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CHAPTER 1
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Ryder’s POV 

Four months.

That’s how long they thought they could keep me caged like some rabid dog. Four months of counting every second, every breath, every crack in the stone walls that seemed to mock me. They underestimated me. They always have.

Tonight, that changes.

The faintest knock echoed through the corridor, deliberate and precise. My lips twitched into a smile. Right on time. The dull sound of a key grinding against the rusted lock sent a thrill coursing through me. The game was back on, and I wasn’t about to waste it.

The door creaked open, and I stepped forward, the air cool and sharp against my skin. Freedom tasted close, almost sweet. But the moment I looked into the shadows, the triumphant rush in my chest faltered.

They stood there, cloaked in darkness, their faces just out of reach. Yet something in the way they moved, the way they watched me, felt unsettlingly familiar.

“Funny,” I said, my voice low and even. “I didn’t peg you two for saviors.”

No answer.

I stepped closer, the floor cold, under my boots, but they held their ground. It was enough to keep my curiosity tethered to the edge of suspicion.

“You’ve got five seconds to explain,” I said, each word sharper than the last. “Or I walk out of here alone.”

Still, no reply.

Whoever they were, they had answers I needed. For now, I would play their game. But once we were clear of this cage, I’d make sure the truth came out—piece by fractured piece.  

Their silence followed me like a shadow as we moved through the dim corridors. The air was damp, tinged with the metallic stench of old blood and rust. The prison’s maze of halls seemed to stretch endlessly, but they navigated it with precision, as if they had walked it a hundred times before.

I should have been in control, leading the charge, but instead, I was trailing behind, biting back the irritation bubbling under my skin. They had freed me, but freedom always came with strings. I hated strings.

We turned a corner, and the faint glow of moonlight spilled through a cracked window, catching their profiles for a fleeting second. That moment was enough to send unease prickling down my spine. Something about them gnawed at me, a familiarity I couldn’t place.

“What’s the plan?” I asked, keeping my tone sharp.

The taller one—clearly the leader—tilted their head slightly, as if considering whether I was worth an answer. Finally, a voice emerged, low and measured.

“Stay quiet. Follow us. That’s the plan.”

I almost laughed. If they thought I was the kind of man to blindly follow orders, they hadn’t done their homework.

But I swallowed my retort. For now.

We slipped through a rusted door and into the cool night air. The stars above stretched endlessly, a stark reminder of what had been just out of reach for months. A sleek black van waited nearby, its engine humming softly.

“Get in,” the shorter one said, their voice clipped.

I didn’t move. “You think I’m just going to jump into some van without knowing who you are or what you want?”

The taller one stepped closer, their face still obscured by the shadows. “You want freedom, don’t you? Or would you rather march back inside?”

I clenched my jaw, my fists curling. They had me boxed in, and they knew it. “This isn’t over,” I said, my voice low.

“Not even close,” the taller one replied.

I climbed into the van, my instincts screaming at me to stay alert. Whoever they were, they hadn’t done this out of the kindness of their hearts. They needed me for something.

And I’d find out what.  
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Cody’s POV 

I leaned back in my chair, the weight of leadership pressing heavily on my shoulders. The team was finally getting some rest, and for once, things seemed to be under control. But something about the silence didn’t sit right with me. Maybe it was instinct, or perhaps the faint itch of paranoia that came with the job. I turned to the screen in front of me, pulling up the security feed from the maximum-security wing of the holding facility where Ryder and his accomplices were imprisoned.

The first few camera feeds showed nothing unusual. Guards patrolling, fluorescent lights buzzing softly in empty hallways. But as I scrolled through, my stomach knotted. I froze at feed seven, which overlooked Ryder’s cell. Two shadowy figures moved with precision; their silhouettes blurred by the grainy footage. They were clad in dark clothing, faces obscured by hoods, and moved with unnerving confidence. One of them pulled a device from their pocket, and with a few deft motions, the lock on Ryder’s cell door disengaged.

My breath caught in my throat as the door creaked open. Ryder stepped out, his expression calm but his eyes alight with a mixture of triumph and malice. The taller of the two figures handed him something—a slim package, its contents hidden from view. Ryder’s lips moved, forming words that the cameras couldn’t capture, but his body language spoke volumes. He was no longer a prisoner. He was a threat.

I slammed my hand against the desk, my heart pounding in my chest. This wasn’t just a security breach; it was a disaster. Months of hard work, of tracking and capturing Ryder, had just been undone. The man who had threatened our lives and endangered countless others was free. Worse, I had no idea who these shadowy figures were or how they’d managed to bypass the facility’s defenses.

I rubbed my temples, trying to think clearly. I needed to act fast, but the enormity of the situation weighed me down. How could I tell the team? Steve was still recovering from his encounter with Calypso, and Brian had barely been sleeping, his worry for Mae ever-present. Chase would take it hard, no doubt blaming himself for not anticipating this. And Mae... she’d want to charge headfirst into danger. I couldn’t let her.

I pulled up the footage again, rewinding and playing it frame by frame. I scrutinized every detail, looking for any clue that might identify the intruders. A patch on their sleeve, a glimpse of their faces, anything. But they were careful, methodical. Whoever they were, they’d planned this meticulously.

Leaning forward, my hands trembling slightly, I clicked to record the footage. My mind raced with questions. Had there been a mole? Was the facility’s security compromised from the inside? And what was Ryder’s next move?

Taking a deep breath, I steeled myself. I had to inform the team, but I needed a plan first. Something to rally them, to keep them focused and not spiraling into panic or despair. This wasn’t just about stopping Ryder anymore; it was about protecting the team from the storm that was about to hit.

“Alright,” I muttered to myself, standing up and heading toward the conference room. “Time to face the music.”  

I stormed into the briefing room, my hands clenched into fists at my sides. This wasn’t the news I wanted to be delivering, but I didn’t have a choice. Ryder had escaped. I could feel the tension in my chest before I even spoke.

“Great. Just great,” I muttered, half to myself, as I grabbed the comms. I could already sense the team's anxiety before I even started. I wasn’t wrong.

"Ryder's out. He’s gone," I said, my voice tight with frustration. The silence on the other end of the line felt deafening for a moment.

And then, of course, the reaction came—Mae looked like she might explode, Steve was gritting his teeth, and Jerry didn’t even bother hiding his anger. I expected all of that, but Chase... he was gone.

The second the words left my mouth, he stood up and walked out without a single comment. No dramatic outburst. No heated argument. Just a silent exit. It bugged me. It didn’t sit right.

He wasn’t someone to avoid a fight. But this? This was different.

"Where the hell is he going?" I muttered under my breath, trying to suppress the urge to chase him down.

But before I could think too much about it, I heard the sound of Mae’s boots tapping against the floor. She moved quickly, her eyes burning with determination, and she made her way straight to the throwing range.

Brian followed her closely behind, his face etched with concern. He didn’t need to say a word—I could see it. I knew how much Mae’s emotions rattled him.

I shook my head, feeling the pressure of being the one to keep the team together. But it was hard when every move felt like we were losing control of the situation.

––––––––

[image: ]


Mae’s POV

I couldn’t sit still. My thoughts were a whirlwind, each one faster and more chaotic than the last. Ryder was gone. Escaped. I could feel my pulse thumping in my temples, a heavy ache settling in my chest. No, this couldn’t be happening—not now, not after everything we’d been through. But it was. The team was rattled, and Cody’s frustration was palpable in the room, his voice full of that raw anger he kept buried most of the time.

I could hear Brian’s breath behind me before I even turned to face him. He was close, always close when I needed him, but this—this was different. He didn’t need to say anything. His eyes, deep blue and full of worry, were all I needed to know. He could feel my anger, my fear, my frustration.

Without a word, I moved, walking toward the only place I knew could calm the storm in my mind. The throwing range. It had always been a place where I could channel the chaos, where everything else fell away.

Brian was following, closer now, his footsteps hesitant but steady. I could feel him, his concern wrapping around me, even though he didn’t say a word. I didn’t look back. I couldn’t. Not yet. I needed to focus, needed something to do before I lost it completely.

I stormed into the range, grabbing a knife from the wall, my fingers wrapped tightly around the handle. The metal felt cold in my grip, and as I threw it with all the force I could muster, I let the frustration spill over. The blade sank deep into the target with a satisfying thud, but it didn’t stop the gnawing feeling in my chest.

“Mae,” Brian finally said, his voice soft but firm. 

––––––––
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I didn’t turn to him, just threw another knife, watching it embed itself into the target. “He’s gone, Brian,” I muttered, almost to myself. “He’s out there. And we’re supposed to just... sit here?”

“I don’t know,” he said quietly, his voice so close now I could feel it against my skin. “But we’ll figure it out. Together.”

I threw one last knife, and it felt like everything I wanted to say, everything I wanted to scream, was embedded in that motion. The target was shaking slightly from the force, but it didn’t make me feel any better. Ryder was still out there. And if we didn’t act fast—if we didn’t find him—nothing else would matter.  

––––––––
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I stood there for a moment, my chest rising and falling with each sharp breath, my eyes fixed on the target as if I could will it to crack under the weight of my anger. But it didn’t. Nothing did. Ryder was still out there, and the uncertainty gnawed at me.

Brian was still behind me, but his presence wasn’t the same as before. It was heavier now—more intense. He wasn’t just standing there as my teammate. No, there was something more. I could feel it in the way he moved, the way he kept his distance yet stayed so close. He was worried, I could see it. His blue eyes were constantly darting between me and the target, but he didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to.

After a long pause, Brian finally stepped closer, his voice low but firm. “Mae... You can’t keep doing this.”

I didn’t look at him. I couldn’t. Not when I felt like I was losing control of everything. "I’m not doing this," I snapped. "I’m fighting."

I could feel his presence just behind me now. “I know. But you need to stop fighting by yourself. We’re all in this together.”

I let out a breath, feeling my grip on the knife tighten even more. “You don’t get it, Brian. You don’t get what’s at stake here. Ryder—he’s out there, and if he gets to our parents—if he gets to them—everything we’ve done... it won’t matter. I can’t just sit here and wait.”

I could hear him take a step forward, his voice steady. “And you won’t. We’ll find him, Mae. But we do it together. As a team. Not just you."

His words were like a lifeline I didn’t realize I was reaching for. It hit me harder than I expected—how much I needed to hear that, how much I needed to trust the people who had always been by my side. But Ryder was still out there. The stakes felt too high. Everything felt too heavy.

I turned to face him, finally locking eyes with the one person who might understand me in a way no one else could. “I don’t know how to stop, Brian,” I said, my voice softer now, almost vulnerable. “What if we can’t find him? What if it’s already too late?”

Brian’s expression softened, and he reached out, gently placing his hand on my shoulder. "Then we’ll keep fighting. We’ll do it together. You don’t have to carry this by yourself, Mae."

For a moment, I just stood there, the weight of his words sinking in, the tension in my body slowly starting to loosen. Maybe I wasn’t alone in this. Maybe there was a chance we could still fix this. Together.

“I won’t let anything happen to you,” he added, his voice low and steady. “You’re not alone. Not ever.”

I took a deep breath, nodding slowly. Maybe we didn’t have all the answers, but we had each other. And that was enough for now.  

––––––––
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Brian’s POV

Mae didn’t say a word as she stormed out of the briefing room, her eyes burning with a fire I knew too well. My stomach twisted as I followed her, keeping a few paces behind. She was like a storm, all energy and intensity, and I wasn’t sure if I could calm her or if I’d get swept up in it.

Her boots tapped sharply against the floor, her steps full of purpose. I didn’t even need to guess where she was going. The throwing range. It was where she always went when things got too much, when the weight of everything threatened to crush her.

I stayed silent, watching her back as we walked. She didn’t look at me, didn’t even acknowledge I was there. I didn’t blame her. The news about Ryder had shaken all of us, but for Mae, it was something deeper. I could see it in the way her hands clenched and unclenched at her sides, in the tightness of her shoulders.

By the time we reached the range, I was already bracing myself. Mae grabbed a knife without hesitation and hurled it at the target. The blade sank deep, the sound echoing through the room. She didn’t stop, grabbing another and another, each throw more forceful than the last.

I wanted to say something—anything—but the words felt stuck in my throat. How do you comfort someone who’s carrying the weight of the world on their shoulders? How do you tell them it’s okay to let go when you know they’ll never believe it?

"Mae," I finally said, my voice softer than I intended. She didn’t stop. Another knife hit the target with a satisfying thud.

“He’s gone, Brian,” she muttered, her voice strained, almost breaking. “He’s out there. And we’re just standing here, doing nothing.”

Her words hit me like a punch to the gut. I hated seeing her like this—so angry, so frustrated, so... lost.

“I know,” I said quietly, stepping closer. “But we’ll figure it out. Together.”

She didn’t respond, just grabbed another knife and threw it with so much force that the target shook. The silence stretched between us, heavy and uncomfortable, but I didn’t move. I couldn’t.

“You can’t keep doing this,” I said after a moment, my voice firmer now.

That got her attention. She froze, the knife still in her hand, and turned to glare at me. “I’m not doing this,” she snapped. “I’m fighting.”

Her words were sharp, but I didn’t back down. I took another step closer, closing the distance between us. “I know. But you don’t have to fight alone, Mae. You’ve got us. You’ve got me.”

Her expression softened just a little, the fire in her eyes dimming. “You don’t get it,” she said, her voice quieter now. “If Ryder gets to my parents, if he—” She broke off, shaking her head. “Everything we’ve done... it won’t matter.”

I reached out, my hand resting gently on her shoulder. She didn’t pull away. “We won’t let that happen,” I said, my voice steady. “We’ll find him, and we’ll stop him. But we do it together. You don’t have to carry this on your own.”

She looked at me then, really looked at me, and I saw something in her eyes I hadn’t expected—fear. Mae never showed fear, not like this. It made my chest ache.

“I don’t know how to stop, Brian,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “What if we’re already too late?”

I didn’t know how to answer that. I didn’t have all the answers. But I knew one thing for sure.

“Then we keep fighting,” I said simply. “We keep going, no matter what. And Mae... I’m not letting anything happen to you. Not ever.”

Her gaze softened, and for the first time, I saw a hint of the Mae I knew—the strong, determined fighter who never gave up.

She nodded slowly, and I felt a small surge of relief. Maybe I couldn’t fix everything, but I could be here for her. I could be her anchor when the storm threatened to pull her under.

And as long as she let me, I would be.  

I stepped closer to her, my heart aching at the weight she was carrying. Before she could react, I slipped my arms around her and scooped her up, lifting her off the ground with ease.

“Brian, what are you doing?!” Mae’s voice was sharp, but I could feel the exhaustion beneath it, buried under her anger. She struggled for a moment, her fists lightly pressing against my chest, but I didn’t let go.

“You need to rest,” I said firmly, keeping my pace steady as I began walking toward my room. She needed a break, whether she’d admit it or not, and I wasn’t about to let her argue her way out of it.

“Put me down,” she demanded, but her voice had lost some of its edge. She wasn’t really fighting me anymore, not the way she could have.

“Nope,” I replied, my tone deliberately light but unwavering. “Not until you stop trying to carry the weight of the world by yourself. You’re exhausted, Mae, and you’re not doing anyone any favors by burning yourself out.”

She huffed in frustration, but the fight in her was fading. “I’m fine, Brian,” she muttered, but her head dipped slightly, her resistance waning.

“You’re not fine,” I said, softer this time. “And it’s okay not to be.”

She didn’t respond after that, and I glanced down to see her face, her eyes no longer sharp and defiant but tired, so very tired. She sighed, her body relaxing slightly against mine.

By the time we reached my room, she had stopped protesting altogether. I felt her head rest lightly against my shoulder, her breathing evening out.

“You’re impossible,” she murmured, her voice barely audible.

“Maybe,” I said with a small smile, “but you’re stuck with me.”

A soft laugh escaped her, and then she was silent. I carefully pushed open the door to my room and stepped inside, making my way to the bed. She had already leaned into me, her weight fully supported in my arms.

As I set her down gently on the bed, I realized her eyes were closed, her expression peaceful for the first time all day. She was asleep, her breaths slow and steady.

I sat on the edge of the bed for a moment, watching her. The fire, the strength, the stubbornness—they were all still there, but now, there was something else. Vulnerability. Trust.

I pulled the blanket over her, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “You’re not alone, Mae,” I whispered, knowing she couldn’t hear me but needing to say it anyway. “Not ever.”

And as I sat there, watching her sleep, I made a silent promise. No matter what came next, no matter how hard the fight, I’d be there. For her. Always.  
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Chase’s POV  
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I had barely stepped out of the briefing room when the weight of Cody’s words hit me again, sharper this time, like the blade of a knife slicing through my thoughts. Ryder escaped. Of course, he did. Nothing with him is ever clean or final. I should’ve known better. Should’ve prepared for this inevitability.

The hallways blurred around me as I walked, each step filled with tension I couldn’t shake. My hands clenched and unclenched at my sides, the familiar burn of frustration bubbling under my skin. Cody had barely gotten the words out before I left the room. Not because I didn’t care, but because I cared too much.

I couldn’t stay there. Couldn’t sit and watch as everyone else processed the news in their own way. Steve pacing like a caged animal. Mae storming out like she was ready to fight the first thing in her path. Brian trailing after her with that look in his eyes—worried, protective. Cody trying to keep it together, even though I could see the doubt creeping into his expression.

I wasn’t angry at them. This team—my family—was handling it the best they could. But me? I couldn’t stay. Not when every instinct in my body screamed at me to do something.

I found myself in the kitchen, my hands automatically reaching for the familiar tools of my trade. Cooking was my escape, my way of calming the storm inside. But tonight, the usual rhythm wasn’t working. The knife felt wrong in my hand, the chopping board too still under my fingers.

I slammed the knife down harder than I intended, the sharp clink echoing in the empty room. My breathing was heavy, my chest tight. Images of Ryder flashed in my mind—his smirk, his cold, calculating eyes. The way he always seemed one step ahead, no matter how well we planned.

How did he do it?

I should’ve stayed in the briefing room, should’ve offered Cody some reassurance. He’s doing his best, stepping into shoes I left behind. But how do you reassure someone when you’re barely holding it together yourself?

I leaned on the counter, my hands gripping the edge like it could ground me. My thoughts spiraled. What would he do next? Who would he target? We had too many weak points. Too many people I couldn’t bear to lose.

Mae. My jaw tightened at the thought of her reaction. She was fire and determination, but that fire burned too hot sometimes, blinding her to the danger. And Brian—he’d follow her into the flames without hesitation.

And Steve... Steve had been distant lately, more than usual. Something was eating at him, something he wasn’t sharing, and now wasn’t the time for secrets.

I pushed off the counter and paced, running a hand through my hair. The kitchen wasn’t enough tonight. Cooking wasn’t enough. I needed to act. Needed to fix this before Ryder got another upper hand.

But where do you start when the enemy is always three moves ahead?
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CHAPTER2

––––––––

[image: ]


Steve’s POV 
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I didn’t move when Cody dropped the bomb about Ryder. The words hung in the air, heavy and suffocating. My first instinct was to laugh, not because it was funny, but because it was exactly what I’d expected. Ryder escaping? Of course, he did. The guy’s like a ghost—slippery, impossible to pin down.

But it wasn’t funny. Not even close.

I leaned back in my chair, spinning the knife I’d been fiddling with between my fingers. The briefing room was tense, the kind of tension that sinks into your skin and stays there. Cody looked like he was carrying the weight of the world. Chase had already left, quiet and brooding like he always gets when things go sideways. Mae stormed out, and Brian followed her like a puppy, as if he could somehow fix what was broken.

And me? I just sat there, watching the fallout.

“Great,” I muttered under my breath, just loud enough for Cody to hear. He shot me a look, but he didn’t say anything. Probably figured it wasn’t worth the effort.

Truth was, I didn’t know what to feel. Anger? Sure. Fear? Maybe. But mostly, I felt tired. Ryder was a problem we couldn’t seem to solve, no matter how many times we thought we had him. And now he was out there again, lurking in the shadows, waiting to strike.

I stood up slowly, the knife still in my hand, and started toward the door.

“Steve,” Cody called after me, his voice sharp. “Where are you going?”

“Out,” I said without turning around.

I could feel his frustration, but I didn’t stop. Cody’s a good leader, better than most people give him credit for, but this wasn’t about him. It wasn’t about the team. It was about Ryder.

The hallway was quiet, the kind of quiet that presses in on you. I made my way to the knife-throwing range, my feet moving on autopilot. It was the only place that made sense right now. The only place where I could clear my head.

When I got there, the range was empty, but the air still felt charged, like Mae had been there not too long ago. I grabbed a knife from the rack and threw it without hesitation. The blade sank into the target with a satisfying thunk.

Again.

And again.

Each throw was harder, faster, more forceful. My breathing quickened, my chest tightening with every strike. Ryder was out there, free, and I couldn’t do a damn thing about it.

The last knife hit the target dead center, the handle vibrating from the impact. I stood there, staring at it, my hands clenched into fists. Calypso’s face flashed in my mind, her taunting smile, the way she let me go like it was all some game to her.

I slammed my fist against the wall, the pain grounding me. This wasn’t a game. Not for us. Not for the team.

I needed to pull myself together, but the weight of it all was crushing. Ryder. Calypso. The team falling apart at the seams. I didn’t know how to fix any of it, and that scared me more than I cared to admit.

I sank to the floor, leaning against the wall, the knives scattered around me like pieces of a puzzle I couldn’t solve. The team needed me, but for the first time in a long time, I didn’t know if I could be what they needed.

All I could do was sit there, trying to piece myself back together before the next storm hit.  
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Jerry’s POV  
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When Cody told us Ryder escaped, I froze. My first thought was that this had to be some kind of joke—one of Steve’s terrible, poorly timed attempts at humor—but Cody’s face told me otherwise. His expression was stone-cold serious, his eyes scanning the room as if waiting for someone to challenge him.

No one did.

Mae was the first to storm out. Typical Mae, all fire and fury, ready to take on the world with sheer willpower alone. Brian followed her, his face tight with worry, like he was afraid she’d do something reckless. And knowing Mae, she might.

Chase? He didn’t even say anything. Just walked out, silent and brooding, like he needed to process it somewhere else. I understood that. We all deal with things in our own way.

Me? I stayed in my seat, trying to wrap my head around it. Ryder, free? After everything we did to lock him away? It didn’t seem real, but it was. Cody wouldn’t say something like that if it weren’t true.

The room felt emptier with everyone gone, just Cody and me left behind. He looked like he was carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. It reminded me of how Chase used to look when he was leader. I wondered if Cody realized just how much pressure he was putting on himself.

“Great, just great,” I muttered under my breath, echoing Steve’s earlier sentiment.

Cody glanced at me, a flicker of irritation crossing his face. “You got something to say, Jerry?”

“Not really,” I said, standing up and shoving my hands in my pockets. “It’s just... I mean, how does this even happen? He was locked up, Cody. Locked up.”

Cody sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I don’t know, okay? I’m trying to figure it out.”

“Yeah, well, you better figure it out fast,” I said, my tone sharper than I intended. “Because if Ryder’s out there, you know what that means.”

He didn’t respond, but he didn’t have to. We both knew exactly what it meant. Ryder wouldn’t just sit around. He’d come for us, one way or another.

I left the room after that, needing to move, to do something. Anything. Sitting there, feeling useless, wasn’t an option. My feet carried me toward the training room. At least working on my aim would give me something to focus on.

As I walked, my thoughts drifted back to the team. Mae, Chase, Steve—they were all reacting the way they always did. But this time felt different. The stakes felt higher. Ryder escaping wasn’t just a problem; it was a disaster waiting to happen.

And for the first time in a long time, I wasn’t sure if we were ready for what was coming next.  

Ryder’s POV 

The cold air of the warehouse bit at my skin, a stark reminder that freedom was never free—not in my world. The strangers flanked me on either side, their grips like iron as they pushed me through the dimly lit hallways. The place reeked of mildew and rust, the faint hum of flickering lights overhead doing little to mask the emptiness.

I glanced at the pair dragging me forward, their faces partially obscured by shadows. There was something eerily familiar about them—the way they moved, their postures. I’d seen them before, but I couldn’t quite place where. That unease twisted in my gut like a blade.

“Where are we going?” I snarled, my voice echoing off the concrete walls. No answer. Just the sound of our footsteps, sharp and deliberate against the floor.

The hallway stretched on forever, or so it seemed, until we reached a set of stairs descending into darkness. They didn’t hesitate, shoving me forward.

I stumbled, catching myself on the rusted rail before one of them gave me another shove. “Careful,” I spat, glaring back, though my bravado felt hollow. Their silence was worse than any threat, more unnerving than any weapon they could’ve brandished.

The basement was worse. The air was damp and heavy, filled with the stench of mold and rot. The dim light from above barely reached the floor, casting long shadows that seemed to mock me as I was dragged to the far end of the room.

And there it was—a cell. Small, grimy, and uninviting.

“This is a joke, right?” I said, jerking back against their hold, but they were too strong. They threw me inside like a bag of trash, the door slamming shut behind me with a metallic clang.

I pushed myself off the filthy floor and stumbled to the bars, wrapping my hands around them as I glared at the pair. “What is this? You break me out just to lock me up again? What kind of game are you playing?”

One of them finally spoke, their voice low and clipped. “Your freedom was never the plan. You’re valuable to us—but only in here.”

I slammed my fist against the bars, the sound reverberating through the room. “You’re making a mistake.”

They didn’t answer, just turned and walked away, leaving me in the silence of my new cage.

Freedom. What a cruel joke. Whoever they were, whatever they wanted—it wasn’t my escape. It was control. And now, I was right where they wanted me.

Chapter 3 
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Mae’s POV  

The hum of the monitors filled the silence of the briefing room as I leaned forward, my eyes glued to the screen. Cody had tasked me with combing through every piece of footage we had on Ryder’s old hideouts, hoping for a lead. It was tedious, mind-numbing work, but I welcomed the distraction. Anything to keep my mind from spiraling after the news of his escape.

Video after video flickered by, each one showing the same empty rooms, abandoned corridors, and fleeting shadows. Useless.

Until it wasn’t.

The latest clip froze me in place. My hand hovered over the keyboard, hesitating to hit play, as if some part of me already knew what I was about to see. Slowly, I pressed the button, and the grainy footage began to roll.

A hallway came into view, dimly lit and eerily familiar. Two figures appeared, dragging someone between them. My breath hitched when I realized it was Ryder, his movements sluggish but unmistakable. He wasn’t running—he was being taken.

But it wasn’t Ryder that made my heart drop. It was them.

The two people hauling him down the hallway weren’t strangers. I’d know those faces anywhere. My parents.

I blinked, leaning closer to the screen as if that would somehow make the image change, but it didn’t. It stayed the same, undeniable and gut-wrenching. I rewound the video, replayed it, and then replayed it again.

Every time, the truth stared back at me. The way they moved, the shape of their faces, even the faint scar on my father’s temple—it was them. It had to be.

My chest tightened as a thousand memories flooded my mind—birthdays, family dinners, the years spent searching for them. All those moments where I’d clung to the hope of finding them again, of having answers.

But this? This was not the reunion I had imagined.

I sat back in my chair, my hands trembling as I pressed pause. The screen froze on the image of them dragging Ryder, their expressions unreadable.

“Why?” I whispered, my voice barely audible over the hum of the monitors.

I stared at the screen, replaying the footage in my mind even when the video wasn’t rolling. There was no mistaking it. They weren’t captives. They weren’t being forced.

They were involved.

A sickening realization settled in the pit of my stomach. Whatever was happening, my parents weren’t victims in this story—they were players. And I was caught somewhere in the middle. 
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My mind raced, but I couldn’t seem to hold onto a single thought for long. Questions crashed into each other like waves in a storm. How were they involved? Why were they dragging Ryder? Were they working for him, or had they turned on him?

And why didn’t they come to me?

I rewound the footage again, staring at the frozen frame of their faces. My mother’s set jaw, my father’s determined expression—they weren’t scared. They were...calm. Like they knew exactly what they were doing.

My stomach churned.

I wanted to believe there was some other explanation, some thread of logic I wasn’t seeing, but no matter how I turned it around in my head, I kept coming back to the same conclusion. They were in this—deeply.

I pressed play again, watching as they disappeared down the hallway, dragging Ryder like a sack of garbage. The video ended, leaving me staring at the black screen.

It wasn’t enough. I needed more. I pulled up another file, then another, combing through every piece of footage connected to Ryder’s hideouts. There had to be more—something to explain this.

Minutes turned into an hour, and I found nothing. No additional footage of them, no hint of what they were doing or why. Just that single damning clip.

My chest tightened with frustration and anger, but mostly...fear. What if they’d been working with Ryder all along? What if all those years I spent searching for them, longing for answers, had been for nothing?

I couldn’t keep this to myself.

I reached for the comms, hesitating for just a second before activating it. “Cody, I need you in the briefing room. Now.”

My voice was steadier than I felt, but my hands were trembling as I cut the connection. I didn’t trust myself to speak more than that.

The door swung open a minute later, and Cody stepped in, his expression tense. “What is it?”

Wordlessly, I pointed to the screen. He stepped closer, his eyes narrowing as he watched the footage. I didn’t say anything, just waited for the realization to hit him.

When it did, his shoulders stiffened, and he turned to me. “Mae...is that—”

“It’s them,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “It’s my parents.”

Cody didn’t speak for a long moment, his gaze flicking between me and the screen. “Are you sure?”

I nodded, biting down the lump in my throat. “I’m sure.”

His expression darkened as he leaned against the table, his hands gripping the edge tightly. “This changes everything.”

“No kidding,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. “What do we do?”

“We don’t jump to conclusions,” Cody said, though his voice betrayed his unease. “We need more information. If they’re involved, we need to know how—and why.”

I nodded, but it was hollow. Waiting for answers wasn’t in my nature. I wanted to act, to confront, to know. But for now, all I could do was sit with the weight of what I’d just uncovered.

My parents weren’t missing anymore.

They were something far worse.  
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The steady hum of the targets filled the air, each one flashing erratically as it zipped across the range. I gripped the handle of the knife tighter, the worn leather biting into my palm as I hurled it forward. It sliced through the air, embedding itself dead center in the bullseye.

And then another. And another.

The repetitive motion should’ve been calming, but it wasn’t. Not this time. My heart pounded like a drum, each beat fueling the fire burning in my chest.

The door creaked open behind me, but I didn’t stop. My hand found another blade, my fingers curling around it instinctively.

“Cody told me I could find you here,” Brian’s voice broke the silence, soft but tinged with concern. “What’s going on, Mae?”

I didn’t turn to face him. My eyes stayed locked on the targets as I threw another knife, the satisfying thunk as it hit dead center barely registering in my mind.

“They’re traitors,” I whispered, the words barely audible over the hum of the range. My voice cracked, but I didn’t care. Another knife, another bullseye.

“What?” Brian asked, stepping closer, his tone a mix of confusion and alarm. “Mae, what are you talking about? Who’s a traitor?”

I didn’t answer. My hand moved on autopilot, grabbing the next knife and sending it flying. The target shifted speed, trying to dodge, but it was useless. The blade struck home with a resounding thud.

“Mae,” Brian said again, more firmly this time. “Talk to me.”

I froze for a fraction of a second, my hand hovering over the next knife. My breath hitched, and I shook my head, a bitter laugh escaping my lips. “I should’ve known,” I said, more to myself than to him. “All this time...and they were playing me.”

“Who?” Brian pressed, his voice softer now as he stepped even closer. “Who was playing you?”

“My parents,” I spat, finally turning to face him. My grip on the knife tightened, my knuckles white. “It was them. They were in the footage. Dragging Ryder like he was their prisoner. Or...their pawn.”

Brian’s eyes widened, his deep blue gaze searching mine. “Mae, are you sure?”

“Positive,” I said, my voice hardening. I turned back to the range, throwing another knife with a force that sent it burying deep into the target. “I saw them. I watched it over and over, Brian. It was them.”

He didn’t say anything for a moment, but I could feel the weight of his presence behind me, steady and unwavering.

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly, his voice laced with genuine sorrow.

I clenched my jaw, the emotion bubbling beneath the surface threatening to spill over. “Don’t,” I muttered, grabbing another knife. “Don’t say you’re sorry. I don’t need pity. I need answers.”

Brian moved closer, his hand almost reaching for me but stopping short. “Then let me help you find them.”

The knife froze in my hand, and for a moment, I let his words hang in the air. I turned my head slightly, just enough to meet his gaze. The concern in his eyes was almost too much to bear.

“I don’t know if I can trust anyone right now,” I admitted, my voice barely above a whisper.

“You can trust me,” he said without hesitation.

I wanted to believe him. I needed to believe him. But after everything I’d just uncovered, trust felt like a luxury I couldn’t afford.

The knife left my hand, hitting the final target dead center. And for the first time since I entered the range, I let myself pause. I let the weight of it all crash over me.

Brian didn’t move, didn’t say anything more. He just stayed there, close enough to remind me I wasn’t alone. Even if I felt like I was.  

The weight of it all was suffocating, and I didn’t realize how tightly I was gripping the edge of the counter until Brian stepped closer. His shadow fell over me, and I felt his hand on my arm—firm, steady.

Before I could react, he pulled me into a hug. Not tentative or cautious, but strong and grounding, like he was trying to hold me together when I felt like falling apart.

For a moment, I didn’t move, my arms hanging limply at my sides. But then the tension in my shoulders gave way, and I sank into him. His warmth, his steady breathing—it was a lifeline in the storm raging inside me.

“You don’t have to carry this alone, Mae,” he murmured against my hair.

I wanted to argue, to tell him I didn’t need saving, but the words wouldn’t come. Instead, I closed my eyes and let myself be still, just for a moment.

Then, without warning, he scooped me up into his arms.

“Brian,” I protested weakly, my voice lacking its usual edge.

“Shh,” he said, his tone gentle but resolute. “You need a break.”

I didn’t fight him, too emotionally drained to put up much of a resistance. He carried me down the hall, his steps purposeful, until we reached the kitchen. The familiar smell of coffee and faint traces of whatever Chase had cooked earlier lingered in the air.

Brian set me down carefully on one of the chairs at the breakfast bar. “Stay,” he said firmly, his deep blue eyes locking with mine. “No more knives. No more footage. Just...breathe for a minute, okay?”

I didn’t respond, just crossed my arms over my chest and watched as he moved around the kitchen. He opened the fridge, pulling out ingredients with surprising efficiency. Eggs, vegetables, some leftover rice from earlier.

“You’re cooking?” I asked, the smallest hint of skepticism creeping into my voice.

“Don’t sound so surprised,” he said with a soft chuckle. “I’m not as hopeless in the kitchen as Steve.”

A faint smile tugged at the corner of my lips despite myself. I leaned back in the chair, resting my chin in my hand as I watched him.

He moved with a quiet confidence, chopping vegetables and cracking eggs into a bowl. His hands were steady, his movements deliberate. There was something oddly calming about it, the rhythmic sound of the knife against the cutting board, the sizzle of oil in the pan.

“What are you making?” I asked, my voice quieter now.

“Fried rice,” he said simply, glancing over his shoulder at me. “It’s quick, and it’ll keep you from passing out on me.”

I rolled my eyes but didn’t argue. My stomach growled quietly, betraying me, and Brian smirked as if he’d heard it.

As the smell of cooking filled the air, I felt some of the weight on my chest begin to lift, just a little. Watching him, seeing the care he put into something as simple as making a meal for me, it was... grounding.

“Thanks,” I said softly, the word barely audible.

He didn’t look up, just nodded as he stirred the pan. “Always.” 

The sound of the frying pan sizzling brought a strange sense of normalcy to the kitchen, and I could feel the tension slowly start to lift from Mae’s shoulders as she watched me cook. It wasn’t much—just fried rice, but it was something, and that was what mattered.

I chopped the vegetables with deliberate precision, moving in a rhythm that helped calm my mind. I wasn’t sure how long she’d been holding everything in, but it was clear that whatever she was dealing with was eating her alive. Mae was a fighter, but even the strongest need a moment to breathe.

“I’m not used to seeing you like this,” I said softly, trying to break the silence. The words came out before I could stop them, but I didn’t regret them.

Mae didn’t look at me, but I could see the subtle shift in her expression. It wasn’t a big change, but her jaw relaxed just a little. “I’m not used to being like this.” Her voice was quiet, like she was still trying to wrap her mind around everything.

I paused, stirring the rice in the pan, letting her words sink in. “You don’t have to apologize for feeling...whatever you’re feeling. It’s okay to not have it all together.”

She exhaled slowly, her eyes staring at her hands on the table. I could tell she was struggling with the idea of leaning on anyone. Mae was always the one in control, the one everyone looked to. But right now, she needed someone else to take the reins, even if just for a little while.

The rice began to sizzle again, and I added the soy sauce, the smell filling the kitchen. I turned to check on her, expecting to see her lost in thought, but instead, she was watching me intently.

“Are you sure you can cook?” she asked, a mischievous glint in her eye that hadn’t been there before.

I smirked, flipping the rice in the pan. “I’ve been known to make a few decent meals.”

Mae’s lips quirked up at the corner, and for the first time in what felt like forever, I saw a spark of something close to the old Mae—the one who used to banter without a second thought.

“Maybe I’ll let you prove it,” she said, leaning back in the chair, her eyes still following my every move.

The small exchange felt like a victory. It wasn’t much, but it was a step.

When the food was finally done, I scooped a generous serving onto two plates and slid one in front of her. She didn’t immediately reach for the fork, but I could see her scanning the dish, the skepticism still in her eyes.

“Go ahead, try it,” I said with a grin, sitting down across from her.

She raised an eyebrow but picked up her fork anyway, taking a cautious bite. Her expression remained neutral for a beat, and then her eyes widened slightly.

“Not bad,” she admitted grudgingly. “Could use a little more spice, though.”

I laughed, leaning back in my chair. “You’re lucky I didn’t burn it.”

She rolled her eyes, but there was no bite to it. “You know what, for someone who doesn’t cook, you didn’t do half bad.”

“Just wait until I make you dessert,” I teased, knowing she’d probably roll her eyes again.

Mae didn’t respond immediately, but I saw her relax a little, the way she leaned back in her chair, the tension draining from her shoulders. It wasn’t much, but I had to believe that it was a start.

We ate in comfortable silence, the simple act of sharing a meal somehow providing both of us with the space to just be. Mae didn’t seem ready to dive into the mess of everything with her parents, and that was okay. Right now, it was enough that she wasn’t throwing knives and that she was letting me be there for her.

When the last of the rice was gone, she sighed, setting her fork down on the plate. Her eyes met mine, and I saw something flicker there—something softer, vulnerable.

“You’re right,” she said quietly, her voice almost hesitant. “I didn’t... I didn’t know how much I needed this.”

“You don’t have to thank me,” I said, feeling a rush of something—something close to relief but also...something deeper. Something I hadn’t been willing to acknowledge until now.

“I’m not,” she said, her gaze flickering away. “But I don’t know where I’d be without you right now.”

That hit me harder than I expected. Mae had always been the strong one, the one who didn’t need saving. But right now, it seemed like I was the one she was leaning on.

“Then I’m not going anywhere,” I promised, my voice steady. “I’ve got your back, Mae. Always.”

She didn’t respond, but the way she looked at me spoke volumes. For the first time in a long while, I felt like maybe, just maybe, we could figure this out together.

Mae's POV

I felt a little nervous as he walked me to my room, his hand resting lightly on the small of my back. His presence was comforting, but there was always that electricity between us, that undercurrent I couldn’t shake. We stopped by my door, and I turned to face him, expecting him to just give me a quick smile, say goodnight, and leave like he always did.

But he didn’t.

Instead, he stepped closer, his eyes soft, but intense. I froze for a moment, wondering if I was imagining things. My breath caught in my throat when he didn’t back away, but instead reached for my hand. His fingers, warm and steady, slid around mine, guiding me gently into the room.

“Brian?” I whispered, not sure why the word felt heavy, like I already knew what was coming.

He didn’t answer, just led me to my bed, his movements calm and purposeful. He sat down first, pulling me closer as if there was no room for doubt or distance. I found myself sinking down with him, and before I could protest or question, he shifted, lying down and pulling me into his chest.

I could feel his heartbeat against mine, steady and reassuring. The warmth of his body surrounded me, and I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. He was holding me so close, so carefully, like I was something precious, something worth keeping safe.

His arms tightened slightly around me, making sure I was comfortable. I didn’t know what to say, didn’t know how to respond to this sudden intimacy. All I knew was that it felt... right.

I didn’t want him to leave. Not yet. Not like this. 
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I rested my head against his chest, closing my eyes, feeling the rise and fall of his breath. It was strangely soothing, almost as if the world outside had disappeared, leaving only the two of us in this small, quiet moment. The weight of his arms around me made me feel grounded, secure in a way I hadn’t known I needed until now.

“Are you okay?” His voice was low, soft, like he was worried about me, even though I wasn’t sure why.

I nodded, though I didn’t know if it was the truth. There was something about being this close to him that both calmed and unsettled me. It was like being caught between two worlds, where I wanted to stay in the warmth of his embrace, but the rest of my mind was racing, questioning everything.

But in that moment, I didn’t care about the doubts. His fingers brushed through my hair gently, and I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding, allowing myself to melt into him. It felt too natural, too right, and I couldn’t bring myself to pull away, even if a part of me told me I should.

His hand moved slowly down my back, tracing gentle patterns over the fabric of my shirt. It made me shiver, but in the best way possible, like he was mapping out every inch of me, and for some reason, it didn’t feel like it was too much.

I lifted my head slightly, glancing up at him. His eyes were soft but intense, staring back at me with a calm that made me feel both safe and a little vulnerable at the same time. His lips curved into a small, knowing smile, and for a moment, I thought he might say something—something that would make this moment feel like it was more than just the two of us, tangled in each other's presence.

But instead, he just pulled me back to him, tucking me into his chest like he was trying to shield me from everything. From the chaos, from the questions, from everything except the here and now.

I didn’t want to argue with him, didn’t want to break the quiet spell between us. Instead, I let the warmth of his arms pull me deeper into the quiet comfort of his presence. 

I could feel my body start to relax as I settled into him, his steady heartbeat a soft lullaby against my ear. The weight of his arms around me made me feel protected, like nothing in the world could touch me. I knew I should be thinking, should be asking questions, but my mind refused to focus. It was as if his touch was a quiet anchor, pulling me away from the whirlwind of thoughts in my head.

I felt my eyelids grow heavy, the warmth of his body lulling me into a sense of peace I hadn’t known I craved until now. His presence was grounding, like he was the calm in the storm, and everything else outside the room felt distant, unimportant.

My breath slowed, becoming deeper, more rhythmic as I let go of the tension in my body. My muscles loosened, my mind slowing its racing thoughts, and I realized I hadn’t been this relaxed in a long time.

His arm shifted slightly, pulling me a little closer, and I felt the gentle rise and fall of his chest beneath me. His fingers threaded through my hair, and it was like a final, quiet invitation to surrender to the moment.

Before I knew it, my thoughts faded completely, and I drifted into a deep, peaceful sleep, cocooned in his warmth. The world outside my room, with all its worries and dangers, felt miles away, and all that mattered was the quiet comfort of being here, with him.  
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Mae's POV

The room was quiet, save for the rhythmic sound of his breathing. I blinked a few times, the weight of sleep still pressing against my mind, but something tugged at me—an urgent feeling, a pull that wouldn’t let me stay. I glanced up at him, his face relaxed in peaceful slumber. For a moment, I thought about staying in his arms, letting myself enjoy the rare comfort of simply being here with him. But I knew I couldn’t. There was something I had to do, something I couldn’t let go.

Carefully, I slipped out of his arms, the sheets shifting beneath me as I stood, my heart beating a little faster now. I moved quietly, gathering my spy gear from where it was stashed. My fingers worked quickly, pulling on the black tactical suit, securing my boots, and grabbing my gadgets—lockpicks, a few small explosives, and my communication device. Every movement was calculated, practiced, but my mind kept drifting back to him, to the warmth of his embrace, to the way he made everything feel safer, even when danger was closing in.

I made my way toward the window, pausing for a moment to adjust the backpack strapped tightly to my back. The cool night air rushed in from outside, and I was about to push myself out of the window when I heard it.

"Mae."

I froze. His voice, soft but laced with concern, cut through the silence like a knife.

Before I could do anything, I heard him shift in bed. "Are you going somewhere?"

I swallowed, my heart pounding in my chest. I turned slowly, my mind racing for a way out. But he was already standing there, looking at me with that deep intensity in his eyes. He must have known, must have felt the tension that had built up around us.

I shook my head quickly, trying to push the lie past my lips. "No," I whispered, my voice barely audible. "Just go back to bed, Brian. It's nothing."

But he wasn’t having it. He stepped forward, closing the distance between us, and his eyes searched mine, unwavering. "Are you sure? Because it looks like you're leaving."

I couldn’t lie to him, not now, not when he was this close. "No," I repeated, softer this time. "Please. Go back to bed."

He shook his head, his gaze unwavering. "No. Not if you're leaving. You won’t leave me, Mae. I won’t let you."

A wave of guilt crashed over me, but it was overshadowed by the overwhelming urgency. I stepped back, moving toward the study chair by the window. "Sit down," I said, my voice steady despite the storm of emotions brewing inside me. "Please. I need you to sit down."

He hesitated, uncertainty flashing in his eyes, but I didn’t give him a chance to protest. I moved toward him, closing the space between us. Before he could react, I stepped into his personal space, my body brushing against his as I made the decision for him.

A few quick jabs to pressure points, and his body went limp in my arms, the strength draining from him in seconds. I caught him before he could fall, gently guiding him to the chair. Once he was seated, I worked quickly, securing his arms and legs with rope, making sure he couldn’t escape. I kissed his forehead, the heat of his skin lingering against my lips.

"I love you," I whispered, my voice trembling despite my resolve. "I can't let you follow me. Please understand."

I lingered a moment longer, touching his cheek, memorizing his face, before I turned away. I glanced over my shoulder one last time before jumping out of the window, the cool night air rushing against my face. My backpack was secure, and I headed into the night, my heart torn in two.

But I knew what I had to do.

I couldn’t let him follow me. Not this time. Not when the mission was bigger than both of us.  

Brian's POV

I woke up to the sound of movement beside me, the familiar weight of Mae’s presence in my arms now gone. The bed felt cold, and for a moment, I just lay there, eyes closed, trying to shake off the remnants of sleep. My mind was foggy, but something wasn’t right. I could feel it.

I opened my eyes, the room dim in the moonlight, and noticed her—Mae, slipping out of the bed so quietly, like she was trying to escape without waking me. But I was already awake, already watching her. My heart skipped a beat as she moved toward the window, slipping into her gear, the sleek black outfit blending perfectly with the shadows. She was preparing for something. Something I wasn’t part of.

"Mae," I called softly, trying to break through the silence, trying to keep her here with me.

She froze, her body tensing the moment she heard my voice. I pushed myself up on my elbows, eyes locked on her as she turned around, the guilt clear on her face. She opened her mouth, probably trying to convince me she was fine, but it wasn’t enough.

"Are you going somewhere?" I asked, my voice stronger now, the concern in me growing with each passing second. My gut told me she was about to leave, and I couldn’t—wouldn’t—let that happen.

Her head shook, her eyes avoiding mine as she whispered, “No. Just go back to bed, Brian.”

I couldn’t accept that, not with the urgency in her movements. Not when I knew she was slipping away from me, pushing me out of her world as she prepared for something dangerous. My feet were already moving before I could stop them, and I stood in front of her, blocking her escape.

"Are you sure?" I pressed, desperate to get her to look at me, to see the fear in my eyes. "It looks like you're leaving."

Her eyes flicked to mine for a split second, and she shook her head again, more forcefully this time. "No," she said again, her voice quieter. "Please. Go back to bed."

But I couldn’t. Not when I knew what she was doing. Not when she was about to leave, and I wasn’t going to let her go without a fight.

"No," I said firmly, shaking my head. "Not if you're leaving. You won’t leave me, Mae. I won’t let you."

She moved past me, but there was something in her posture that made me hesitate. She was moving too decisively, her movements sharp and quick, like she had already made up her mind. I stood there, rooted to the spot, wanting to stop her, but not knowing how.

Mae made her way to the study chair by the window, the light from the moon catching the glint in her eyes. "Sit down," she said softly, a command that carried an undercurrent of finality.

My heart sank. What was she planning? Why was she trying so hard to push me away?

I hesitated, my feet still planted in place, but she closed the distance between us before I could think to protest. Her body brushed against mine, and my breath caught in my chest. Before I could react, I felt the pressure of her hands on my neck, my body going limp under her touch. I tried to fight it, tried to keep control, but it was too late. My muscles turned to jelly, and I slumped in her arms, unable to resist as she gently guided me into the chair.

I couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, as she secured me with rope, the reality of what was happening crashing down on me like a tidal wave. The fear in my chest grew, the helplessness setting in as she kissed my forehead, her lips warm against my skin.

"I love you," she whispered, her voice soft but firm. "I can't let you follow me. Please understand."

Her words hit me like a punch to the gut, and my heart broke, understanding her determination even as it shattered me. She loved me. She cared enough to keep me here, tied to a chair, just so I wouldn’t try to stop her. But it didn’t make sense. I couldn’t let her go alone. I wouldn’t let her.

Before I could say anything, before I could make a move, she was already gone. The window was open, and I heard the faintest rustle of fabric as she slipped into the night.

I struggled against the ropes, my heart pounding in my chest, my mind a whirlwind of confusion and desperation. She was gone. She had left me behind.

And all I could do was sit there, helpless.    
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I strained against the ropes, each twist and pull making the frustration grow deeper. Mae had tied me up expertly, no room for escape, no room to fight back. I knew she had to, knew it was the only way she thought she could protect me, but it didn’t make it any easier. Her words still echoed in my head, “I can't let you follow me.” It was like a punch to the gut, and all I could think about was how helpless I felt.

I kept pulling, twisting, trying to free myself, but the ropes were too tight. I had to get to her. She was out there, alone, facing something dangerous, and I couldn’t just sit here. Not when she meant everything to me.

Finally, after what felt like hours, I managed to slip my hands free. The relief was short-lived. My heart hammered in my chest, and without wasting another second, I shot up, my legs shaky but fueled by adrenaline. I had to get to her. I wasn’t going to let her go off by herself, no matter what she thought she was protecting me from.

I grabbed my phone, checked the signal—it was still good. I grabbed a few gadgets, one of the specialized ones Steve had given to the team. The tracker, the one that could pinpoint Mae’s location. I knew I’d need it. She wouldn’t be far, but she was good at disappearing, especially when she didn’t want to be found.

I moved quickly toward the window, my mind already focused on the task at hand. There was no time to waste. I wasn’t going to let her do this alone.

I darted to the garage, heart pounding. I needed something fast, something that would get me to her quicker than a car could. I didn’t have time to mess around.

There, in the far corner of the garage, was the hover bike. One of the special ones Steve had made sure was available to the team, just in case. It was sleek, dark, and built for speed. I didn’t hesitate as I jumped onto it, the engine roaring to life beneath me.

The bike shot forward, its hover technology gliding me over the pavement. The city streets blurred as I pushed it to its limit, my eyes scanning for any sign of Mae. My mind raced—what could she be doing? Was she in trouble? Was she safe?

I tightened my grip on the handles, focusing only on finding her. The tracker beeped in my ear, guiding me through the darkness. She was close, I could feel it.

I pushed the hover bike faster, knowing I wouldn’t stop until I found her. She had left me behind, but I wasn’t going to let her slip away that easily. Not again.

She was my responsibility, and I wasn’t about to lose her. Not like this. 

The night seemed to stretch endlessly as I rode through the streets, the hover bike humming beneath me. The tracker had gone silent, and I was left to rely on the gut feeling that Mae wasn’t far. She never was. She was always one step ahead, always slipping into the shadows, disappearing from sight when she needed to.

But I had to find her. I couldn’t just let her face whatever danger she was walking into all alone.

I rounded a corner, slowing down. The alley ahead was dark, barely lit by the flickering streetlights. But there, in the murky light, I saw her.

Mae.

She was in the middle of a fight. Her movements were fluid, controlled, each strike a well-executed piece of art. But what caught my attention was who she was fighting. Not just anyone. Jason. Mae’s old teammate.

I froze for a moment, unable to believe what I was seeing. Jason—who had once been part of their team—was fighting Mae. His moves were deadly, fast, and calculated, but Mae was holding her own.

She dodged a punch, her body twisting and turning like it was second nature to her. She caught Jason’s wrist, twisting it behind his back before sending a knee into his stomach. He grunted, but didn’t fall. He was strong, a beast of a man, and I could see the fire in his eyes. He wasn’t here for just a fight. He was here to hurt her.

I couldn’t watch this any longer. I had to act.

I slammed the hover bike to a stop, the engine cutting off as I jumped off. My heart pounded in my chest as I surveyed the scene, trying to figure out how I could help. Mae was in control—for now—but Jason’s strikes were becoming more forceful. He wasn’t giving her an inch. He was relentless, pushing her back.

I grabbed the blaster Steve had given me, the one I’d been trained to use in cases like this. Without hesitation, I sprinted toward them, my boots hitting the pavement hard, heart racing with every step. Mae didn’t see me coming, her attention focused entirely on Jason.

“Mae!” I shouted, the urgency in my voice ringing through the night air.

She froze, just for a split second. That was enough. Jason lunged toward her, but I didn’t give him the chance.

I fired, the blaster shooting a surge of energy directly at Jason. He was hit square in the chest, stumbling back with a surprised grunt.

“Stay down,” I barked, positioning myself between Mae and him. The blaster was still in my hand, my finger twitching on the trigger, ready for anything. Jason wasn’t the kind to stay down for long.

Mae, panting from the fight, turned to me, her expression a mixture of frustration and relief. “What are you doing here, Brian?” she snapped, clearly agitated that I was getting involved.

“I’m not letting you do this alone,” I said, my voice steady, unwavering. My eyes never left Jason, who was already pushing himself to his feet, anger radiating from him like heat.

“You should’ve stayed out of this,” Mae muttered, rubbing her wrist where Jason had grabbed her earlier. She was exhausted, I could tell, but she wasn’t backing down.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said firmly, standing next to her. “And I’m not going to let you push me away.”

Jason lunged again, and I was ready. I blocked his punch with my arm, using the force of it to send him off balance. Mae, always quick, kicked him in the chest, sending him flying into the wall.

She stood up straight, her breathing labored but steady. “He won’t stay down for long. Get ready.”

I nodded, positioning myself beside her. Jason, shaken but not defeated, was already pushing himself off the ground. But this time, he wasn’t getting up without a fight.

I glanced at Mae, her fierce determination shining through even in the midst of this brutal fight. She was so focused, so driven, but I could see the toll it was taking on her. I couldn’t help but feel the need to protect her, but I knew that wasn’t what she wanted. She didn’t need me to save her, not the way I wanted to.

But I wasn’t going to let her do this alone, no matter what. This time, we were a team again. And I wasn’t backing down. Not from Jason. Not from anyone.  

Jason, now visibly shaken from the blast, staggered backward, his eyes narrowing at me with fury. His chest heaved with each breath, his hands clenching into fists. He glared at me, clearly not expecting any interference. But he didn’t push forward again.

With one last growl, he turned, retreating into the shadows. I stood frozen for a moment, watching him disappear into the night, my body still tense, every nerve on high alert. I wanted to go after him, but I couldn’t. Not while Mae was...

I whipped around to face her.

Mae was on her knees, her breathing shallow, her body slumped as if the fight had drained the life out of her. She looked dazed, disoriented. Then her legs gave out, and she collapsed to the ground with a soft thud. My stomach twisted with panic as I rushed to her side.

“Mae!” I knelt down beside her, my hands shaking as I gently shook her shoulder, calling her name softly. “Mae, wake up. Please.”

But she didn’t respond. Her eyelids fluttered briefly, but she remained unconscious. A sharp ache spread through my chest, my heart pounding in my ears as I cursed under my breath.

I had to get her out of here.

Carefully, I scooped her up into my arms, cradling her close against me. Her head rested against my chest, her breath slow but steady. I didn’t even stop to think. I was already moving, my legs carrying me toward the hover bike.

I couldn’t let anything happen to her. Not now, not after everything we’d been through.

Once I reached the bike, I gently placed her on the front seat, securing her as best as I could. Her limp body made it difficult to keep her steady, but I couldn’t leave her.

Getting on the back of the bike, I revved the engine to life and glanced at her one last time. She still looked so fragile, her face pale, but at least she was alive.

I forced myself to focus, my hands gripping the handles as I kicked the bike into gear. We shot off into the night, the cool wind rushing past me, carrying the weight of the situation with it.

The mansion was a few miles away, but it felt like an eternity. I couldn’t stop glancing over my shoulder, making sure Mae was still there, still breathing. Her body slumped slightly against the front of the bike, but I could tell she was at least alive.

As we approached the mansion, I slowed down, making sure to steer carefully so I wouldn’t jostle her too much. The gates came into view, and the familiar sight of the mansion finally gave me a small sense of relief. We were almost there.

I brought the hover bike to a stop just outside the front doors, my heart still racing as I climbed off. I quickly moved to Mae’s side, gently lifting her from the seat and cradling her once more.

I carried her inside, the cool air of the mansion hitting me as I walked through the grand entrance. I moved swiftly, not wanting to waste any time. My mind was filled with worry, but I had to keep moving.

I laid her down on the couch in the living room, my hands trembling as I brushed a few strands of hair away from her face. I leaned over her, my voice barely above a whisper. “Mae... you’re going to be okay. You have to be.”

I couldn’t help but linger for a moment longer, my heart heavy with the weight of everything that had just happened. But I knew I couldn’t just stand there. She needed help. And I wasn’t about to let her face this alone again.

I moved toward the kitchen, grabbing a glass of water and the medical supplies we kept for emergencies. When I returned, I found Mae still unconscious, but at least she wasn’t showing any signs of worsening.

I stayed by her side, watching over her, waiting for her to wake up. There was so much I needed to say to her, but for now, all I could do was stay close and make sure she was safe. And I swore to myself that I wouldn’t let anyone, not even Jason, come close to her again.  
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The minutes stretched on like hours as I sat beside her, watching her with bated breath. Her skin was still pale, but there was a faint flush creeping back into her cheeks. I hadn’t left her side, my eyes never straying from her face. I had no idea what to do next, other than wait, and keep watch, but a part of me was screaming for her to wake up. For her to be okay.

It felt like time was moving in slow motion, but after what felt like an eternity, I finally saw the first signs of movement. Her fingers twitched slightly, and I leaned forward, my heart skipping a beat.

“Mae?” I whispered, my voice barely audible, like the sound of it might wake her from the slumber she was still trapped in.

Her eyelids fluttered once, twice, and then her eyes slowly cracked open. Her gaze was unfocused at first, blurry, like she couldn’t quite place where she was. But when she saw me, I could see the recognition in her eyes. It made my chest tighten, and I almost exhaled a sigh of relief.

"Brian..." Her voice was soft, hoarse, barely a whisper, but hearing my name from her lips sent a rush of warmth through me.

"Hey, you're awake," I said, my voice thick with emotion I couldn’t quite contain. I moved closer, brushing her hair back from her face, trying to offer her a smile, though I knew it probably wasn’t much of one. "You’re okay now. Just take it easy."

She blinked a few times, clearly trying to focus, her brow furrowing in confusion. "What happened...?" she asked, her voice still weak.

"You passed out after the fight. You gave it everything you had." I hesitated, my eyes locking with hers. "Jason was there. He was the one you were fighting." I didn’t add how I had to intervene or how terrified I had been seeing her like that. There were other things I needed to focus on right now.

Mae slowly propped herself up, wincing as she sat up. I reached out instinctively to steady her, my hand resting on her shoulder, feeling the warmth of her skin against my palm.

“Are you okay?” she asked, her voice more alert now, but still filled with that same concern she always had for me.

“I’m fine,” I replied quickly, though my heart was still racing. “But you...” I paused, my gaze softening as I looked at her, unsure of what to say. “You scared me, Mae.”

Her expression softened. “I’m sorry.” She seemed to hesitate, her eyes darting down as if she were ashamed of something, though I wasn’t sure what. “I didn’t mean for this to happen. I didn’t plan for it to be like this.”

I placed a finger gently under her chin, lifting her gaze back to mine. “Don’t apologize. You’re doing what you need to do. But, Mae... next time, don’t do it alone. Please.”

She opened her mouth to protest, but I was quick to continue. “I’m not letting you go off like this again without me. I won’t let you.” My voice was firm, stronger now, as I meant every word.

Mae looked at me for a long moment, searching my face. Then, in that quiet way she had, she nodded slightly.

“Okay,” she whispered. "I promise."

I smiled then, finally feeling a weight lift off my chest. But the moment of peace didn’t last long. Mae slowly started to push herself to her feet, her legs unsteady as she took a tentative step. I was right there, ready to catch her if she faltered.

“What are you doing?” I asked, my voice filled with confusion. “You should be resting.”

"I’m fine," she said, her voice a little more forceful than before, though her expression was still a little weary. "I have things to do. People to find."

I caught the determination in her eyes, that same spark that never seemed to leave her no matter how exhausted she was. But before I could stop her, she began heading for the door. I moved to intercept her, but she held up a hand to stop me.

“Brian, I’m not asking you to come with me,” she said, her voice steady despite the exhaustion still clinging to her.

I didn’t move, my gaze intense. “I’m not letting you do this alone. I already told you that.”

She hesitated, her eyes softening as she looked at me, almost as if she were considering whether to argue further. But instead, she sighed and rubbed her forehead.

“I’m not going back to sleep. But you can come with me if you want. Just promise me you won’t get in my way.”

“I promise.” I offered her a small smile, though I was still trying to process everything that had happened.

She nodded, her expression hardening once more. “Alright then. Let’s get going.”

And I followed her, side by side, ready for whatever came next.

CHAPTER 4   
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Mae's POV

The sound of my name was distant at first, like a soft murmur through a fog. But as the sensation of warmth seeped back into my body, the world slowly came into focus. My eyelids fluttered open, and I blinked a few times, trying to shake off the lingering heaviness in my head.

Brian's face hovered above me, his eyes filled with concern and a trace of relief, though I could still see the faint shadow of worry in his gaze. “Mae... you’re awake.”

I tried to sit up but immediately felt a wave of dizziness rush over me. My head spun, and I let out a small groan as I collapsed back against the cushion.

“Take it easy,” Brian said, his voice steady but laced with an emotion I couldn’t quite place. He moved closer, his hand brushing some strands of hair away from my face. His touch was gentle, but his hand trembled slightly, like he was trying to hide his own fear.

“What happened?” I croaked, my throat dry, my voice barely a whisper.

“You passed out after the fight,” Brian explained, his brow furrowing. “You gave it everything you had, but Jason... he was there. I had to intervene.”

Jason. The name hit me like a ton of bricks. The memory of the fight—the way I was struggling to hold my ground, the burning need to push through—came rushing back. I had been so close to getting the upper hand, but then...

I felt a sudden pang of regret. I had failed.

I swallowed hard and tried to push myself up again, determined to stand, but my legs were unsteady. Before I could even stumble, Brian’s hand was on my shoulder, steadying me.

“You’re okay now,” he said softly. “Just rest. Please, Mae.”

But resting wasn’t an option. I couldn’t let myself fall back into a passive role, not when there was so much left to do. I needed to keep moving, needed to find answers, and I couldn’t wait for anyone. I couldn’t ask anyone to do this for me.

“I’m fine,” I muttered, brushing off his concern. “I just need to finish this.”

Brian’s eyes narrowed, his expression hardening. “No, Mae. You don’t get to do this alone. Not anymore.”

I felt the heat of his words, the sincerity in them, but I wasn’t ready to hear it. I couldn’t let him—let anyone—get caught up in this dangerous path I was on.

“I have to,” I said softly, stepping away from him, though I could feel his eyes boring into me. “I’m the only one who can.”

I could tell Brian was about to protest, but I didn’t give him the chance. “I’m fine, Brian,” I said, my voice firmer now. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

He didn’t answer at first, but I could see the conflict swirling in his gaze. He moved closer, his presence overwhelming and steadying, as if he were holding the pieces of me together with his mere proximity.

Then, with a sigh, he stepped back. “I’m not leaving you alone. Not again. I’ve already made that promise.”

I looked at him, meeting his gaze. His eyes were softer now, as if he were trying to reach something deep inside me. I felt the weight of his words settle in my chest.

“Alright,” I whispered, more to myself than to him. “But I’m not slowing down.”

He nodded, his expression softening, a small smile tugging at the corner of his lips. But the smile was brief, quickly replaced by the same serious look he always wore when he was about to get stubborn.

“Then let’s get going,” he said, and just like that, the moment passed.

But as I turned away, ready to move on to the next thing, I couldn’t help the small flutter in my chest. Maybe this time, I wouldn’t have to do it alone.

Still, I wasn’t ready to fully admit it. So I pushed the thought aside, heading toward the door with determination. One step at a time.  

––––––––

[image: ]


Mae's POV

The cool night air greeted me as I stepped into the dimly lit garage. My gaze swept over the row of hover bikes parked neatly along the side, but I already knew which one we were taking. My heart sank slightly when I saw it—Brian’s hover bike. Sleek, polished, and clearly well-maintained, it stood out among the others. He must’ve already decided we weren’t going anywhere without it.

“You’re sure about this?” Brian’s voice broke the silence, steady but edged with concern.

I didn’t look at him, didn’t let myself hesitate. “Yes,” I said firmly, walking toward the bike. “But you don’t have to come. This is my mission.”

Brian’s footsteps echoed softly as he followed, stopping just behind me. “We’ve been over this. You’re not going alone.”

His tone left no room for argument, and a part of me—the part that still fought against every instinct to let someone in—bristled. But deep down, I knew I wouldn’t win this battle. Brian wasn’t going to back down, not when it came to me.

With a sigh, I swung my leg over the hover bike, settling into the front seat. The smooth leather was cool against my palms as I gripped the handlebars, and the faint hum of the engine came alive under my touch.

“Get on,” I said, glancing over my shoulder.

Brian didn’t need to be told twice. In one swift motion, he climbed onto the back, his hands lightly gripping my sides as he settled behind me. The warmth of him so close was distracting, but I shook it off, focusing instead on the road ahead.

“We’ll head east,” I said, my voice steady despite the storm of thoughts racing through my head. “I have a lead to follow.”

Brian didn’t respond verbally, but I felt his grip tighten slightly, a silent acknowledgment that he was ready.

With a flick of my wrist, the bike surged forward, gliding smoothly out of the garage and into the stillness of the night. The streets were quiet, the city bathed in the faint glow of streetlights. The wind whipped past us as we sped through the empty roads, the hum of the bike the only sound in the silence.

My mind raced as I navigated the turns, each one taking us closer to what felt like the inevitable. I didn’t know what we’d find when we arrived, but I knew one thing for sure: there was no turning back now.  
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Mae's POV

The hover bike slowed as we approached Dean’s new apartment, the faint glow of streetlights reflecting off the polished exterior of the building. I killed the engine and swung my leg over, the crunch of gravel beneath my boots breaking the eerie silence of the early morning. Brian dismounted behind me, his presence a steady force, but I could feel the tension radiating off him already.

Pulling out my phone, I scrolled to Dean’s contact and hit call. The line rang twice before he answered, his voice groggy but still tinged with curiosity.

“Mae? What are you doing calling this late?”

“Come downstairs,” I said, keeping my tone neutral. “We need to talk.”

There was a brief pause, and then he replied, “Alright, give me a minute.”

I pocketed my phone and crossed my arms, glancing toward the stairwell. It wasn’t long before Dean appeared, his dark hair tousled and his casual clothes hinting that he’d just thrown them on. He jogged down the steps, his usual grin plastered on his face—but the second he saw Brian standing beside me, his smile faltered.

Instead of his typical charm, his expression hardened into a glare, his easygoing demeanor replaced by something colder. Brian, of course, met the look head-on, his piercing blue eyes narrowing as he squared his shoulders. The air between them felt like it could shatter at any moment, the unspoken tension crackling like electricity.

“Brian,” Dean said, his voice flat. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Likewise,” Brian replied, his tone equally sharp. “Didn’t think you’d be involved in this.”

Dean’s jaw tightened, his hands slipping into his jacket pockets as he took a step closer. “I’m here for Mae, not for you.”

Brian moved slightly, positioning himself more directly at my side, his body language protective and unwavering. “Funny. I was about to say the same.”

I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose. This was exactly what I didn’t have time for. “Enough,” I snapped, stepping between them. “This isn’t about you two trying to out-stare each other. We have work to do.”

Dean’s gaze softened slightly as it shifted back to me, but his posture remained tense. “Fine. What’s going on, Mae?”

I hesitated, glancing at Brian before focusing on Dean. “I need information, Dean. Something you might have access to.”

His brow furrowed, curiosity flickering in his eyes. “Information about what?”

I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “Jason.”

At that, both Dean and Brian stiffened, their reactions starkly different but equally charged. Dean’s expression turned guarded, as though calculating what I might already know, while Brian’s narrowed into one of barely concealed anger.

Dean finally broke the silence, his voice cautious. “And why do you think I’d know anything about Jason?”  

Mae's POV

Dean leaned against the railing, his arms crossed casually, but I could see the tension in his shoulders. “Look, Mae, I don’t know much about Jason,” he said, his tone steady but evasive. “He’s not exactly someone I’ve crossed paths with often.”

I narrowed my eyes, crossing my own arms. “Dean, I know you. You’re always poking around where you don’t belong. You’re telling me you’ve never dug into Jason?”

Dean smirked, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Why would I bother? He’s ancient history.”

Before I could respond, Brian stepped forward, his presence towering, his voice cutting through the night like a blade. “Bull. You’re way too nosy not to know something, Dean. You’ve probably been tracking his every move just to see how he ties into Mae’s life.”

Dean’s smirk dropped, replaced by a flicker of irritation. “What’s your problem, Brian?” he snapped, his composure slipping. “Always ready to play the knight in shining armor, huh?”

Brian didn’t flinch. “Cut the act. If you know something, say it. Stop wasting our time.”

Dean let out a long sigh, running a hand through his messy hair. “Fine. You want the truth?” His voice dropped lower, laced with annoyance. “Yeah, I know some things about Jason. Happy now?”

“Start talking,” I said firmly, my patience wearing thin.

Dean straightened, his tone becoming serious. “Jason disappeared after going rogue. From what I’ve pieced together, he went after Ryder alone. Big mistake. Ryder got to him, obviously. But here’s the kicker—Ryder didn’t kill him. Not outright, at least.”

“What do you mean?” I pressed, my pulse quickening.

Dean glanced around as if ensuring no one else was listening before continuing. “Word is Jason’s been operating under Ryder’s control ever since. Something about leverage—maybe blackmail, maybe worse. Either way, Jason isn’t exactly the same guy you remember, Mae. He’s dangerous now.”

The words hit me like a punch to the gut. I turned away, processing what Dean had just said. “Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?”

Dean shrugged, his voice softer. “Because I wasn’t sure if it was true. And I didn’t want to drag you into something even messier than it already is.”

Brian’s voice was sharp. “Messy or not, she deserves to know.”

Dean rolled his eyes but didn’t argue. Instead, he looked at me, his expression unusually sincere. “Mae, whatever you’re planning, be careful. Jason’s not who he used to be.”

I clenched my fists, my mind racing. Jason’s betrayal—or manipulation—was a reality I hadn’t prepared for. But if what Dean said was true, it wasn’t just about Jason anymore. It was about what Ryder had done to him. And if Jason was still out there, I had to find him, no matter the cost.

Brian stepped closer, his voice quieter, meant for me. “We’ll figure this out, Mae. Together.”

Dean watched us for a moment, his expression unreadable, before speaking again. “If you need more, I’ll look into it. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He turned and walked back toward the stairs, leaving Brian and me in the heavy silence of the night.  

CHAPTER 5  

Brian's POV

The second Mae cut the engine and pulled out her phone, I should’ve known something was off. She was focused, her eyes narrowing as she scrolled through her contacts. I leaned back against my hover bike, watching her closely, trying to piece together what was going on. She hadn’t told me much—just that we needed to meet someone, someone who had answers.

But I didn’t expect him.

When Dean stepped out of the building, my stomach twisted. Of all the people Mae could’ve called, it had to be him? I’d never trusted the guy, and I wasn’t sure I ever could. He had that smug grin, that overly confident air, like he knew more than he let on. And he usually did. But tonight, when his eyes landed on me, his grin vanished, replaced by a glare that could’ve burned through steel.

I glared right back.

“Brian,” he said flatly, his usual charm nowhere in sight.

“Dean,” I replied, my tone sharp enough to cut glass.

For a second, I thought Mae might step in to diffuse the tension, but she didn’t. She just stood there, letting the silence stretch out like she was testing how far we’d take it.

“I didn’t realize you were tagging along,” Dean said, his voice tight.

“Yeah, well, Mae’s not going anywhere alone,” I shot back.

Dean smirked, though it was more of a challenge than anything else. “Right. The knight in shining armor. How could I forget?”

It took everything in me not to step closer, not to wipe that smug look off his face. But Mae finally broke the standoff, her voice firm. “Enough. Both of you.”

I tore my gaze away from Dean and focused on her. She wasn’t in the mood for games, and I could tell she wasn’t going to let us derail her mission. Whatever this was, it mattered to her. And I wasn’t going to mess it up, no matter how much I hated the fact that Dean was involved.

When Mae pressed Dean for answers about Jason, I watched him carefully. He was too good at lying, too good at deflecting. Every word out of his mouth made my blood boil because I knew he wasn’t telling the whole truth. He knew more than he let on.

Finally, I’d had enough. “Bull,” I said, cutting him off mid-sentence. “You’re too nosy not to know more about Jason. Stop wasting our time and start talking.”

Dean’s glare sharpened, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he sighed, running a hand through his hair like he was debating whether this was worth the effort. “Fine,” he muttered.

I didn’t miss the way Mae’s shoulders tensed when he finally started spilling what he knew. And as much as I hated admitting it, the more Dean talked, the more I realized just how bad this situation really was. Jason wasn’t just someone from Mae’s past—he was a problem. A dangerous one.

When Dean finally shut up, I wanted to punch him. Not because of what he said, but because he’d known all this and kept it to himself. How long had he been sitting on this information while Mae was out there risking everything?

As Dean headed back up the stairs, I stayed by Mae’s side, watching her carefully. She was processing, I could see it in the way her jaw clenched and her hands balled into fists.

“We’ll figure this out,” I said, keeping my voice low, steady. “Together.”

She didn’t say anything at first, but when she turned to look at me, I saw the determination in her eyes. Whatever came next, we were in it. And I wasn’t letting her face it alone.  

Mae's POV

I gripped the sides of the hover bike as Brian expertly navigated the winding forest trail that led back to the mansion. The hum of the bike’s engine and the cool night air brushing against my face should have been soothing, but my mind was far from the ride. My thoughts swirled like a storm, relentless and biting.

Dean thought he was clever, didn’t he? With that self-satisfied smirk and his so-called “current intel.” I almost laughed at the memory. If Dean thought his half-baked information would rattle me, he had another thing coming. The moment he had started talking about Jason, I had already pieced together where the conversation was heading. It wasn’t like I needed Dean to tell me anything. I’d known for months. Eight, to be exact.

Jason had betrayed the organization. He had told me himself, voice heavy with something he probably thought resembled regret. He’d stood there, just outside the safe house we’d shared during that ill-fated mission, and said he had no choice. I’d stared at him, trying to reconcile the person I’d trusted with the man standing in front of me. I’d wanted to believe him—wanted to believe that he’d been forced into whatever corner he claimed to have been in. But the truth was, I didn’t.

A traitor’s words meant nothing.

And Dean, with his outdated scraps of intel, clearly thought he’d uncovered some grand revelation. He’d stood there earlier, looking so smug, as if I should be thanking him for his efforts. The thought made my fists tighten. The entire trip had been a waste of time, and now we were heading back empty-handed.

“You okay back there?” Brian’s voice broke through my haze of frustration. His deep blue eyes briefly glanced back at me, concern evident even in the brief second he looked away from the trail.

I forced myself to relax my grip on the bike. “I’m fine,” I said, my tone sharper than I intended. I winced internally, but Brian didn’t comment. He just nodded, his focus returning to the path ahead.  
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The truth was, I wasn’t fine. I hated loose ends, and Jason’s betrayal—his choices—had left threads dangling everywhere. No matter how much I tried to move past it, every mention of his name yanked me right back into the mess he’d created.

And now Ryder was out there too. Another loose end, another mess to clean up. If Dean thought he could swoop in and play informant, he’d better step up his game. I wasn’t in the mood for his games, especially not when the stakes were this high.

Brian slowed the hover bike as we approached the mansion gates, the sleek silhouette of the estate coming into view. I released a slow breath, willing myself to focus. I couldn’t afford to let Jason, Dean, or anyone else distract me now. The team needed me sharp, and I needed to be ready for whatever came next.

But as the bike came to a stop and Brian offered me a hand to help me down, I couldn’t shake the lingering bitterness that clung to me. Jason might have claimed he had no choice, but I did. And I chose to fight—for my team, for myself, and for the truth. No matter how messy it got.  
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