. She looked Ryan straight in the eye, tears barely held back. “Promise me something.” 
He waited. 
“When you find him—don’t make it quick.” 
Ryan didn’t say a word. Didn’t need to. 
He just reached out, brushed her cheek. Let the silence fill up with everything they couldn’t say. For a second, in the firelight, it was almost peaceful. Almost. 
Isabel broke it. “Movement! Satellite ping, Veracruz. Multiple targets. He knows we’re coming.”
 Ryan shoved his scalpel in his boot, checked his Glock, racked one in. “Good.”
 He headed for the door. Snow blew in, cold as hell. 
“We give him exactly what he wants,” Ryan said, voice flat and mean. “And when he comes for us, we burn him to the ground.” 
The others fell in alongside him—Nina, Isabel, Darius. Wrecked, tired, but burning. 
Outside, Chicago’s skyline flickered through the blizzard, a dying city lit up by ghosts.
 The serpent had slithered out of sight again. But this time? Fire was coming for him.








Chapter 50
[bookmark: _umbblooowwo4]The Devil In The Mask
The refinery wasn’t just loud—it sounded pissed. Like, the whole damn place shuddered and bellowed, coughing up that rotten egg stench, sulfur and something nastier, maybe death itself. Under Veracruz, tunnels snaked off forever, throbbing with this sick, burnt-orange glow and generators that sounded one cough away from croaking for good. Each time Ryan set his boot down it echoed—tick, tick, tick—like a bomb with his name on it. 
Seventy-three hours hunting El Halcón. No sleep. No real food. Just a cocktail of painkillers, caffeine, and, if he was honest, a couple of ghosts. Nina limped at his side, face pinched, her bandaged arm tucked tight. Isabel had the comms rigged into some sketchy police scanner, whispering in that cold, surgeon’s way of hers. “Thermals are hot—big one’s moving, two smaller. He’s down there, Ry.” 
He nodded, sweat dripping down skin smeared with soot. “We finish it now.” 
Darius trailed at the back, quiet as guilt. He’d clawed back a sliver of trust, but just barely. Ryan saw the guilt eating him alive—the way his eyes kept flashing with memories of Lucy, hospital tubes and beeping machines. They were all dirty, but Darius wore it like a second skin.
 It just kept getting hotter, deeper down. Metal screamed beneath their boots. Pipes hissed, leaked. Filthy water dribbled from above, reeking of oil and chemicals that probably ate holes in your brain.
Then came this weird metallic humming. Way too alive for dead machines. 
“Smells like Satan’s kitchen in here,” Teo muttered, emotionless. 
Ryan’s hand found the scalpel riding in his boot. “Fits, don’t it?” 
They stepped into a monster of a chamber—could have parked a train in there. Firelight crawled along the walls. Dead center, some dude in black, head bent under a busted lamp, back to them. Creepy as hell. 
Ryan froze. The voice that slithered out of the smoke made his skin crawl.
 “Did you really think the devil dies so easy?” 
The figure spun around.
The mask wasn’t a mask anymore—it was bone welded with metal, melted into this half-man, half-nightmare thing. One eye glowed red through busted glass, the other just a pit. The jaw—gone, replaced with a mess of wires that wriggled when he talked, every word rattling and wet. 
El Halcón. Not dead. Not close. 
Ryan’s gut twisted. “Shoulda stayed buried, asshole.” 
The monster’s laugh sounded like a trash compactor eating crushed rock. “You took my face, enfermero. Now I’ll wear yours.” 
And then—bam—lights dead. 
Gunshots ripped the dark. Muzzle flashes lit up the nightmare, all jerky and strobe-like. Isabel screamed about flanking left. Ryan dropped, rolled, barely dodged a rain of bullets chewing up metal. 
“Move!” Nina, voice sharp as broken glass. She dove for cover, popped off two shots, dropped one of Halcón’s goons. 
Ryan’s ears rang like someone had plugged him into a car alarm. His hands shook, breath coming in these quick, raggedy bursts. Flashbacks to Kandahar, right there in the stinking dark. Still, he forced himself up, bolted across the catwalk, knife ready. 
Halcón was waiting. 
Out of the smoke came a machete, silver and mean. Ryan ducked, felt the blade skim his scalp. He slammed his shoulder into Halcón, but it was like tackling a damn boulder. The devil just laughed, clamped a hand around Ryan’s throat, and bounced his skull off the railing.
“Still think you’re a hero?” That voice, all wires and hate. “Heroes die screaming.” 
Ryan spat blood, right in Halcón’s face. “Guess I’ll scream loud.”
 He jammed the scalpel up under the mask, felt it snag something real. Halcón howled, swung wild. Steel kissed Ryan’s shoulder, burning deep. The world went white around the edges. 
They went over the railing together, crashed down. Twenty-three feet of air, then a shattering landing. Ryan’s lungs folded up. Breathing felt like dragging razors into his chest. 
Halcón staggered up first, sparks raining. He ripped at the mask where Ryan’s blade had cut, showing off a half-melted jaw and meat that looked like roadkill. The stink—Jesus. 
“You think this face is a curse?” he hissed, voice bubbling. “It’s rebirth.” He booted Ryan in the ribs. Something snapped. Ryan rolled, spit and blood mixing, grabbed a chunk of rebar, and swung weakly. 
It bounced off Halcón’s knee, barely slowing him down. “Ryan!” Nina’s voice, echoing from the smoke. He couldn’t see a thing.
 Halcón grabbed him by the neck, started dragging him toward a vat of bubbling tar. “You stole my empire. My blood. Now I steal your breath.” 
Ryan clawed at his arm, vision shrinking. The air reeked—gasoline, rot. His fingers brushed something on Halcón’s belt. 
A detonator. He squeezed. Boom. Fire blasted through the chamber, pipes bursting, glass exploding, flesh burning. Both men hit the ground, fire rolling over them.
 Ryan’s skin squealed. He crawled through black oil, coughing, groped for the scalpel. 
Halcón rose from the flames—on fire, still coming. Mask fused to his skull, red-hot, wires fizzing. Machete raised, roaring like a monster.
 Then—a crack.
A single rifle shot—sharp, ugly—ripped straight through the mayhem.
Halcón just... stopped. Dead still. There was this neat, almost polite little hole right at his temple, just under the edge of his mask. He jerked once. Twice. Three times. Then folded, legs giving out, like someone yanked his plug. 
Up above, Nina stood in what was left of the catwalks, rifle still warm, face smeared with ash and tears. Hell of a look. Warrior angel, or something less poetic and way more pissed. 
Ryan just stared at Halcón’s body, chest working like he might cough up a lung. “You made it,” he said, voice all chewed up.
Nina hopped down, boots crunching broken glass. “You always need me to bail your ass out.” 
He let out this laugh that was more wound than joke. “Guess we’re square now.” 
They stood there for a bit, letting the fire gnaw at the rest of the devil’s handiwork. Nina reached over, thumb brushing a soot mark off Ryan’s cheek, gentle, almost like she was afraid he’d break.
 “It’s done,” she whispered.
Ryan just shook his head. “Nah. That was just the head of the snake.” He nodded at a busted monitor in the corner—barely hanging on, screen spiderwebbed, but still spitting out ugly truths.
 VESPERA PROTOCOL: SILVER TSUNAMI – ACTIVE 
Nina stared, mouth somewhere between a curse and a prayer. “Jesus Christ…” 
He dug in his coat and pulled out Marcus’s old bullet casing, fist clamped tight around it. “We finish it. For Marcus. For Lena. For everyone they set on fire.” 
Flames roared up, swallowing the last of the evidence. 
Outside, the refinery caved in on itself. Like some monster eating its own guts.
Ryan and Nina limped out into the blackened night, smoke curling after them like the world’s worst perfume. Behind them, the devil burned. Up ahead? Just the storm, waiting to see if they’d survive round two.















Epilogue
The Humming Ventilator
Everything was just—white. Not the blinding, migraine kind, but this thick, lazy white, like the air forgot it was supposed to do anything else. And then came the hum. 
Not loud. Not even urgent. Just—there. Mechanical, steady, weirdly comforting. He’d heard that sound a hundred times. 
Ryan tried to open his eyes. Only got one halfway open—the other was puffed up, probably looked like someone socked him. Throat? Felt like he’d gargled sandpaper and hot sauce. Each breath scraped through a tube that might as well have been stuffed with crushed glass. Was this a memory or just the world’s least original afterlife? Hard to tell. Voices floated in from somewhere.
“Vitals stable.” 
Woman, soft-spoken. Not Nina. Didn’t have that nervous edge. Too smooth, too practiced. Nurse, maybe. Or a ghost. Either worked. 
He blinked again. Ceiling wobbled into focus—old wooden beams, sunlight leaking through. Not a hospital. Too… homey. Whole place smelled like hay and Lysol and wet fields. He caught a glimpse out the window—fields, spreading out forever, green and gold, like some painter had gone rogue with a color scheme. 
Then—footsteps. Here we go.
 He turned his head. Bad idea. Pain shot through him, monitors beeped, tubes yanked. Ventilator just kept humming along, stubborn as a heartbeat that didn’t know if it wanted to keep going.
 And there he was.
 Marcus.
Leaning in the doorway, same battered army gear, that lopsided grin that said “yeah, I’ve seen some stuff.” One arm in a sling like he’d just walked out of hell and decided to keep the souvenir. “About damn time you woke up,” he said, all casual. 
Ryan tried to say something. Didn’t work. Tube in his throat made sure of that. 
Marcus strolled over, boots thumping on the boards. He looked—different. Older, maybe. Tougher. Face glitching in the sunlight, almost see-through. “You did good, bro. Got everyone out.”
Ryan’s chest hitched. He reached out, hand trembling, wires dragging. Marcus just smiled, like he already knew. 
“Nina’s good,” Marcus said. “Lila too. Your mom’s feeding the whole county since the kids showed up. Lucy’s still hanging in there. Toughest one of all of us.” 
Ryan closed his eye. Felt a tear cut through the grime on his face. Machine hissed, steady as a lullaby.
Marcus crouched down, voice dropping. “But you’re not off the hook. Think torching the devil fixes everything? Nah, man. There’s still Vespera. Still the suits, the lies, all the fresh poison lined up for the next sucker.” 
Ryan tried to nod. Managed a twitch.
 Marcus pressed a hand to his shoulder—solid, warm, real. “You’ll know when it’s time. War’s not over. You just got a new arena.” 
He looked at the window. Sunlight spilled everywhere, everything gold, burning. For a second, the world looked like it was on fire again. Marcus turned back, softer now.
“Tell Nina…” He hesitated, voice breaking just a little. “…tell her I forgive her.” 
Then the door creaked open, wind rolled in, cool and sharp. Marcus stepped through—and was gone. 
Silence, except for the ventilator, stubborn as ever.
 Ryan stared at the doorway until the tears dried up. Eventually, he fumbled for the little metal case on the table—probably Isabel’s work. Inside: his scalpel, Marcus’s spent casing. 
 He touched them, eyes closing. The machine whispered on. Sunlight flickered over the fields. And in that little farmhouse in Skowhegan Maine, the war hero, the monster, the man—he just let himself breathe. 
The hum didn’t stop. Just kept going, stubborn and steady. Like hope or something.
The End of Book One
Ryan White Nurse Code Of Vengeance







Post-Credit Teaser
THE Lazarus Frequency
Darkness.
Then a heartbeat.
Once.
Twice.
Steady.
[bookmark: _t4khrqc9zcqp]Monitors snapped on—bam, sudden neon glow—and this place? Not a speck of warmth, just stainless steel, glass, and that creepy hum, like the machines are whispering government secrets to each other. Some Techs in a lab coat (wrinkled, definitely not fresh from the laundry) hammered at the keyboard, eyes so bloodshot you’d think he’d been up since the Clinton administration.
 FILE: PROJECT LAZARUS / REACTIVATION SEQUENCE 
SUBJECT 07 – STATUS: UNSTABLE / CONSCIOUS ACTIVITY DETECTED 
A camera—maybe, who knows, everything’s hidden here—swung toward the room behind the glass. What a dump: single cot, IV lines looping around like someone lost a bet with a hospital supply catalog. Under one sad, thin blanket, something (someone?) jerked awake. 
Alarms started losing their minds. 
“Neural activity matches Marcus J. Reyes,” the Tech stammered, like he was about to throw up his lanyard. “That can’t be right. He’s…dead.” 
And boom, right then, a shadow drifted across the floor, smooth as oil. Guy in a suit so sharp you could shave with it, silver snake pin glinting—Vespera’s new CEO, the one with the eyes like a spreadsheet. 
“Death’s just data,” he said, cool as a cucumber in cryo. “And data? Always recoverable.”
 Monitors went full rave mode. 
The heart monitor? Less a beep, more a thunderclap.
 Meanwhile, way up in Skowhegan Maine, on some sleepy farm, Ryan White’s ventilator coughed—just a blip—then kept humming like nothing happened. 
COMING SOON — RYAN WHITE: NURSE CODE OF VENGEANCE II / PROJECT LAZARUS
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