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The rhythmic thrum of the heart monitor filled the sterile air of the ICU, a stark contrast to the growing chaos. Dr. Nathan Shaw, a former Navy SEAL with a steely gaze, leaned over the patient. The young woman, barely out of her teens, lay motionless, her skin an unnatural shade of gray. A chilling sensation crept over him as he noticed the strange, crystalline substance forming in her veins, a macabre tableau that defied medical explanation.

A team of nurses and residents swarmed around the bed, their movements frantic as they tried to stem the tide of her deteriorating condition. Alarms blared, a cacophony of warnings that seemed to echo the patient's own silent cry for help. Shaw's mind raced, searching for answers.

This case wasn't a mere medical anomaly. It was a glimpse of a sinister pathogen, a dark riddle with a growing body count. A chill ran down Shaw's spine, a familiar thrill of danger igniting within him. If left unchecked, this pathogen could prove far more virulent than SARS-CoV-2.

He reached for his phone, his fingers hovering over the contact. A name flashed across his memory: Michael Bond. A brilliant ER physician, a former colleague, and a man who could see the patterns hidden beneath the chaos.

"Michael," Shaw began, his voice low and urgent, "we have a problem up here in Boston."

As he recounted the bizarre symptoms, the rapid deterioration, and the eerie crystallization, Bond's voice echoed through the receiver. "Prion disease or variation of a hemorrhagic virus, maybe?" he suggested, his tone cautious. "But that's rare, even rarer to progress this quickly.  We haven't seen cases of hemorrhagic pathogens on this continent in decades."

Shaw's mind raced. Prion disease, a slow, degenerative illness, couldn't explain the rapid onset of symptoms. Something else was at play, something far more sinister. A weaponized pathogen, perhaps? A targeted attack?

"This isn't natural, Michael," Shaw said, his voice hardening. "We're dealing with something far more dangerous. I'm calling in a favor - get up to Boston ASAP!"

As he hung up, Shaw turned his attention back to the patient. The crystalline substance was spreading, inching its way up her arm. A cold dread settled over him. He knew this was just the beginning of a deadly game. The stakes were life and death and speed of the essence.


Secrets & Scars






Dr. Clarice Washington sat in her office deep inside the heart of Seattle, staring at the pathology report in front of her.  She longed for Dr. Bond's presence but knew he had his ghosts at play. 

The words blurred, the medical jargon fading into a haze of memories. Memories of a life she'd tried to leave behind.

A life of secrets, of shadows. A life in the service of her country, but at what cost?

She closed her eyes, and the past came rushing back. The smell of gunpowder, the tang of blood. The adrenaline rush of a mission gone right and the gut-wrenching horror of one gone wrong.

Kabul, Afghanistan. 2015.

The Hilux raced through the war-torn streets, bullets pinging off the battered sides. Clarice gripped the wheel, her knuckles white, her heart pounding. Beside her, her partner, Agent Tom Novak, clutched his rifle, his eyes scanning the rooftops for threats.

They were CIA, part of a covert team tasked with infiltrating a local hospital by posing as medical missionaries. Months of undercover work, carefully cultivated contact, and painstakingly gathered intel had led them to this moment.

But something had gone wrong. Their cover blown, their faux identities compromised.  Now, they were running for their lives, trying to reach the extraction point before it was too late.

"Left!" Tom yelled, pointing. "Take the next left!"

Clarice yanked the wheel, sending the Toyota Hilux careening down a narrow alley. Trash cans clattered, stray dogs yelped and scattered. And then, ahead, a makeshift barricade of overturned cars and rubble.

A trap.

Clarice slammed on the brakes, but it was too late. The pickup smashed into the barricade, metal screaming, glass shattering. The world spun, a kaleidoscope of chaos and pain.

And then, stillness. Silence, broken only by the hiss of steam, the crackle of flames.

Clarice blinked and tasted blood. She turned, reached for Tom.

But he was gone—his seat a twisted ruin, his body broken and still.

She screamed, a sound of rage and anguish. She clawed at the wreckage, desperately trying to reach him.

But the flames were spreading, the heat searing her skin. Hands grabbed her and pulled her back. Other agents, their extraction team.

"He's gone, Washington," someone said, their voice distant, muffled. "We have to go. Now."

They dragged her away, even as she fought, even as she screamed Tom's name. The vehicle vanished in a roar of fire and smoke, taking a piece of her soul with it.

Clarice opened her eyes, the memory fading. She was back in her office, back in the present. But the scars remained, etched into her heart, her mind.

She'd left the CIA after that mission, after losing Tom. She'd returned to medicine, to the world of science and reason—a world where she could heal, not harm.

But the past had a way of catching up, of haunting the present. And now, with Michael Bond, with the horrors of society's underbelly, she found herself drawn back into that world.

A world of secrets and shadows. Of dangers untold and sacrifices unknowable.

She sighed and rubbed her eyes. Bond didn't know about her past, about her time in the CIA. She'd kept that part of her life hidden, locked away.

But as the ghosts of the past stirred, she wondered how long she could keep those secrets.

And what price she might pay for the truth.






Debts



Dr. Michael Bond, usually so composed, seemed to zone out after a brief cell phone call. His typically sharp features softened, replaced by a distant look. The trauma bay of Chicago Memorial Hospital continued its chaotic dance around him—nurses moving with practiced precision, the beeping of monitors creating a familiar soundtrack to the controlled chaos.

"Everything alright, Mike?" Clarice asked, her voice laced with concern. As the charge nurse who had worked alongside Bond for the past three years, she could read his micro-expressions better than most.

He snapped out of his reverie, a flicker of urgency in his eyes. "I need to go to Boston," he said, his voice barely a whisper.

Clarice's eyebrows shot up. "Boston? Now? What happened?"

The trauma bay doors burst open as paramedics wheeled in a construction worker with a rebar impalement. Bond's demeanor instantly shifted—his momentary distraction vanishing as he stepped forward, already calling for a trauma series and blood products. His movements were precise and confident, the product of thousands of similar cases.

Thirty minutes later, with the patient stabilized and heading to surgery, Bond retreated to the doctors' lounge. Clarice followed, finding him staring at his phone, already scrolling through flight options.

"You were saying something about Boston," she prompted, pouring two cups of coffee and sliding one toward him.

"Old friend," he replied, his voice distant. "A favor. A life debt."

Clarice knew better than to pry, but the weight of his words hung heavy in the air. She'd seen the scars on his neck and arms, physical reminders of a past he rarely spoke about. She knew about his time in Afghanistan, the horrors he'd witnessed, the lives he'd saved, and the lives he'd lost.

"A life debt, huh?" she murmured, understanding dawning in her eyes. "Someone saved you from dying?"

He nodded, a bittersweet smile playing on his lips. "Twice. A guy named Nathan Shaw. Former Navy SEAL, now doctor, and a damn good friend."

Bond stared into his coffee, the steam rising between them like ghosts from the past. "Kandahar Province, 2012. Our forward surgical team got hit. I was triaging patients when the mortars came in."

His fingers unconsciously traced the jagged scar running along his collarbone. "Shaw was there as a SEAL medic. Dragged me out of the collapsing tent, patched me up despite taking shrapnel himself." Bond's eyes grew distant. "Three days later, our medevac chopper went down in a dust storm. Shaw found us and kept me alive for thirty-six hours until extraction arrived."

Clarice sat silently, knowing Bond rarely shared these stories. The weight of those memories was evident in the tightness around his eyes.

"What's he need?" she finally asked.

"He didn't say much. Something about blood crystallizing and patients dying. Whatever it is, it's bad enough that Shaw broke our emergency-only protocol." Bond drained his coffee. "I've never heard him rattled before. Not even when we were taking fire."

Bond stood, decision made. "I need to talk to Rodriguez about coverage. I've got three weeks of vacation time I haven't touched."

"I'll handle the schedule," Clarice offered, already making mental calculations of staffing adjustments. "When will you leave?"

Bond checked his phone. "There's a flight in three hours. I can make that."

Clarice noticed the subtle transformation as he gathered his things—the ER doctor giving way to something more complicated, more focused. It reminded her of the few times she'd seen military veterans snap back into their former selves when crisis struck.

"Mike," she called as he reached the door. "Whatever this is... be careful."

Bond nodded, a grim determination settling over his features. "Tell Rodriguez I'll call him tonight. And Clarice—if this is what I think it is, we might need to prepare for incoming cases here, too."

"What do you mean?"

Bond paused, choosing his words carefully. "Shaw mentioned something that sounds like a prion variant. If it's spreading..." He didn't finish the thought.

"Go," she said with sudden urgency. "I'll make sure everything's covered here."

As Bond strode through the emergency department, his mind was already shifting gears, cataloging what he knew about prion diseases, unusual crystallization patterns, and pathogen vectors. Whatever was happening in Boston had rattled Nathan Shaw—and that alone was enough to send ice through Bond's veins.

He paused at his locker, spinning the combination and reaching past his white coat to the back corner. His fingers closed around a small field medical kit—a remnant from his military days that he'd never quite been able to leave behind. Some habits died hard. Some debts could never be fully repaid.

Dr. Michael Bond left his ordinary life behind as the hospital doors slid open, letting in the crisp Seattle air. Whatever waited for him in Boston, he owed Shaw this and more. Life debts weren't measured in the currency of convenience.

His phone buzzed with a text from Shaw: "Bring your A-game, Bond. This one's beyond anything we've seen."

Bond hailed a cab, his response simple: "En route. Hold the line."

Whatever nightmare was unfolding in Boston, Bond knew one thing with absolute certainty—Nathan Shaw wouldn't have called unless lives hung in the balance, including, possibly, his own.
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