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chapter 1




The sun was just beginning to rise, casting a golden glow over the base as Sergeant Hector Ramirez laced up his boots and prepared for another day of duty. A seasoned Army military policeman with six years of service under his belt, Hector had earned the respect and admiration of his peers through his unwavering dedication to the job. 

Ramirez walked the perimeter fence, the gravel crunching beneath his boots. The recent string of brutal rapes weighed heavily on his mind. The victims, three female soldiers, had been attacked within the confines of the base, where they should have been safe. Each attack had grown more violent than the last, leaving emotional and physical scars on the survivors.

He clenched his fist, his jaw set in a hard line, feeling the weight of responsibility for those women. He would do everything in his power to find the perpetrator and end this reign of terror. It was his duty to protect his fellow soldiers, and Hector took that duty seriously.

As he approached the mess hall, the smell of cooking grease and burned coffee filled the air, reminding him of the long hours spent there during his early years on the base. Soldiers filed in and out, their conversations laced with tension, punctuated by the occasional bark of laughter. They knew what was happening, and it permeated every aspect of their daily lives.

“Hey, Sarge,” Specialist Eric Miller greeted him, falling into step at Hector’s side. “Any new leads?”

“Nothing solid yet,” Hector admitted, frustration edging his voice. “But I’ve got a hunch we’re getting closer.”

“Good,” Eric said, conviction in his tone. “We’ll put an end to this. We have to.”

As they passed the gym, the sound of weights clanging and fists striking punching bags mingled with the grunts and groans of exertion. The soldiers pushed themselves, driven by the need to be stronger, faster, better in the face of this unknown enemy.

“Damn right we will,” Hector agreed, his thoughts turning inward. He couldn’t shake the feeling that they were missing something important, a piece of the puzzle that would unlock the whole sordid picture. But what?

“Hey, Sarge,” Eric spoke up again, breaking into Hector’s internal monologue. “You ever get the feeling we’re being watched?”

“Every damn day, Miller,” Hector replied, scanning the base with narrowed eyes. “And that’s exactly why we can’t let our guard down.”

With renewed determination, Hector and Eric continued their patrol, knowing that the key to solving these brutal crimes lay hidden somewhere within the walls of the military base. And they would not rest until they found it.


      [image: ]Pausing Sergeant at the entrance to the Criminal Investigation Division (CID) office, Sergeant Hector Ramirez inhaling deeply. The aroma of stale coffee wafted through the air, mingling with the scent of gun oil and disinfectant that pervaded the military base. 

“Morning, Sarge,” Specialist Eric Miller greeted him, his voice a blend of enthusiasm and fatigue. “Got word from the brass—they’re expecting some results today.”

“Christ,” Hector muttered under his breath, rubbing a hand over his face. “They think this is easy? That these sick bastards just leave their names and addresses for us?”

Eric’s expression darkened. “No, but three women in two weeks. It’s making everyone jumpy. I heard the CO’s getting heat from HQ.”

“Let ’em sweat,” Hector snapped, slamming his fist on the table. “We’re doing our goddamn best here.”

Miller nodded his agreement, defiance sparking in his eyes.

“Alright,” Hector said, clapping a hand on Eric’s shoulder. “What do we have so far? Any new leads?”

“Nothing solid,” Eric admitted, pulling up a screen on his laptop. “Forensics is still going through the evidence, but they’re not finding much. Looks like our guy knows what he’s doing.”

“Son of a bitch,” Hector said, scanning the information displayed before him. “We’ve got to find something, anything, that’ll lead us to this bastard.”

“Hey, I’ve got an idea,” Eric said suddenly, tapping the screen. “This might be a long shot, but maybe there’s a pattern to the attacks. Location, time of day, anything.”

“Every angle counts,” Hector said, watching as Eric started cross-referencing the data. “But we better find something soon, or else there’ll be hell to pay.”

“Trust me, Sarge,” Eric responded, his voice grim. “I’m more than aware of the consequences.”

Hector leaned back in his chair, his mind racing with possibilities and theories. The weight of responsibility bore down on him like an anvil—each new victim was a testament to their failure, a brutal reminder of the urgency driving them.

“Dammit, we’re close,” Hector said, almost to himself, clenching his fists. “I can feel it.”

“Let’s hope our guy slips up soon,” said Eric, his fingers flying over the keyboard. “Because I don’t know how much more of this, we can take.”

“Neither do I,” said Hector, his eyes burning with determination. “But we’ll find him, no matter what it takes.”


      [image: ]The door to the makeshift command center creaked open, and Captain Sarah Mitchell stepped in, her face a mask of grave concern. Hector looked up from his desk, strewn with case files and witness statements, his heart sinking as he read the urgency in her eyes. 

“Listen up, you two,” addressing Hector and Eric with no pleasantries. “I just got off the phone with the base commander. He’s running out of patience, meaning we’re running out of time.”

Hector felt the weight of her words like a punch to the gut. He stared at the captain, his mind racing through all the evidence they’d gathered, searching for something he might have missed. Beside him, Eric’s fingers stilled on the keyboard, his expression grim.

“Any progress?” Captain Mitchell asked, though the answer was clear from the tension in the room.

“Nothing concrete yet, ma’am,” Hector said, his gut churning with frustration. “We’ve got a few leads, but…”

“Leads aren’t going to cut it, Sergeant Ramirez,” said Captain Mitchell, her voice steely. “We need results. The top brass are breathing down my neck. They want this monster caught, and they want it done yesterday.”

“I understand, Captain,” Hector said, straightening in his chair. “We’re doing everything we can.”

“See that you do,” she warned, her gaze hard. “Because if we don’t catch this bastard soon, there’s no telling how many more victims will suffer.”

As Captain Mitchell left the room, the heavy silence in her wake weighed even more on Hector’s shoulders. He knew all too well what was at stake. In the past, he’d seen firsthand the devastation that followed such vicious crimes—the fear, the anger, the shattered lives left in their wake. And each time, he’d sworn to himself that he wouldn’t let it happen again.

“Dammit, Eric,” Hector muttered, rubbing his temples. “I can’t bear the thought of another victim suffering because we’re not moving fast enough.”

“Neither can I, Sarge. But we’ll get this guy. We have to.”

Hector nodded, his jaw set in determination. Somewhere on this base, a predator was stalking his prey, and it was their responsibility—his responsibility—to stop them.

As he sifted through the evidence once more, Hector’s thoughts drifted back to his younger sister, who had been brutally attacked years before. The pain and trauma she’d experienced had haunted him ever since, driving him to hunt down monsters like the one they were chasing now. He couldn’t let her down again.

“Alright, let’s go over everything one more time,” Hector said, his voice steely with resolve. “There’s got to be something we missed. We owe it to those victims to find it.”

“Right behind you, Sarge,” Eric replied, determination burning in his eyes.

Together, they plunged back into the investigation, each new lead pushing them closer to the edge. But for Hector Ramirez, failure was not an option. He would see justice done, no matter the cost.


      [image: ]The harsh fluorescent lights of the base’s mess hall buzzed overhead, casting an artificial glow on the sea of fatigues and chatter. Eric rubbed at his temples, taking a much-needed break from the weight of the investigation. He knew Hector wouldn’t approve, but the pressure was getting to him. He needed some semblance of normalcy before diving back into that abyss. 

“Hey, Maria,” he called out through the cacophony as he approached the counter where she worked, her dark hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. “How’s your day been?”

“Eric,” she greeted him with a warm smile, handing over a tray with a freshly made sandwich. “It’s been alright. Better now that you’re here.”

“Thanks,” he said, his chest tightening at the sincerity in her eyes. He hesitated for a moment, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. It was now or never. “Hey, uh… I was wondering if you’d like to go see a movie off-base this weekend? With me, I mean.”

Maria’s eyes widened slightly, and her cheeks flushed a soft pink. “Are you asking me out, Specialist Miller?” she teased, though he could hear the excitement in her voice.

“Guilty as charged,” he admitted, a crooked grin forming on his lips. “So, what do you say? Will you be my accomplice in enjoying some downtime?”

She bit her lip, a hint of hesitation creeping into her expression. “I’d love to, Eric, but are you sure you won’t get in trouble for taking time off? I’ve heard things have been pretty intense lately.”

“Trust me, I could use the break,” he said, lowering his voice. “And spending it with you would make it all the better.”

“Alright then,” her excitement returning as she flashed him a bright smile. “As long as you promise to leave the base behind for a few hours, it’s a date.”

“Deal,” he said, his heart racing at the prospect of spending time with her outside their usual interactions.

As they exchanged a few more words and shared a few laughs, Eric couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt. Hector was no doubt buried in case files, driven by his own demons to catch their suspect. This wasn’t just another case for him; it was personal.

But as he glanced back at Maria, her smile warm and inviting, he knew he needed this too. He needed the reminder that there was more to life than the horrors they faced daily. A chance to recharge before diving headfirst back into the darkness.

“See you on Saturday,” he said to her before turning to rejoin the investigation, silently vowing to work twice as hard once he returned. They would find the perpetrator—not just for the victims, but for themselves, and for the life he hoped to build beyond the confines of their duty.


      [image: ]Hector’s eyes darted between the screens of various security cameras, searching for any signs of the perpetrator. The hum of the lights and computers filled the small room they’d turned into a makeshift command center. 

“Anything?” Eric asked as he settled into the chair beside Hector, sipping from a cup of strong black coffee.

“Nothing yet,” Hector’s voice strained with fatigue. He glanced at Eric, noticing the slight lightness in his eyes. “You seem… better.”

Eric hesitated before answering. “Yeah, I guess I needed a break,” he admitted, thinking back to his conversation with Maria. “But I’m ready to get back into it.”

“Good,” Hector said, acknowledging the unspoken truth that they both needed that connection to something outside the darkness surrounding them. He cleared his throat and pointed toward a monitor. “I’ve been going through the camera footage near the victims’ barracks. Maybe we’ll find something there.”

“Alright,” Eric said, taking a deep breath and focusing on the task at hand.

As they combed through hours of footage, the tension in the room grew thicker. Each minute that passed without a lead felt like a punch to the gut. They knew the pressure was mounting—not just from their own desire for justice, but also from the higher-ups who demanded results. The base was on edge, and everyone could feel it.

“Wait,” Eric said, pausing the video. He leaned in closer, squinting at the grainy image. “Who’s that?”

Hector scrutinized the figure lurking in the shadows, his heart pounding in his chest. Could this be their suspect? But as quickly as the hope had come, it vanished. “It’s just Sergeant Thompson,” he muttered, disappointment heavy in his voice. “He’s always working late.”

“Damn,” Eric muttered under his breath, rubbing his temples. “It feels like we’re going in circles.”

“Tell me about it,” Hector agreed, his frustration mounting. But he refused to let that stop him. He’d seen too many victims suffer, too many lives shattered by this monster hiding amongst them. And as much as he tried to keep his personal feelings at bay, the memories of his sister’s assault years ago fueled his resolve.

“Let’s try something else,” Hector suggested, his mind racing with ideas. “Maybe there’s a pattern to the attacks we haven’t seen yet. What if we map out the locations and times?”

“Couldn’t hurt,” Eric said, grateful for the new direction. As they plotted the information on a large map of the base, the reality of their situation became even more apparent—they were running out of time.

“Look at this,” Hector said, pointing to a cluster of incidents near the training grounds. “They’re getting bolder, coming closer to high-traffic areas.”

“Which means they’re likely to strike again soon,” Eric added, his stomach churning at the thought. The weight of their responsibility settled heavily on their shoulders, but they knew they couldn’t afford to falter. They had to find the perpetrator before another soldier suffered at their hands.

“Let’s go back to the beginning,” Hector said, determination flaring in his eyes. “We’ll re-interview everyone, search for any inconsistencies or new leads. We won’t stop until we find them.”

“Agreed,” Eric said, the fire inside him reignited. Together, they would face the darkness that threatened their comrades—and emerge victorious, no matter the cost.


      [image: ]Rain pelted the base as Hector and Eric trudged towards the barracks. The oppressive humidity clung to their skin, mingling with sweat and exhaustion. It had been nearly a week since they’d re-interviewed all the relevant witnesses and combed through mountains of evidence. Nevertheless, no solid lead had emerged. 

“Damn it,” Hector said under his breath, frustration gnawing at him like an insatiable beast. He could feel the pressure mounting, not just from the higher-ups, but also within himself. Every moment that passed without progress was another moment where the perpetrator remained free.

“Hey, I think we’ve got something!” Eric said, excitement seeping into his voice. He pulled a crumpled sheet of paper from his pocket, his eyes scanning the hastily scribbled notes. “I was talking to Private Jacobs again, and he mentioned seeing someone suspicious hanging around the edge of the training grounds on the night of the last attack.”

“Did he give a description?” Hector asked, hope flaring in his chest.

“Sort of,” Eric replied, frowning slightly. “He said the person was tall, wearing dark clothes, and had a limp. But it was dark, so he couldn’t make out any other details.”

“Still, it’s more than we’ve had before.” Hector clenched his fists, determination surging through him like a tidal wave. “Let’s go talk to Jacobs again, see if we can get anything else.”

“Agreed,” Eric said, matching Hector’s resolve. They made their way back to the barracks, the stormy weather mirroring the turmoil inside them.

As they approached Private Jacobs’s bunk, Hector framed the questions in his mind. What else had Jacobs seen? Could this be the break they so desperately needed?

“Private Jacobs.” The young soldier looked up from his book, a mixture of apprehension and curiosity in his eyes.

“Sir?” Jacobs replied, scrambling to attention.

“About that person you saw on the night of the last attack,” Ramirez’s voice steady but urgent. “Can you remember anything else? Anything at all could be crucial.”

Jacobs hesitated for a moment, his brow furrowing as he searched his memory. “Well, there is one thing,” he said slowly. “The person was carrying something—it looked like a duffel bag, I think. But I couldn’t see what was inside.”

“Did it look heavy?” Eric asked, his eyes narrowing.

“Maybe,” Jacobs said uncertainly. “They seemed to struggle with it, but that could have been because of the limp.”

“Thank you, Private,” Hector said, nodding his approval. He turned to Eric, a newfound determination burning in his eyes. “We need to find this person. They might be our best chance at catching the perpetrator.”

“Let’s track down everyone who was on or near the training grounds that night. See if anyone else saw this person, or if they noticed someone with a recent injury.”

“Good idea,” said Hector. “I’ll start with the medical records, see if anyone’s been treated for an injury that matches the description.”

As they split up to pursue their leads, Hector couldn’t shake the feeling that they were finally closing in on the truth. The pieces were falling into place, and soon, justice would be served.

“Wait!” A sudden cry echoed through the barracks, followed by the sound of shattering glass. Hector and Eric exchanged alarmed glances and sprinted toward the source of the disturbance.

“Help!” The scream was desperate, fear-laced, and unmistakably female.

Hector’s heart pounded in his chest as he rounded the corner, a chilling scene unfolding before his eyes. A terrified female private, her uniform torn and bloodied, stood over the broken remains of a window.

“Who did this?” Hector demanded, adrenaline surging through his veins.

“I don’t know,” she sobbed, terror etched into her face. “He was just here. He tried to grab me, but I managed to get away.”

“Stay with her, Eric,” Hector ordered, his voice taut with urgency. “I’m going after him.”

As Hector raced into the rain-soaked night, the shadows seemed to whisper a sinister promise—the nightmare was far from over.
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