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CHAPTER 1 – THE QUIET MEN DIE FIRST

Rain had a way of muting the world, smoothing edges, swallowing sound. That was why Marcus Hale preferred nights like this—when the city’s noise sank to a hush and the only thing that cut the dark was the glimmer of wet pavement and the heartbeat in his own chest.

He’d been in the game a long time. Long enough that the name The Ghost had stopped being a joke whispered in bars and started being something men with offshore accounts and private armies said with their jaws clenched. Long enough to know that hesitation killed you faster than bullets.

Tonight’s work wasn’t complicated. A quiet man. A man who had run out of friends and safehouses. A man who had believed, until about thirty seconds ago, that the reinforced windows of his condo meant something.

Marcus stood inside the kitchen, gloved hand resting on the handle of the chef’s knife he had plucked from the block. The condo owner—Cyril Gray, ex-accountant turned embezzler—stumbled backward from the bedroom doorway, robe half-open, eyes so wide the whites reflected every passing car below.

“You—You’re not supposed to be here,” Cyril gasped.

Marcus didn’t answer. His voice rarely helped anything. Words could be traced. Intentions could be misread. Silence, though—that made everyone honest.

The accountant lunged for the drawer beside the stove. A gun? A knife? Marcus didn’t bother waiting to find out. He crossed the tile in three long steps, shoulder low, knife angled down. One strike. Clean, between the ribs. Cyril dropped like a severed wire, the breath knocked out of him before he could scream.

Marcus eased him to the floor. No mess. No panic. Just a job completed.

He wiped the blade, returned it to the block—exactly where he’d found it—and walked out onto the balcony. The rain pelted the city like a thousand whispered confessions. Down below, a van idled with its lights off. It would pull away the moment Marcus stepped into view.

He checked his watch.

11:04 p.m.

One target down. Two hours behind schedule. And, more importantly, overdue for what came next.

The second kill of the night sat in a different world entirely—a roadside motel washed in flickering neon, the kind of place people only came to when they didn’t want their names remembered. Marcus approached the door to Room 17 with a bag that looked like it held takeout. Inside it was a suppressed pistol and a small recorder.

Inside the room, Perry Lang was pacing. Lang was a courier for a cartel with more enemies than inventory. Marcus had been hired to make sure Lang didn’t deliver the flash drive hidden somewhere on his person.

“Room service?” Marcus called lightly.

Lang froze. There was no room service at a dump like this, and they both knew it.

Marcus entered before Lang completed his first panicked breath. The pistol whispered once, then again. Two rounds, chest and throat. The man was dead before his knees hit the stained carpet.

Marcus searched him calmly—pockets, socks, waistband, the lining of the cheap polyester jacket—until he found the flash drive sewn into a hidden fold. He clicked the recorder.

“Target two: confirmed terminated. Package retrieved.”

He wiped the device clean, left it on the dresser. Another contractor would collect it within an hour.

Before leaving, he paused at the door, the metallic scent of blood blending with mildew. Another job done. Another ghost added to his trail of specters.

But as he stepped outside into the cooling night, a pull tightened in his chest—not instinctual, not professional, but something far more irritating.

He was tired.

Not physically. His body still obeyed every demand. It was something deeper, a tug at the edges of a life he had once imagined. One he had thrown away willingly, or so he told himself.

He got into his car and drove.

Toward the rendezvous.

Toward the retainer meeting.

Toward the job that would change everything.

At precisely 1:13 a.m., Marcus walked into an abandoned freight warehouse at the edge of an industrial district. A rusted office door sat open, light pooling from inside. A man in a tailored grey suit waited behind a metal desk that looked out of place among the peeling paint and broken pallets.

The man was called Broker. No last name. No first name either, if rumors were true. He handled contracts for the kind of clients whose identities were bought with blood and protected the same way.

“You’re late,” Broker said without looking up from the laptop.

“Traffic,” Marcus replied, deadpan.

Broker didn’t smile. He pulled up a file, slid a tablet across the desk.

“New contract. High pay. High difficulty. And before you ask—yes, this one needs to be you. Client insisted.”

Marcus sat. He didn’t touch the tablet right away. The Broker only insisted on him when things were... complicated.

The tablet buzzed as it recognized motion. A dossier opened.

Name.

Age.

Seventeen.

A school photograph.

A smiling girl with dark eyes and a faint birthmark near her left cheekbone.

Marcus froze.

The world didn’t slow—he did. His pulse staggered once, like a misfired engine.

He swiped to the next page.

And there—

A woman’s picture.

Older now.

But familiar in a way that stabbed through time with surgical precision.

Claire.

He hadn’t said her name aloud in over eighteen years.

He looked back at the photograph of the girl.

Her eyes.

Her mouth.

The shape of her jaw.

No.

No, he told himself again, but denial tasted like rust.

Broker continued talking. “The client wants her gone within seven days. Details are in the packet. Usual protocols, except—”

Marcus didn’t hear the rest.

His goddamn hands were shaking.

For the first time in nearly two decades, Marcus Hale—the Ghost, the man whose heartbeat never changed even when a gun was pointed at his skull—felt something like fear.

Because the math added up.

Because the girl looked too much like Claire.

Because Claire had disappeared without a word all those years ago.

Because the girl might be his daughter.

His.

Daughter.

The rain hammered the warehouse roof like artillery.

“Do you accept the contract?” Broker asked.

Marcus stared at the photograph again.

If he refused, someone else would be hired. Someone without hesitation. Someone efficient.

Someone who would kill her.

And if the client wanted her dead badly enough to hire him... then turning it down meant condemning her.

He forced himself to breathe.

“I’ll take it,” Marcus said.

Broker nodded. “Then it begins now.”

Marcus rose, taking the tablet. His voice was controlled. His expression cold. But inside, something was tearing loose, something that had been buried for nearly twenty years and wasn’t supposed to matter anymore.

He walked into the night.

Not as a killer on assignment.

But as a father who had suddenly learned he had something left to lose.



CHAPTER 2 – A NAME HE NEVER EXPECTED TO SPEAK AGAIN

Marcus drove without registering streetlights, without noticing the traffic lights he obediently stopped at. His hands tightened and loosened around the steering wheel as the city blurred past, the dossier burning in the passenger seat like a live explosive.

He had always kept his mind compartmentalized—clean, sharp, surgical. One job at a time. One body at a time. No overlap. No ghosts.

But tonight, the compartments had cracked.

Claire.

He hadn’t seen her since the day she’d walked out of the safehouse in Montreal with a single bag and tears she’d refused to explain. He remembered the exact tilt of her shoulders, the way her voice had turned to steel when she said:

“Marcus, this life isn’t one I can be part of. And it won’t be part of our future. If I stay... neither of us gets out.”

He had let her walk away because he had believed her. Because he had loved her enough not to chain her to his violence. Because she had asked for a clean break.

He didn’t know she was pregnant.

He didn’t know she kept the baby.

He didn’t know his daughter existed.

Not until an hour ago.

His phone buzzed once—an encrypted line. Marcus ignored it. If Broker wanted an early progress report, he could wait. Marcus needed silence. Needed space. Needed to decide how to approach a job where the target wasn’t a man deserving of death, but a girl who should have grown up without ever learning the world Marcus lived in even existed.

A girl who looked like Claire around the eyes.

He exhaled through his teeth and forced his mind back into order. Precision. Steps. Tactics. Facts.

Who wanted the girl dead?

Why now?

And how deep had Claire been buried in all this without him knowing?

He pulled into an underground parking lot beneath a commercial tower and killed the engine. The place was empty at this hour except for the buzz of fluorescent lights and a humming ventilation system. Perfectly quiet.

He opened the dossier again, letting the photographs spill out across the passenger seat.

Name: Justine Rowan

Age: 17

Residence: Calgary

School: Brentwood Academy

Threat Level Assessment: “Potential exposure liability”

Client Priority: Immediate removal

That last line bothered him. Exposure. Exposure of what? Of who?

Marcus flipped the packet until he found what he had missed: an internal memo with heavy redactions.

SUBJECT: ROWAN, JUSTINE

Mother: Claire Rowan (formerly Claire Renault)

Asset involved in 2007–2008 operations.

Residual risk identified.

Paternal identity: UNCONFIRMED.

Potential link to—

The next line was blacked out so thoroughly it looked like someone had cut a strip of night sky and pasted it over the truth.

Marcus swore under his breath.

Someone knew Claire had been involved in an operation she never told him about. Someone knew about Justine. Someone thought the girl was dangerous—not because of what she’d done, but because of what she knew, or what they feared she might learn.

He leaned back in the driver’s seat, mind racing. If Claire had been hiding something that long ago, then this wasn’t new. This wasn’t sudden. The threat had been simmering beneath the surface for seventeen years.

He reached for his phone and dialed a number he rarely used.

It rang twice.

A scratchy male voice answered. “I was told you were dead.”

“You were told wrong.” Marcus kept his tone flat. “I need information.”

“That’ll cost you.”

“It always does.”

“What’s the job?”

“It’s not a job.” A beat. His jaw tightened. “It’s personal.”

That silence—the shift, the recalibration—was palpable.

“Alright,” the voice said slowly. “Send what you have.”

Marcus sent the redacted memo.

Ten seconds later the man exhaled through the phone. “Jesus. You’re in the middle of something you don’t want to be in. This is internal. Deep. Black-room level.”

“Explain.”

“Those redactions? That’s a signature. There’s only one group that edits like that. The Orpheus Division.”

Marcus’s fingers stilled.

He had heard that name three times in his life. Each time followed a month later by someone disappearing off the face of the earth.

“You’re sure?” Marcus asked.

“As sure as I can be before they shoot me for seeing that file.”

Marcus forced his pulse steady. “Why the girl?”

“Can’t say yet. But that memo? It’s not about her.” The man lowered his voice. “It’s about what her mother did. And if they’re going after the daughter... either Claire resurfaced, or they expect someone to go looking for her.”

Marcus didn’t blink. “Like me.”

“Exactly like you.”

He ended the call.

He sat in the dim car until the weight of it settled.

Claire was in danger.

Justine was in danger.

And someone had hired him to clean up the loose ends—without knowing he was one of the loose ends.

He pocketed the dossier, started the engine, and pulled out of the lot.

There was only one move left:

He had to find Justine Rowan before anyone else did.

But there was a problem.

He wasn’t the only contractor on the job.

And the people Orpheus Division hired didn’t hesitate, didn’t question, and didn’t leave survivors.

That night, fifty miles away, a second assassin received the same photograph Marcus had.

This one smiled as he studied the girl’s face.

Ronan Vale—known in the underground as The Surgeon—tilted the picture under a lamp and whispered:

“Pretty little thing. Shame she won’t live long.”

He pocketed his weapons, loaded his duffel, and headed for Calgary.

Marcus Hale might have turned protector.

But Ronan Vale had no such confusion.

To him, this was a simple job.

And he intended to kill the girl first.



CHAPTER 3 – A GIRL WHO DOESN’T KNOW SHE’S BEING HUNTED

Justine Rowan sat at the back of the late-evening bus, headphones on, hood up, a calculus textbook open on her lap that she was very intentionally not reading. The bus rumbled along Crowchild Trail, its interior lit by flickering yellow bulbs that made everyone look exhausted or haunted—sometimes both.

She traced the corner of a dog-eared page with her thumb.

Her mother always told her she needed to focus more.

Her mother always said a lot of things.

Justine stared out the wet window at the passing lights. Calgary at night looked like a reflection on broken glass—bright, fractured, drifting. She used to find comfort in the movement, in the way the city seemed alive even when she felt anything but.

Something felt different tonight, though.

Not wrong, exactly.

Just... watched.

She shook the thought away. Exams, stress, a mother who worked too many double shifts—those explanations were easier than imagining someone’s eyes tracking her from beyond the streetlamps.

A few seats ahead, a man coughed harshly. Behind her, a couple argued in low tones about rent. Ordinary noise. Normal life.

Her phone buzzed.

MOM: Home soon?

JUSTINE: Bus is slow. Be back in 20.

Three dots appeared.

Vanished.

Reappeared.

MOM: Be careful tonight.

Justine frowned. Her mom never added anything like that. Claire Rowan’s texts usually looked like grocery lists or reminders, not warnings.

She typed: Why?

No answer.

Justine tucked the phone into her pocket, unaware that two vehicles had begun following the bus at staggered intervals—one an aging sedan with rain-beaten paint, the other a sleek, low-profile SUV with tinted windows.

Two hunters.

One trying to save her.

One trying to kill her.

And she didn’t know either existed.

Marcus Hale kept two cars behind the bus, headlights off, letting the sodium glow of the streetlamps catch just enough of its outline to appear abandoned. His mind stayed fixed on three points:

Find Justine.

Anticipate the other assassin.

Don’t make contact unless absolutely necessary.

He couldn’t tell her who he was. Not yet. She’d run, or worse—she’d call the police. And once the police got involved, Orpheus Division would escalate. They’d send teams, not lone assassins. They wouldn’t risk public exposure.

He tapped the steering wheel with one gloved finger.

Ronan Vale.

The Surgeon.

If Orpheus had contracted him as well, then Marcus was already behind. Ronan didn’t wait. Ronan didn’t scout. Ronan didn’t gather intelligence.

Ronan struck.

And the SUV three vehicles ahead, weaving just subtly, tinted to blackout—Marcus would have bet his life it belonged to him.

“Damn it,” Marcus muttered.

He sped up slightly, keeping distance while closing the gap. He could see the bus pulling toward Justine’s stop—a modest residential loop near a row of aging bungalows.

If Ronan intended to do it fast, he’d hit her between the bus stop and the walkway. Quick, silent, clean.

Marcus unbuckled his seat belt, threw the car into a side lane, and angled toward the stop faster than he wanted to.

He couldn’t let her step off alone.

Not tonight.

Justine descended the bus steps with her hood tugged low, backpack slung over one shoulder. The rain had eased into a mist, soft and cold against her cheeks. She adjusted her headphones, started walking toward the crosswalk.

The SUV’s engine cut.

She didn’t notice.

The driver’s door cracked open.

She didn’t see.

Ronan Vale stepped out—tall, athletic, built like someone who could break a person silently if required. His face was calm, expressionless, as if he were deciding between two brands of cereal instead of the most efficient way to kill a teenager.

He reached inside his coat.

That was when Marcus hit him.

Not with a bullet—too loud.

Not with a blade—too risky.

He hit him with the car.

The sedan slammed into Ronan at an angle, sending him sprawling across the wet pavement. The SUV door slammed shut as the vehicle lurched backward, skidding in a half-circle before screeching away.

Justine jerked around, pulling off her headphones, breath catching in her throat.

“Jesus!” she shouted. “Are you crazy?!”

Marcus didn’t answer. He flung the car door open, stepped out into the rain, and crouched beside Ronan. The man was unconscious but breathing—unfortunately. Marcus dragged him by his collar into the shadows between two houses, as far out of sight as possible.

Justine ran toward them.

“Sir—sir, is he okay? Did you hit him? I saw—”

“Go home.” Marcus didn’t look at her.

“What? No, I—I should call someone—he needs—”

“Go home.” His voice was low, steady, dangerous enough to make her stop mid-step.

Justine stepped back, eyes narrowing. “You’re hurt,” she said, noticing his scraped knuckles, the ripped sleeve.

Marcus didn’t respond.

She hesitated. “Do I know you?”

For one impossible moment, Marcus felt the world tilt.

Her eyes.

Claire’s eyes.

He forced composure.

“No,” he said. “You don’t.”

But if he didn’t move her quickly, Ronan would wake up. And if Ronan woke up, one of them would die—and Marcus didn’t want it happening within sight of her.

He stepped back toward the sedan.

“Get home. Lock your door. Don’t stop for anyone.”

Justine stood frozen on the sidewalk. “Why? What’s going on?”

Marcus met her gaze, just briefly.

“Someone out here wants you dead.”

Her breath hitched. Real fear sparked behind her eyes.

“You’re lying,” she whispered.

“I wish I were.”

He got in the car.

Justine watched him pull away, stomach twisting with something she couldn’t name—fear, confusion, the unmistakable sense that the ordinary world had just cracked open under her feet.

She didn’t know who the stranger was.

She didn’t know why he’d saved her.

She didn’t know she had just spoken to her father.

And she didn’t know Ronan Vale was already beginning to wake.

Ronan groaned, rolled to his side, and wiped blood from his mouth. His jaw ached; his shoulder maybe dislocated.

But his eyes were ice-cold.

He stared down the street where Justine had walked.

The Ghost had interfered.

Again.

“Oh, Marcus,” Ronan whispered with a slow smile. “So it’s going to be that kind of job.”

He stood, cracked his neck, and retrieved the knife that had skidded across the pavement.

This wasn’t over.

Not by a long shot.



CHAPTER 4 – THE FIRST RULE OF SURVIVAL

Justine sprinted the last block home, her lungs tight, every shadow warping into a threat. She slammed the front door behind her and threw the deadbolt twice. Her breath came fast, uneven. She pressed her back to the wood, fingers trembling.

The living room was dark except for the streetlight bleeding through the blinds. Crooked picture frames lined the wall—her childhood photos, her mother’s smile frozen in happier years. Tonight they felt like artifacts from a world that no longer existed.

She swallowed hard.

Someone wants you dead.

The words replayed in her mind, each repetition sharper, slicing through her disbelief.

The stranger had spoken like he expected her to obey without question. Like he knew something she didn’t. And the look in his eyes—cold, calculating, but also... concerned? Protective?

She shook her head. She didn’t know him. Couldn’t know him.

Her hands pulled out her phone before she realized she was moving.

She typed:

JUSTINE: Mom where are you? Call me. It’s important.

No reply.

She paced the room in tight circles until the floor creaked beneath her feet. Outside, a lone car rolled down the street, its tires whispering against the wet asphalt. She froze until it passed.

Something is wrong.

Something is horribly wrong.

She yanked every curtain shut.

Then she checked the locks again.

Marcus parked three streets away, engine idling as he watched Justine’s house from the corner of his eye. He stayed far back—close enough to intervene, far enough not to frighten her or be noticed by neighbors who thought good fences and good locks kept the world out.

His sleeve stuck to his arm where blood had soaked through. Not his—Ronan’s. He should clean it. Should rest. Should plan.

But instead, he stared at the warm glow of the house windows and felt something he hadn’t felt in almost twenty years:

Guilt.

He had kept Claire safe once. He had failed at the rest. Whatever Claire was caught in now, whatever Orpheus Division was burying, he had been blind to it. And now their daughter—his daughter—stood at the edge of whatever hell Claire had been trying to escape.

He rubbed his thumb across the steering wheel.

He needed to find Claire.

But first, he needed to neutralize Ronan Vale.

Ronan wouldn’t retreat. He was a predator wired for persistence. And the hit was too lucrative, too clean. A teenage girl was not a target Ronan would simply abandon.

He would return.

Tonight, tomorrow, whenever vulnerability presented itself.

And Marcus needed to stay ahead.

He grabbed his phone, dialed a number marked only with a single letter: K.

The line clicked open. A calm, gravelly voice answered.

“Should I pour a drink before you tell me what you’ve done?”

Marcus didn’t waste time. “I need a trace on an SUV. Calgary plates, tinted windows, aftermarket rims. Belongs to Ronan Vale.”

K inhaled sharply. “Ghost, you do understand that calling me about Ronan Vale is the same as asking me to dig my own grave?”

“You dug it when you took my calls years ago,” Marcus said. “This is just maintenance.”

K cursed softly. “What did you step into?”

“Something involving Orpheus.”

The silence was immediate and absolute.

Then—

“You’re either brave or suicidal.”

“Neither,” Marcus replied. “Just cornered.”

K exhaled. “Text me a photo of the SUV. I’ll do what I can. But this is a short clock. If Orpheus notices my access logs—”

“They won’t.”

He ended the call before K could argue.

He needed information, leverage, location. Ronan was the sharp end of the spear. Orpheus Division was the hand holding it. And Marcus had just broken the spear mid-thrust.

There would be consequences.

Ronan Vale dislocated his shoulder against a dumpster behind a shuttered convenience store. The wet crack echoed through the empty alley as he grit his teeth, eyes watering. Pain sharpened him. Pain reminded him he was alive.

And he owed Marcus Hale a debt of blood.

He flexed his fingers experimentally, the joint swollen but usable. Then he pulled out a slim silver phone—untraceable, loaded only with encrypted contacts.

A woman answered on the first ring.

“You failed,” she said coolly.

Ronan smiled, wiping the rain from his lashes. “I was... interrupted.”

“By?”

“You already know.”

A pause. Then: “Marcus Hale will become a problem.”

“He already is.”

“Then remove him. Quietly.”

Ronan cracked his knuckles. “Gladly. But the girl?”

“The girl remains the priority. Finish your work.”

The line went dead.

Ronan slipped the phone into his pocket, eyes narrowing as a stray dog skittered through the alley. He reached into his jacket, retrieving a syringe filled with a clear, viscous fluid.

He twirled it between two fingers.

Justine Rowan would not be lucky twice.

Inside her home, Justine finally heard her mother’s keys in the lock.

Claire Rowan stepped through the door, her coat soaked, her hair plastered to her cheeks. She froze when she saw Justine standing rigid in the hallway, face pale, hands trembling.

“Sweetheart? What’s wrong?”

Justine opened her mouth—but no words came.

Then Claire noticed the curtains pulled shut, the locks bolted, the fear in her daughter’s eyes. Slowly, she approached her.

“Justine... talk to me.”

“M-Mom,” Justine stammered, “someone followed me. Someone tried to—he said someone wants me dead. This man hit another man with his car. He told me to run. He told me—”

Claire’s face drained of color.

She dropped her purse.

Her voice came low, tight, and shaking in a way Justine had never heard.

“Justine. Did he tell you his name?”

“No. Just... that I needed to get home.”

Claire’s eyes shuttered.

She whispered, barely audible:

“Oh God. They found us.”

“Mom? What are you talking about?”

Claire grabbed her daughter by the shoulders, steering her toward the back door.

“We need to leave.”

“Leave? Leave where?”

“Now, Justine. There’s no time.”

Justine resisted, confused and panicked. “Mom! What is going on?!”

Claire didn’t answer.

Because outside—

Across the street—

Standing in the dark—

Marcus Hale watched Claire Rowan step into view for the first time in seventeen years.

Even from a distance, the shock of seeing her again—alive, real, breathing—hit him like a blow.

He didn’t move.

Didn’t breathe.

Justine was safe for the moment.

But now Claire—

The woman he once would’ve burned the world for—

Was back inside a war she could no longer outrun.

And Ronan Vale was already circling.

The past had finally caught them all.



CHAPTER 5 – SHADOWS OF THE PAST

Marcus sat perfectly still inside his car, eyes fixed on the doorway where Claire had just vanished back into the house. Seventeen years separated them—seventeen years of silence, unanswered questions, and the ache of a life he had forfeited for her safety. Yet seeing her again stirred something sharp and complicated in his chest.

She looked older, tired, wary... but unmistakably the woman he had once loved.

And now she was panicking.

Which meant the threat to Justine wasn’t hypothetical anymore—Claire knew someone was after them.

He checked the street through the rearview mirror. Ronan’s SUV wasn’t visible, but that meant nothing. Ronan was a hunter who preferred patience to recklessness. He’d circle, wait for an opening, then strike with surgical precision.

Marcus got out of the car.

Tonight was no longer about surveillance. It was about intervention.

He crossed the street in long, controlled strides.

Inside, Claire dragged an overnight duffel from the closet, tossing clothes in without folding them. Her breath came fast, frantic. The tremor in her hands was unmistakable to Justine—she had never seen her mother like this.

“Mom, slow down.” Justine blocked the doorway. “Tell me what’s happening.”

Claire stopped packing.

For a long moment she just stared at her daughter, torn between protecting her from the truth and preparing her to survive it.

Finally, she whispered:

“There are people who want to hurt us. People I thought we escaped from a long time ago.”

“Who?” Justine demanded.

Claire zipped the bag hard enough the seam strained. “The kind you don’t call the police on.”

“That doesn’t make sense!”

Claire turned, cupping Justine’s face between her shaking hands. “Baby... I’m sorry. I should’ve told you sooner. But I thought if we stayed quiet—if we stayed hidden—they’d never find us.”

Justine swallowed, voice trembling. “Mom... who’s ‘they’...?”

Claire opened her mouth to answer—

A knock sounded at the front door.

Three soft taps.

Justine jumped.

Claire went rigid, breath catching in her throat.

No one knocked at their house this late. And certainly not like that—controlled, deliberate, marking cadence rather than seeking permission.

Claire’s eyes sharpened with a fear Justine had never seen.

“Don’t move,” Claire whispered. “Don’t say a word.”

Justine nodded, heart pounding.

Claire edged toward the window beside the living room curtains. She pulled the corner back one inch—

—and exhaled shakily when she saw the figure on the porch.

It wasn’t Ronan Vale.

It was someone worse.

Someone she never believed she’d see again.

Someone she loved once.

Someone she feared now.

The man standing under the porch light was Marcus Hale.

Marcus didn’t knock again. He didn’t fidget. He stood with calm, steady posture, one hand loose at his side and the other resting against the frame of the doorway as if he belonged there.

The porch light threw half his face into shadow—the same half she used to trace her fingers along after midnight, back when their lives were simpler, back when she didn’t know who he really was.

Claire’s breath shook as she opened the door just wide enough to slip through, leaving Justine hidden behind it.

“Marcus,” she whispered.

He inclined his head, voice low. “Claire.”

She stepped outside, shutting the door behind her. She pressed her back to it as if bracing herself. The misty rain beaded along her hairline.

“What are you doing here?” Claire’s words came out choked, brittle. “How did you find me?”

“You left a trail. A faint one, but it was there.” He paused. “I didn’t come here to hurt you.”

“You shouldn’t have come at all.”

He looked at the house behind her. “I saw what happened at the bus stop.”

Claire went pale. “Is she—”

“She’s alive,” Marcus said. “But not for long if you keep running blind.”

Claire swallowed hard. “You shouldn’t be involved. You know what they’ll do if they realize you’ve resurfaced.”

“They already know,” he said quietly.

Her breath faltered. “Marcus, no—”

“I accepted the contract.”

Her eyes widened in horror. “You what?!”

He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “To protect her.”

Claire pressed a shaking hand to her forehead. “Oh my God...”

“Someone requested a kill order on Justine,” Marcus continued. “If I hadn’t taken it, they would’ve hired someone else. They already did.”

Claire’s knees almost buckled. “Who?”

“Ronan Vale.”

Her eyes filled with a terror that went bone-deep. “No... Marcus, he’ll kill her. He’ll kill both of us.”

“He tried,” Marcus said. “I intercepted him.”

Claire stared at him—searching his face, reading the truth in the hard set of his jaw. “Why? Why are you doing this?”

Marcus hesitated only a moment.

“Because she might be mine.”

Claire closed her eyes.

When she opened them again, tears streaked silently down her cheeks.

“Marcus...” Her voice broke. “She is.”

The world didn’t tilt this time. It dropped out from under him entirely.

He absorbed the truth without flinching, but the silence between them shifted into something raw and unrepairable—two people standing at the edge of the life they could have had, staring into the abyss of the one they were forced into.

Marcus found his voice again.

“Tell me why they want her dead.”

Claire’s breathing quickened. “It’s complicated.”

“Then simplify it.”

“They think Justine knows something. She doesn’t. She never has. But they believe I used her as leverage. They believe she’s a liability.” Claire wiped her cheeks with trembling fingers. “And Orpheus Division doesn’t leave liabilities alive.”

“Then we’re not staying here.” Marcus scanned the dark street, senses tightening. “Pack the essentials.”

Claire stared at him, conflicted. “I can’t just trust you. Not after—”

“You don’t have to trust me,” Marcus said. “Just trust that I won’t let anything happen to my daughter.”

Claire froze at the word my.

Thunder rumbled faintly in the distance.

She nodded.

Marcus stepped back, scanning the shadows—Ronan could be anywhere, watching, waiting.

But the next threat didn’t come from the dark.

It came from behind him.

The front window shattered—

Glass spraying outward—

A silenced shot punching through the curtains—

Claire gasped, grabbing Marcus’s arm.

Inside the house, Justine screamed.

Ronan Vale had found them.

And he wasn’t knocking this time.



CHAPTER 6 – BREACH POINT

The sound of shattering glass tore through the night like a lightning bolt. Claire’s scream caught in her throat as Marcus yanked her down onto the porch floor, shielding her with his body. A second silenced round punched through the window frame above their heads, thudding into the drywall.

Inside, Justine screamed again.

Marcus was already moving.

He pulled Claire to her feet, voice sharp but controlled:

“Stay behind me and stay low.”

Claire didn’t argue.

Not now.

Not when death had just stepped through their front window.

Marcus shoved the front door open with his shoulder and swept inside, staying tight to the wall. The house was dark except for the streetlight glow slicing through the newly shattered glass.

“Justine?” Claire called out, barely a whisper.

“Quiet,” Marcus hissed.

He scanned the living room—glass glittering on the carpet, curtains swaying from the bullet’s passage. Ronan wasn’t inside yet. He’d fired from outside to flush them, not expose himself.

A distraction.

A test shot.

A positioning maneuver.

Marcus recognized the tactic instantly.

He drew a compact pistol from inside his jacket. The metal was cold, familiar, steady—everything the situation wasn’t.

“Back door,” Marcus muttered. “We need to move.”

But Justine wasn’t waiting.

From the hallway she stumbled into view, wide-eyed and shaking.

“Mom! Who’s shooting—”

Marcus cut her off, grabbing her wrist with one hand and Claire’s with the other.

“We don’t have time. Move.”

Another shot tore through the kitchen window—closer, more precise. Ronan was repositioning, narrowing angles, herding them like cattle.

Marcus dragged both women down the hallway toward the back of the house—toward the small mudroom and the exit that led into the backyard.

Claire clutched Justine’s hand tightly enough to leave marks. Marcus pushed ahead and tested the doorknob.

Locked.

He swore under his breath. “Stand back.”

He kicked the door near the handle. The frame cracked. A second kick splintered it open.

Cold air rushed in, carrying the scent of rain-soaked grass.

Justine hesitated at the threshold. “Where are we going?!”

“Anywhere that’s not here,” Marcus said.

Claire stared at him. “What about Ronan?”

“He won’t shoot blindly while you’re moving. Too much risk of you getting away.”

“But he’s trying to kill us.”

“Exactly. He’ll want a clean shot. He won’t fire blindly and alert the neighbors unless he has to.”

Justine’s voice trembled. “Who is he?”

Marcus didn’t answer.

Claire did—from behind Marcus, voice low and haunted:

“He’s a killer, sweetheart.”

Justine turned to Marcus. “Like him?”

Marcus didn’t flinch. “Worse.”

Before she could argue, Marcus pushed them forward—

And the backyard floodlight clicked on.

A figure stood at the far end of the yard.

Ronan Vale.

Soaked from the earlier rain.

Face bruised from Marcus’s car.

Eyes steady and empty.

He lifted a suppressed pistol, extending his arm with surgical precision.

“No,” Claire breathed. “Oh God.”

Marcus stepped in front of them, both hands raised—not surrendering, but angling, calculating distance, time, trajectory.

Ronan smiled faintly.

“You’re making this difficult, Marcus.”

“You’ve had easier jobs,” Marcus replied.

Ronan’s smile widened. “Yes. And this one is supposed to be.”

The gun shifted an inch toward Justine.

Marcus moved instantly—

A blur of muscle and instinct.

He grabbed Claire and Justine, shoving them sideways as he fired three rapid shots at Ronan.

Ronan dove behind the shed, bullets sparking against the metal siding. The backyard erupted with silence—suppressed gunfire so muted it felt like air being compressed around them.

“Inside!” Marcus barked.

They scrambled back through the broken doorway into the mudroom. Marcus slammed the door shut—not to keep Ronan out, but to buy seconds.

He turned to Claire, eyes hard. “Get her into the car.”

“We don’t have a car!” Claire shot back.

“You will.” He tossed her a key fob. “Sedan parked two houses down. Black. No plates. If you see me go down, you drive. Don’t stop. Don’t wait.”

“What about you?” Claire demanded.

Marcus checked his ammo, jaw tight. “I’ll slow him down.”

Justine’s voice cracked with fear. “Mom, we can’t leave him!”

Claire grabbed her daughter’s shoulders. “We don’t have a choice!”

Marcus didn’t look at them as he reloaded. “Go. Now.”

Claire pulled Justine toward the front of the house, navigating shards of glass and overturned furniture. Marcus waited until they were out of sight—

Then exhaled.

The back door creaked.

Ronan was inside.

Marcus stepped into the hallway, gun raised, expression cold.

“You’re getting sloppy,” he called out.

Ronan’s voice floated from the dark.

“You hit me with a car. I’m allowed to be a little messy.”

“You should’ve stayed down.”

“You should’ve stayed dead.”

Marcus fired twice toward the sound. Ronan fired back. Plaster exploded from the walls. Picture frames fell. Footsteps circled, swift and ghostlike—each assassin trying to flank the other.

Then Marcus heard the SUV engine roar to life outside.

Claire had found the car.

Good.

He ducked as Ronan fired again, the bullet grazing Marcus’s shoulder. Pain flared white-hot.

“You’re not getting to her,” Marcus said, voice low.

Ronan stepped into the hallway’s faint light.

Bruised.

Bleeding.

Smirking.

“You think you can protect her?” he asked. “The contract will just escalate. They’ll send more. They’ll send worse.”

Marcus didn’t blink. “Let them.”

Ronan aimed for the door where Claire and Justine had escaped.

Marcus lunged forward.

The two men collided—fists, elbows, gunmetal clashing in the dark. The pistol flew from Ronan’s hand. Marcus slammed him into the wall hard enough the drywall cracked. Ronan countered with a knife from his sleeve, slicing Marcus’s forearm.

Blood sprayed.

Marcus drove a knee into Ronan’s ribs. Ronan grunted but twisted free, shoving Marcus backward over the coffee table.

They both scrambled for their weapons—

But the SUV’s tires screeched as Claire tore down the street.

Ronan’s head whipped toward the window, eyes narrowing.

“They won’t get far.”

Marcus tackled him before he could exit the house.

Both men crashed to the floor.

Ronan’s laughter was breathless and cold. “You can’t save her forever, Marcus.”

Marcus slammed Ronan’s head into the hardwood.

“I only need to save her long enough to make sure you don’t.”

Ronan went limp.

Marcus staggered to his feet, blood dripping onto the floor.

He grabbed Ronan’s gun, shoved it into his waistband, and sprinted outside—

But the SUV was already gone.

Only taillights glowed faintly in the distance.

Claire had done what he told her to.

Good.

But Ronan Vale would not stop.

And Marcus, bleeding and furious, knew one thing with absolute certainty—

This was no longer about Claire.

No longer about contracts.

No longer about debts.

It was a war.

And he was going to win it.



CHAPTER 7 – FLIGHT AND FIRE

Claire’s hands shook on the steering wheel as the black sedan fishtailed out of the neighborhood, tires screeching across wet asphalt. The rear tires grabbed traction just as she straightened it onto the main road, heart hammering so hard she couldn’t hear the engine over it.

The streetlights flashed across Justine’s face in rapid pulses—pale, terrified, confused.

Claire reached over and gripped her daughter’s knee.

“Seatbelt,” she breathed.

Justine snapped it into place with trembling fingers.

“Mom... who was that man?” she whispered. “The one helping us?”

Claire didn’t answer.

“Mom?”

“He’s someone I hoped you’d never have to meet,” Claire said, voice raw. “Someone from a life I tried to leave behind.”

“But why was he—why did he know what was happening?”

Claire opened her mouth.

Then closed it again.

There were no safe, simple answers—not anymore.

“He saved us,” Claire finally said. “That’s all that matters right now.”

Justine looked out the window, voice small. “Why would someone want to kill me?”

Claire’s fingers tightened around the wheel. “Because of me.”

Justine stared at her. “What did you do?”

Claire swallowed hard—a silent apology for every truth she would have to spill later.

“Right now, sweetheart, I just need you to trust me.”

Justine nodded, though her eyes filled with uncertainty.

Claire pressed harder on the accelerator.

Behind them, the neighborhood fell away. Houses blurred into commercial buildings, then empty roads, then the open stretch of Deerfoot Trail where the night swallowed city noise.

They were running.

But they had no destination.

Marcus staggered out into the street, breath ragged, shirt soaked with blood from the knife wound along his forearm. He pressed his palm against it, slowing the flow without fully stopping it. His vision pulsed at the edges, but he couldn’t collapse now—not when Claire and Justine were out there alone.

He leaned against a power pole and pulled out his phone.

“K,” he rasped when the line picked up. “I need a trace on a car I left near Pinebend.”

“You sound like you got hit by a bus,” K muttered.

“Knife. And fist. And wall.”

“That’s not better.”

Marcus wiped blood from his brow. “The sedan—Claire took it. I need to know if it’s clean.”

“You’re asking if the secret car you stole from a covert safehouse two years ago and then hid like a squirrel hides a nut is traceable?”

“Yes.”

K sighed. “Give me the plate.”

“It doesn’t have one.”

“Of course it doesn’t,” K muttered. “Any identifiers?”

Marcus gave him the VIN.

There was a long pause.

Then K said, “The car’s clean. No trackers. No digital footprint. But Ghost?”

“What?”

“You picked one hell of a contract to break.”

Marcus closed his eyes, breath steadying. “I didn’t break it. I redirected it.”

“There’s no such thing as redirecting a kill order,” K said. “Orpheus won’t let this go. You know that.”

“I don’t care what they let go.”

“You should,” K warned, “because they just flagged your name.”

Marcus opened his eyes slowly.

“They know you intervened.”

Marcus didn’t speak for several seconds.

Then he said:

“Track Ronan.”

K almost choked. “Track—? Marcus, do you want me dead?!”

“Find him.”

“If Orpheus even senses my access—”

“Find him,” Marcus repeated, voice like steel grinding on stone.

K exhaled shakily. “Fine. But if I go down, I’m haunting you.”

“You already haunt me,” Marcus said, ending the call.

He pocketed the phone and stepped into the shadows to retrieve the pistol Ronan had dropped, checking the chamber before sliding it into his waistband.

His blood dripped onto the pavement.

His muscles ached with every movement.

But adrenaline lit his nerves like fire.

Claire and Justine were out there somewhere, running blind, with Ronan closing in and Orpheus Division mobilizing their next move.

Marcus needed to find them before anyone else did.

He wiped his hands on his shirt, then muttered to himself:

“Stay alive, both of you. I’m coming.”

Twenty-five minutes later, Claire veered off the highway into a dimly lit rest stop. Not ideal. Not safe. But she couldn’t think straight with her pulse thundering and her hands trembling.

She parked behind a semi-trailer, hidden from the main road. The rainfall misted lightly across the windshield.

Justine turned to her, voice shaking. “Mom... you have to talk to me.”

Claire pressed her trembling hands to her forehead. The adrenaline crash hit hard—her vision blurred, breath hitching.

She had promised herself she’d never say these things aloud.

But her daughter deserved the truth now. All of it.

“Justine...” she began, voice cracking. “Your father—”

A sudden flash of headlights washed across the rear of the sedan.

Claire’s breath froze.

A car had pulled into the lot.

Not a semi.

Not a tourist.

A low-profile vehicle, idling too slowly, too deliberately.

Justine saw Claire’s face pale. “Mom—?”

“Get down,” Claire whispered.

The headlights dimmed.

The engine cut.

Someone opened a car door outside.

Footsteps approached.

Steady.

Measured.

Claire reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a small black pistol—one Justine had never seen before.

Justine gasped. “Mom—!”

Claire didn’t look at her. She kept the gun low, finger off the trigger, breath trembling.

If this was Ronan Vale, she’d die before he touched Justine.

The footsteps stopped beside the driver’s door.

Claire raised the pistol.

A knuckle tapped lightly against the window.

“Claire,” a familiar voice said through the glass, low and urgent. “Open the door. It’s me.”

Justine’s breath caught. “Him...”

Claire hesitated one heartbeat—

Then unlocked the door.

Marcus slid into the driver’s seat, soaked, bleeding, breathing hard.

Claire stared at his arm. “You’re hurt.”

“I’ve had worse,” Marcus said, pulling the door shut behind him. His eyes flicked to Justine—just a second of quiet reassurance—before turning back to Claire.

“You shouldn’t have stopped,” he said. “Ronan’s tracking your path.”

“We needed to think,” Claire whispered.

“You need to survive,” Marcus corrected. “Thinking comes later.”

Claire swallowed hard. “Then tell me where to go.”

Marcus breathed once, deeply.

“We don’t run,” he said. “Not anymore.”

Justine stared at him, fear and confusion warring in her eyes. “Then what do we do?”

Marcus looked at both of them, voice low and steady.

“We fight back.”



CHAPTER 8 – THE NET TIGHTENS

Marcus checked the rearview mirror for the fifth time in as many seconds. The rest-stop lights cast a sickly yellow glow across the empty lot, but his instincts wouldn’t quiet. He could smell tension in the air like ozone before a storm.

Ronan Vale was out there.

And Orpheus had begun to stir.

They didn’t need satellites or city cameras to track a fleeing family—they had the kind of intelligence network that didn’t show up on any public grid. If Claire’s real name had been flagged, if Justine’s file had resurfaced, then the hunt was already well underway.

They had minutes. Maybe less.

Marcus turned toward Claire. “Switch seats with me.”

She blinked. “What? Why?”

“You’re shaking,” Marcus said bluntly. “And the longer we sit still, the higher the odds Ronan finds us.”

Claire opened her mouth to argue, but Justine beat her to it, her voice small but steady:

“Mom... maybe let him drive.”

Claire hesitated.

Then nodded.

They climbed out quickly, moving around the car under the cover of the semi-trailer’s cargo box. Marcus slid behind the wheel. Claire settled into the passenger seat, gun still in her lap. Justine climbed into the back, hugging herself tightly.

Marcus started the engine.

The sedan hummed with restrained power—quiet, clean, and dangerous. A proper ghost vehicle.

He drove out of the rest stop without headlights, coasting down the slope until the car merged onto the dark side road. Only then did he flick the lights on.

Claire finally spoke, voice ragged.

“What’s the plan?”

“We disappear,” Marcus said.

“Disappear where?” Justine whispered.

“Someplace off-grid,” Marcus replied. “Safehouse. Rural. Far from cameras and city surveillance.”

Claire shook her head. “Orpheus knows all your old safehouses.”

“That’s why I won’t use one of mine.”

Claire frowned. “Then whose?”

Marcus didn’t answer at first.

Then:

“Yours.”

Claire stiffened.

“Marcus,” she whispered. “I don’t have a safehouse anymore.”

“Yes, you do.”

The silence between them twisted tight.
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