
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PROLOGUE — BEFORE THE BREAK

[image: ]




The rain had just started to fall as Emily Harper stepped out of Lindenbrook Medical Center, a fine mist that moistened without soaking, leaving the pavement sticky beneath her shoes and the air thick with the sharp scent of tar and cedar. She pulled her cardigan up around her neck and crossed the employee parking lot, exhaustion settling deep in her bones but softened by a sense of relief. It had been a long shift, too many charts, too little sleep—but her mind was already elsewhere.

Hunter Kade was finally returning home.

She could still hear his voice in her head—warm, unguarded, the way it dropped when he said her name like it was something worth protecting. She imagined him stepping through the door, duffel bag hitting the floor, his arms wrapping around her as if he was anchoring himself to something real. One more mission, he’d said. One last assignment, and I’m done. For real this time.

Emily smiled faintly as she unlocked her car, the electronic chirp breaking the quiet. “What are we even going to do when you’re finally home?” she murmured to no one. “Actually, live like normal people?”

She almost burst into laughter.

Then she heard footsteps behind her.

They weren’t rushed, not aggressive—just close.

Emily turned around.

A man stood a few steps away, hands at his sides: plain clothes, dark jacket, dark slacks. No badge. No uniform. His face was calm in a way that made her skin prickle—a practiced neutrality that didn’t belong in a hospital parking lot after dark.

“Excuse me,” he said casually. “Are you Emily Harper?”

Her smile disappeared. “Yes... do I know you?”

“Not yet,” he replied, lips curling too easily. “But you know Hunter Kade.”

Her heart sank so suddenly it felt like she couldn't breathe.

“Hunter?” she asked quickly. "Do you know him? Is he okay?”

The man took a step closer, leisurely, as if he had all the time in the world. “I just wanted to talk to you about him.”

Something sharp and instinctive knotted in her gut.

“What about him?” she asked, already pulling back.

He tilted his head, studying her as if a variable had finally been confirmed. “So you are Emily Harper.”

The warning inside her snapped—sudden and absolute.

“Sir,” she said, voice tight, “I don’t know who you are. Please back up.”

He didn’t.

Emily ran.

She rushed to her car, trembling as she yanked the door open and slumped into the driver’s seat. The door shut loudly behind her. She locked it. The engine sputtered briefly before roaring to life under her trembling fingers. In her peripheral vision, the man moved closer—calmly, without rushing or panicking—simply advancing, as if escape no longer mattered.

She threw the car into reverse, tires screeching against wet pavement, and glanced in the mirror.

He wasn’t pursuing her.

He was smiling.

Terror flooded her veins. She slammed the car into drive and sped onto the road, windshield wipers thrashing rain aside as her pulse pounded so hard it made her dizzy. With one hand, she grabbed her phone from the passenger seat and typed blindly.

Hunter—please give me a call. Something’s not right.

Headlights burst in her rearview mirror.

Too close. Closing in quickly.

“No, no, no—” she whispered.

The impact hit without mercy.

Metal screeched. Her car lurched violently as something slammed into her rear quarter panel, snapping her head back and turning the world into fractured light and sound. She fought the wheel, breath tearing from her lungs, but the road slipped away beneath her tires. The guardrail rushed up to meet her.

Glass broke apart.

Cold air tore through the cabin.

Then everything turned black.

Across the street, an SUV idled, its engine humming steadily. The man sat behind the wheel, hands relaxed, eyes fixed on the wreckage as if watching weather pass. He tapped his earpiece once.

“It’s done,” he said evenly. “She’ll survive the crash. Proceed to Phase Two at the hospital.”

A pause.

“Yes,” he added. “Make it look natural.”

The SUV shifted into gear and drove off, its taillights fading into the rain.
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CHAPTER ONE — GHOSTS OF THE LAST MISSION
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Wind sliced across the rise like shattered glass, biting through Hunter Kade’s sleeves as he crouched low on the slope with his rifle pressed firmly into his shoulder. The desert night was eerily still, the kind of silence that pressed inward rather than receded, broken only by the soft whisper of sand slipping under boot soles. Above him, the sky stretched wide and unforgiving, stars burning cold and distant, as if watching what was about to happen with indifferent judgment.

Below, the weapons depot shimmered with the false innocence of perimeter lights—chain-link fencing, motion sensors, tripwires, and six armed men patrolling lazily. On paper, it appeared secure. Every man inside was already dead. They didn’t know it yet.

Sergeant Mason Rourke crouched to Kade’s left, his presence steady and familiar. Rourke murmured something dry into the wind—an offhand comment about late shifts and lazy guards, the kind of gallows humor that kept nerves from fraying too soon. Kade didn’t answer right away. His eyes were locked on the compound. “Quiet means something’s wrong,” Kade said finally. Rourke snorted softly as he adjusted his scope. “You always say that.” “And I’m usually right.”

The depot was supposed to operate around the clock. Their intel showed constant truck movement, workers rotating in and out, and forklifts in motion. Instead, the place felt staged. Too clean. Too symmetrical. Too quiet to be real. On paper, the mission was routine reconnaissance—verify illegal arms movement at a privately owned depot, document falsified manifests and swapped serial numbers, and extract without making a sound. Weapons were being laundered here, diverted through shell companies and civilian contracts, and someone high enough up the chain wanted names, routes, and proof.

Kade accepted the assignment knowing it would be his last with Recon—one clean operation. Then he was done. Then Emily. Then the life he’d already started imagining. He took a slow breath and scanned again—six thermal signatures to the north, three to the south, one in the tower, no one inside the warehouse, where there should have been at least a skeleton crew. That absence tightened something in his chest.

Before he could speak, Captain Laird’s voice crackled in his ear. “Squad Alpha, this is command. Requesting SITREP.” “All clear for final approach, sir,” Kade replied, already disliking the sound of the words. “Thermals clean. Ready to move. Awaiting final comms.” The pause that followed stretched a second too long. Rourke glanced sideways at him, brow furrowing. Kade closed his eyes briefly as the fine hair on the back of his neck stood up. “Proceed with extreme caution,” Laird finally said. The warning wasn’t necessary. It was an admission.

They moved silently, dropping down from the rise, slipping through the rear fence into the dead air of the compound. The silence pressed in heavily now, feeling heavy and deliberate. There was too much space between the crates. Too clean. Too purposeful. Kade stopped beneath the ventilation shaft marked for entry and loosened the grate halfway when his radio clicked twice. No words, only a signal.

The night shifted. Engines rolled in from the perimeter—multiple heavy vehicles moving in sync. Tactical. Purpose-built. Kade recognized the sound instantly. Omega. A chill ran through him. Omega wasn’t here for reconnaissance. Omega was here to erase. “We’re burned,” Kade said, the words slipping out before he could stop them. “This is a cleanup.”

The warehouse doors burst open in a blinding flash of white light as armored vehicles charged through the gate. Operators leapt from truck beds with mechanical precision, rifles already raised. Gunfire shattered the darkness. Kade pushed Rourke behind a crate as bullets tore metal inches from their heads. Omega didn’t shout. Omega didn’t give warnings. Omega hunted.

They fought their way through the stacks, dropping two operators before the overwhelming numbers closed in around them. This wasn’t a firefight. It wasn’t even close. It was an execution. A round pierced Rourke’s thigh, knocking him down into the dust like a marionette with its strings cut. Kade was already moving back toward him when Rourke’s voice broke across the channel, ragged and tight with pain. “Tell Emily... I’m sorry.”

Kade froze. He couldn’t do that, not like that. He didn’t even know Rourke had kids. Rourke grabbed his vest; his fingers were slick with blood. “Go,” he said, voice steadying as understanding settled in. “You don’t belong here anymore.” Kade shook his head. “No. I—” Rourke didn’t finish. A single suppressed shot cut through the chaos.

Rourke went limp in Kade’s arms, eyes empty, weight suddenly dead. Something inside Kade shattered. He ran. A flash grenade exploded behind him, white-hot light blinding his vision as shrapnel pierced his calves. Bullets tore into the sand at his heels as he vaulted crates, slid under a truck, and took a round through the ribs as he broke free.

Over the fence. Over the rise. Down into the ravine and out onto the flatland beyond. Kade ran until Omega’s lights disappeared behind him, until his lungs burned and his legs gave out, until he collapsed alone in the dark, bleeding and shaking, breath shallow and ragged.

Rourke was dead. Omega had killed him. Omega had tried to kill Kade—and failed. This hadn’t been an accident. Someone in the chain of command had approved it. Or worse, had simply not cared whether Kade lived. He pressed a trembling hand against his ribs and looked up at the empty desert sky.

No. He wouldn’t wait for Omega to return and finish the job. Kade knew who signed the order. He had seen him. And when Hunter Kade finds him, he will burn everything that man built.
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CHAPTER TWO — THE NEWS HE DIDN’T SEE COMING
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The civilian jet touched down smoothly, but the seatbelt chime resonated loudly inside Hunter Kade’s chest. The cabin jolted awake with restless, everyday energy—passengers stretching, reaching for bags, complaining about delays. Kade sat still with his hands on his knees, watching yellow runway lights blur past the window, and realized none of this felt real. He had landed under fire before, disembarked into hot zones with rotor wash still screaming and dust clinging to his teeth, but landing in silence—no shouted orders, no armored transports, no urgency—felt wrong as if the world hadn’t gotten the message that everything had already gone to hell.

People stood. Kade didn’t. His body felt wrecked—three days without real sleep, muscles stiff and aching—but the pain that mattered sat deeper, coiled behind his ribs, quiet and waiting. He stared at the seatback ahead of him while a woman nearby complained about a missed connection and the pilot droned on overhead. He’d been drafting a text to Emily, who had just landed. I’m done. One last mission, and then I’ll be home. No more secrets. No more absences. He pulled out his phone as the signal returned—no bars, one bar, two—then the screen flooded with missed calls, unread messages, and voicemails stacked like rising water.

Eight messages from Emily’s sister. Four from a blocked number. Three from the local police. And at the bottom—beneath timestamps and system notices—a single message from Emily, one week old. Hunter—please call me. Something’s wrong. For a moment, Kade couldn’t feel his hands. He reread it. Then again. His breathing stalled until he forced air back into his lungs.

A flight attendant leaned in and announced that deplaning had begun. Kade nodded without looking up, stood, and grabbed his bag from the overhead bin. He moved down the aisle through the noise and motion of strangers as if his legs were moving through water. The jet bridge was almost empty now, and his phone finally had enough signal. Emily’s sister answered on the first ring, her voice already trembling. “Hunter? Oh my God—Hunter, where have you been? We tried to—” “What happened?” Kade said. It wasn’t a question. It was a command.

The sound she made on the other end was faint and broken. “You don’t know.” “Know what?” “Emily’s gone.” The phone wobbled. Kade stopped walking as people rushed past him, annoyed and oblivious. “How,” he said, the word struggling out of him. She told him what she knew—guardrail, rollover, County General. Emily had been unconscious but stable at first. Doctors’ hopeful. Then her heart stopped, and they couldn’t restart it. Kade’s throat burned with words he couldn’t say.

“When,” he asked. “Three days ago,” she whispered, then delivered the final blow. “The funeral is today. In two hours.” No one knew how to reach him. Kade said he’d be there and ended the call before anything that was still holding him upright could break.

For a long moment, he stood in the middle of the airport. Then he walked past baggage claims, families holding signs, rental counters, bright advertisements that suddenly felt obscene. Outside, the air felt thinner, like stepping out of a pressurized cabin into a cruel joke. He gave a cab the funeral home address and stared through the window as the city rushed past, the familiar lie of coming home burned away until all he could see was a box in a quiet room. He looked at Emily’s message one last time, locked the screen, and closed his fist around the phone.

The funeral home was small and plain, tucked between a church and a row of old trees scarred by too many winters. The lot was half full, and the quiet was thick enough to be felt. Kade entered through a side door and stood at the back of the viewing room as the moment settled around his soft organ music, murmured voices, hospital coworkers, and neighbors. Emily’s parents sat in the front row. Her mother clutched a tissue until it shredded.

The casket was closed. He felt grateful. He moved across the aisle on autopilot, the desert scenery flashing behind his eyes—Rourke folding away, Omega visors flickering, gunfire ripping through the night, the final message he hadn’t seen until it was too late. He stopped at the casket and placed his palm flat on the varnished wood. It was cold. Final. Words failed him.

“Mr. Kade?” He turned. A man in his fifties stood nearby in a suit, a white lab coat folded over his arm. Dr. Kellerman from County General. “You were with her,” the doctor said quietly. “I think you should know something.” “I’m listening,” Kade replied. Emily’s injuries hadn’t been fatal—concussion, fractures, bruising. She had stabilized. Kellerman believed she would wake up. Then her heart slipped into sudden arrhythmia, as if someone had reached in and shut it off. Emily’s chart had been flagged shortly before the crash, then locked later with clearance above hospital administration—federal-level override. Kellerman had no proof, just instinct.

Kade thanked him and left before the eulogy started. Outside, something inside him turned icy. This wasn’t grief anymore. This was an assessment. County General looked different when you weren’t arriving on a stretcher. Kade moved through it with quiet authority until he reached the security office, where a guard dozed at the desk. “Federal review,” Kade said, flashing an old ID. “Room 417. Night of Emily Harper.” Minutes later, grainy footage filled the screen.

01:57 a.m. A man in scrubs entered the frame. Mask. Gloves. Badge turned backward. Ninety seconds. The man exited. 02:19 a.m. Cardiac arrest. Kade didn’t need to see the monitors. Omega moved the same everywhere. He copied the footage and left.

In the parking lot, Kade leaned against his truck and looked up at the hospital windows. Omega had tried to erase him in the desert. When that didn't work, they erased her. Someone decided Emily was a mistake in leverage. Kade slipped into the driver’s seat and started the engine. “I don’t know your name yet,” he said softly. “But I will.” The truck rolled into the night. Omega still thought they were moving pieces on a board that no one else could see. They were wrong.
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CHAPTER THREE — THE THREAD THAT SHOULDN’T EXIST
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The elevator hummed as it descended toward County General's basement, but Hunter Kade hardly noticed. The footage kept looping in his mind—an impossible, minute-by-minute autopsy. The masked intruder slipped down the hallway toward Emily’s room. Ninety seconds. A tall figure retreating with calm purpose that, to anyone else, might have seemed harmless. Kade had watched it the way the intruder had watched the corridor—without blinking, without mercy—and he didn’t need a clearer copy to know what he was seeing. Omega. He had hoped he was wrong. He wasn’t.

The doors chimed open, and he stepped into an older corridor where fluorescent lights buzzed, and pipes rattled behind exposed panels. An empty gurney sat half-abandoned near an ajar door, dust gathering in its corners as if it had been forgotten by time itself. The lower levels of county hospitals were where discarded things ended up, and tonight that included the truth. Kade’s footsteps were steady and unhurried, the sound of a man who had spent half his life crossing thresholds he wasn’t supposed to cross. He wasn’t heading back to security; he was headed for records. That was where answers lived—except the one he needed hadn’t been erased or destroyed. It had been deliberately buried because someone knew it mattered.

A single clerk hunched behind a long metal counter stacked with file boxes, a half-eaten bagel, and a desk lamp buzzing softly. He wore scrubs under a hoodie and looked too young to be managing a hospital’s paper trail. Kade cleared his throat, and the kid startled upright, wiping his mouth before asking if he could help. Kade slid a laminated government ID across the counter. Its expiration date was irrelevant. What mattered was its weight. “I need Emily Harper’s full medical file,” Kade said evenly. “All digital logs. Attending notes. Restricted record.” The clerk blinked, turned to his terminal, and typed—then froze as red banners filled the screen. External encryption. Clearance levels that made federal feel truly federal, even to someone who had never seen it before.
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