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    To the lost and hidden souls that feel as if they are alone in the world, know that someone is always watching out for you. You are as important to this world as someone in the spotlight. Never give up.

 

 

"Some shadows hide in darkness, but the darkest shadows wear the faces of the innocent... until someone dares to bring them into the light."                                                       Katlyn Rose



    


The Right to Live

There’s a fundamental truth about life that seems to slip through the cracks for too many people, especially those in power. It’s simple, really. A person’s body, their mind, their very existence, belongs to them. Not to the government, not to corporations, and certainly not to those who think their wealth or influence entitles them to treat human lives as commodities.

Yet here we are, in a world where too many people are denied that basic right. People living on the streets, the runaways, the forgotten souls rotting away in prisons, these are the most vulnerable among us, and they are being exploited in ways that are so deeply wrong, it turns the stomach.

I’ve seen the reports. I’ve witnessed, with my own eyes, the depravity that comes when society strips someone of their humanity. It’s not just about poverty or being locked up behind bars. It’s about power. The kind of power that allows one human being to decide who lives and who dies, based on nothing more than a bank account balance, a criminal record, or the fact that someone doesn’t have a roof over their head.

This isn’t just an injustice. It’s a violation of everything it means to be human.

The right to your own body, your own life, is not something that should be up for negotiation. It’s not something that should be taken away just because you’re poor, or homeless, or unlucky enough to have been born into the wrong circumstances. No one, not one damn person, should have to worry about being exploited, experimented on, or worse, simply because they exist on the margins of society.

Let’s talk about the homeless, for instance. They are among the most invisible people in our world. We walk past them every day, heads down, eyes averted, pretending they don’t exist. Society doesn’t see them. Politicians don’t care. But the ones who do notice? The predators. The ones who look at these people, human beings, with dreams and fears and families, and see nothing but opportunity. Opportunity to exploit their bodies for profit. Organ trafficking. Illegal medical experiments. It’s happening right under our noses, in cities all over the world. And why? Because they think no one will miss them. They think these people have no value.

But every person, no matter where they come from, no matter what they’ve been through, has value. Everyone has the right to live their life free from the fear of being preyed upon. Everyone has the right to control what happens to their own body.

And let’s not forget about the runaways, the kids who slip through the cracks, who’ve been abandoned, or worse, thrown away by the very people who were supposed to protect them. These children, just like the homeless, are vulnerable in ways most of us can’t even begin to understand. And because they have no one looking out for them, because they’ve been cast aside, they become easy targets.

I’ve met kids like this. Kids who ran from abusive homes, or from a system that treated them like numbers on a page. They end up on the streets, doing whatever they can to survive. And the predators? They’re waiting. Ready to scoop them up, strip them of their dignity, and use them until there’s nothing left.

These kids, these people, they have the right to exist, to grow up, to figure out who they are without being reduced to a resource for someone else’s greed.

And then there are the prisoners. God knows, the criminal justice system in this country is broken. People are sentenced to life for things that shouldn’t even carry jail time. And for what? Because they couldn’t afford a decent lawyer? Because they were born into poverty, made a mistake, and couldn’t claw their way back out?

But even if someone has committed a crime, even if they’ve been sentenced to life behind bars, that doesn’t mean they’ve forfeited their humanity. It doesn’t mean they’ve lost the right to control their own body. Just because someone is imprisoned doesn’t mean they are any less human than you or me. Their life still has value. Their body still belongs to them.

But in the eyes of some, those who profit off human suffering, those prisoners are nothing more than a commodity. A source of organs for the wealthy. A way to make money off the back of someone else’s misery. And the terrifying part? It’s happening. It’s happening in prisons, in secret clinics, in places most of us would never even dream of. Lives are being stolen. Bodies are being harvested. And the people behind it all think they can get away with it because, after all, who cares about a prisoner?

I care. And you should too.

It doesn’t matter if someone is rich or poor, free or incarcerated, young or old. Every single person has the right to decide what happens to their body. Every person has the right to live, to breathe, to exist without someone else taking that away from them.

We need to stop thinking of human beings as disposable. We need to stop seeing people as resources to be used up and thrown away. It’s not just the homeless. It’s not just the runaways or the prisoners. It’s everyone. Because once we start stripping one group of their humanity, it becomes easier to strip another group. And another. Until there’s nothing left but a society where only the rich, the powerful, and the privileged have the right to exist in peace.

Human rights are not negotiable. They are not something that can be bought or sold. The right to your own body, the right to live your life free from exploitation, belongs to every single person on this planet.

And if we don’t start fighting for those rights, for the most vulnerable among us, then we’re not just failing them, we’re failing ourselves. Because a world where human life can be reduced to a commodity is a world where none of us are truly free.

So yes, it is a person’s right to live. Not just to survive, but to live. To be more than just a body to be harvested, more than just a cog in someone else’s machine. It doesn’t matter if you’re poor, or homeless, or a runaway, or locked away in a cell. Your body is your own. Your life is your own. And no one, no matter how powerful, no matter how wealthy, has the right to take that away from you.

We need to protect that right. We need to stand up for those who can’t stand up for themselves. We need to demand justice for the ones who have been silenced. Because if we don’t, if we let this continue unchecked, then what does that say about us?

It says we’ve lost our way. It says we’ve forgotten what it means to be human.

It’s not too late. It’s never too late to fight for what’s right. To reclaim our humanity. To say, once and for all, that every person, no matter who they are, no matter where they come from, has the right to live. To exist. To own their own body.

And that is a fight worth fighting. Always.
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Doc had always enjoyed California, especially the coastal air that seemed to carry the promise of freedom and the memories of days long gone. It was a far cry from the rugged, earthy scent of the ranch he managed, but every once in a while, the ocean called to him, reminding him that there were still places in this world where the waves could wash away the past, if only for a moment.

He was staying at one of Charlie’s safehouses, a modest but comfortable place nestled in the quiet suburbs, far enough from the chaos of the city to provide some peace but close enough to reach if trouble called. Charlie had insisted he take some time off, and though Doc wasn’t one to let go of the reins easily, he had to admit that the break was welcome. Besides, Izzy and Rafe were there, keeping him company, and the trio had spent the past few days getting to know each other, sharing stories, and occasionally dipping into the more serious business that kept them all connected. He knew young people could live a full life in a short period of time, and these two had been doing just that.

One afternoon, after a long walk along the beach, Doc returned to the safehouse to find Izzy and Rafe engrossed in a conversation. Izzy, with her sharp intellect and quick reflexes, had been teaching Rafe some new martial arts techniques, the two had become more than just friends and the throws and falls were becoming very... he coughed, familiar. Doc smiled at the sight, budding love. It reminded him of the importance of having a family, even one as unconventional as theirs.

As he set his hat on the table and sat down with a cold glass of water, his phone buzzed in his pocket. He frowned, the unexpected call raising his hackles. Most of the people who needed to reach him knew better than to disturb him when he was taking a break. He pulled out the phone and glanced at the screen. The number was unfamiliar, but a niggle in his mind

told him to answer it.

He answered, his voice gruff with curiosity. “Doc here.”

There was a pause, just long enough to make him think the call had disconnected, but then a voice crackled through the line, a voice he hadn’t heard in years but recognized instantly. “Hey, cowboy. Long time, no see.”

Doc’s heart skipped a beat, and a cold, prickly sensation crawled up his spine. “Naomi?” His voice was barely above a whisper.

“Yeah, it’s me,” the voice on the other end confirmed, with a hint of something he couldn’t quite place... regret? Amusement? It had been so long that he couldn’t tell.

Doc felt his throat tighten, his grip on the phone tightening as the floodgates of memories opened. He hadn’t thought about Naomi in years, had deliberately locked those memories away in a part of his mind he never intended to revisit. But now, her voice had the power to drag them all back, kicking and screaming into the present.

“I got out a few weeks ago,” Naomi continued, her tone now softer, more uncertain. “Didn’t think you’d want to hear from me, but... well, I’ve got no one else.”

He closed his eyes, trying to steady his breath. Naomi. The woman who had nearly destroyed him, the woman who had made him a pawn in one of the most horrific games he had ever been a part of. And the woman he had loved, once, before he knew the truth.

“What do you want, Naomi?” Doc finally asked, his voice cold, trying to keep the bitterness at bay.

She sighed, the sound heavy with regret. “I’m out, but I’ve got nothing, Doc. No family, no friends... not even a place to sleep. I’m too old to be out here on the streets, and I thought maybe, just maybe, you might be able help me. One last time.”

Doc’s mind raced, flashes of the past blurring with the present. He remembered the way she had used him, how she had convinced him to help her move what she claimed were ‘lost children’ across the border. And he had, in his naivety, believed her, believed that he was helping those kids find a better life. It wasn’t until it was too late that he realized he had been helping her traffic them, teenagers ripped from their homes and families, sold into a life of unimaginable horror.

When the truth came out, he had confronted Naomi, the fight between them vicious and brutal, fueled by his rage and her cold indifference. He had gone after the teens, risking his life to pull them out of the nightmare he had unwittingly delivered them to. And Naomi had been captured, tried, and sent to prison, where he hoped she would rot for the rest of her life.

But now, here she was, free and asking him for help. And damn him, there was a part of him that still cared, that still remembered the woman she had been before the darkness took hold.

“Where are you?” Doc asked before he could stop himself, the words slipping out as if someone else had spoken them.

“Union Station,” she replied quickly, relief evident in her voice. “Meet me there, Doc. Please. I don’t have anyone else to turn to. I’ve got some problems.”

He ended the call without another word, staring at the phone in his hand as if it were a snake ready to strike. Union Station. He could be there in less than an hour, but should he go? After everything she had done, after the way she had used him, could he really trust her again?

“Everything okay, Doc?” Izzy’s voice broke through his thoughts, and he looked up to see her and Rafe watching him with concern.

“Yeah,” he lied, forcing a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Just an old friend in need of a favor.”

“An old friend?” Rafe raised an eyebrow, clearly not buying the nonchalant tone in Doc’s voice.

“Yeah, but don’t worry about it. I’ll be back soon.” He grabbed his hat and headed for the door, not wanting to get into it with them. This was something he felt he had to face alone.

The drive to Union Station was a blur, the memories he had fought so hard to bury rising to the surface with every mile. By the time he arrived, his stomach was churning, his hands gripping the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles were white.

He parked and made his way inside, the station bustling with activity. People of all walks of life passed by, some rushing to catch their trains, others lingering in the waiting area. Doc scanned the crowd, looking for Naomi, but she was nowhere to be seen.

He found a bench near the entrance and sat down, the memories of his past flashing through his mind, making his head throb. Minutes ticked by, then an hour, and still, there was no sign of her. The more time passed, the more he began to feel like a fool. She wasn’t coming. This had been a mistake, a stupid, sentimental mistake. Same old Naomi.

As the second hour came and went, Doc stood, his heart filled with a mix of anger and resignation. She wasn’t coming. Whether she had changed her mind or simply decided to toy with him one last time, he didn’t know. And it didn’t matter. The Naomi he had known, the Naomi he had once loved, was gone, replaced by a woman he no longer recognized.

With a sigh, Doc turned to leave, the hope that had flickered briefly inside him extinguished. He walked out of the station and back to his truck, his footsteps heavy and slow. As he climbed in and started the engine, he couldn’t shake the feeling that this was the universe’s way of reminding him that some people never change. And maybe, just maybe, it was time for him to finally let go of the past.

Driving back to the safehouse, Doc’s mind was filled with memories he wished he could forget. The young faces of the teens he had unknowingly trafficked flashed before him, their eyes full of fear and betrayal. He had spent years trying to atone for that mistake, but the guilt never truly left him. And now, Naomi had resurfaced, bringing all that pain and regret back to the surface.

By the time he reached the safehouse, the sun was beginning to set, casting long shadows across the quiet neighborhood. Doc parked the truck and sat there for a moment, staring out at the darkening sky. He had hoped, foolishly, that maybe helping Naomi would offer him some sort of closure. But all it had done was reopen old wounds.

As he stepped out of the truck and headed inside, Doc vowed to put the past behind him once and for all. Naomi had made her choices, so be it. There was no going back, no fixing what had been broken. All he could do now was focus on the present and the people who needed him.

Izzy and Rafe were in the living room when he walked in, their conversation halting as they turned to him. Izzy’s sharp eyes caught the look on his face, and she didn’t need to ask if everything had gone okay. Rafe, ever perceptive, simply nodded at him, offering silent support.

“Everything all right, Doc?” Izzy asked gently, her voice full of concern.

“Yeah,” Doc replied, forcing a smile. “Just some old business I needed to take care of. Nothing to worry about. It’s all good.”

Izzy didn’t press him, but the look in her eyes told him she knew there was more to the story. Rafe, on the other hand, simply clapped him on the shoulder and said, “Well, if you ever want to talk, we’re here.”

“Thanks,” Doc muttered, grateful for their understanding.

As the evening wore on, they settled into the familiar routine of shared meals and quiet conversation. But even as they laughed and talked, Doc’s mind kept drifting back to Union Station, to the empty bench where he had waited for someone who never came.

Later that night, as he lay in bed staring up at the ceiling, Doc thought about the choices he had made in his life. The paths he had walked, the people he had helped, and those he had failed. He knew he couldn’t change the past, but maybe, just maybe, he had learned from it.

He had a family now, a group of people who depended on him, who looked to him for guidance and strength. He thought about them... a group of people he loved. And that was something worth holding on to, something worth fighting for. Naomi was part of his past, but she didn’t have to define his future.

With that thought in mind, Doc closed his eyes and let the memories fade into the background. As he drifted off to sleep, one final thought crossed his mind, maybe he had finally found the closure he had been searching for all these years. But then another thought niggled its way into him mind, why hadn’t Naomi showed up? That was very unlike he remembered her being. He became alert again as his phone rang, the same number as earlier.
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The room was dark when Doc answered. His thoughts had been plagued by old memories, by the image of Naomi’s face from years ago, twisted in deceit and lies. He thought he had put it all behind him after she failed to show at Union Station. After all, why should he have expected anything different?

But now, as he glanced at his phone in the dim light, his heart sank. With a frustrated grunt, he grabbed the phone and answered it, the anger in his voice apparent. “What, Naomi?”

There was silence on the other end. Doc was about to hang up when he heard it, heavy breathing. The kind that sent a shiver down his spine and pulled him from his groggy state instantly. Something was wrong.

“Naomi?” Doc’s tone changed, his senses on high alert as he listened carefully. The breathing continued, shaky and labored, and then he heard a soft, almost imperceptible sob. His grip tightened on the phone, every muscle in his body going tense.

“Naomi, what’s going on?” he demanded, his voice sharp now. “Where are you?”

More silence. And then, a faint, broken whisper: “Doc...”

He closed his eyes, trying to focus, to make sense of what he was hearing. She sounded weak. Vulnerable. That wasn’t Naomi. Naomi had always been tough, defiant, even in the face of danger. But now, her voice trembled with fear, with pain.

“I’m in trouble...” she whispered, barely audible. “They grabbed me... drugged me. I... I don’t know where I am...”

Doc shot up from bed, his heart racing. This was no longer about their complicated past, or the lies, or the betrayal, this was life and death, something he knew plenty about.

“I’m coming to find you,” he said urgently, already pulling on his boots. “Stay on the line, Naomi. Just keep talking. I need to know where you are.”

But instead of a reply, he heard a crash in the background, followed by a guttural sound, someone else breathing into the phone. Heavy, menacing.

“Naomi?” Doc’s voice was filled with alarm now.

“Find me...” she breathed, her voice a fading whisper.

And then, the line went dead.

“Damn it!” Doc cursed as he leaped out of bed, already shouting down the hallway. “Izzy! Rafe!”

Izzy and Rafe stumbled out of their rooms, rubbing their eyes but quickly snapping to attention at the sight of Doc’s panic.

“What’s going on?” Rafe asked, already grabbing his jacket.

“It’s Naomi,” Doc said, pacing the room, his mind racing. “She called again, said she’s in trouble, grabbed, drugged, don’t know what else, and doesn’t know where she is. I need you to track that call. Here’s my phone.”

Izzy, wide awake now, rushed to the table where she had her laptop set up. She didn’t waste time with questions, she had come to know Doc well enough to know when the situation was serious. As her fingers flew across the keyboard, pulling up programs and databases, Rafe quickly checked his gear, making sure everything was ready to go.

“We have to go now,” Doc muttered, grabbing his jacket. “I don’t know how long we have, but from the sound of her voice, it’s not long.”

“I’m on it,” Izzy said, her eyes locked on the screen, concentration etched on her face. “Give me a second.”

Seconds felt like hours as Izzy rushed to find a signal for Naomi’s phone. Doc’s mind raced with memories of Naomi, how she had manipulated him, used him to traffic those kids, and how, despite everything, he had been foolish enough to love her. But now wasn’t the time to relive the past. Right now, she was in trouble, had asked for help, and even though she had betrayed him, Doc wasn’t the kind of man to leave someone behind when they called for help.

Finally, Izzy looked up from the screen, her eyes sharp. “Got it. I’ve traced the call to an industrial area on the outskirts of the city, near the docks. It’s sketchy, Doc. A lot of abandoned warehouses, not much traffic in or out this time of night. Could be some dicey people out there.”

Rafe was already at the door, keys in hand. “I’ll get the car. Let’s go.”

Without wasting another second, Doc, Izzy, and Rafe were out the door and into the cool night air. The safehouse was quiet, the streets empty as they made their way to the car, adrenaline coursing through all of them.

As they sped through the city, Doc sat in the front seat, his jaw clenched, staring straight ahead as the lights of the city blurred by. Izzy sat in the back, her phone open, monitoring the coordinates she had tracked, trying to see if there was any further activity.

“We’re getting close,” Rafe said, glancing at the GPS. “Five minutes out.”

Doc’s heart pounded in his chest, dread whirling inside him. Naomi’s voice echoed in his head, weak and scared, a far cry from the woman who had once stood in front of him, fearless and cold. He had spent years trying to forget her, trying to erase the memories of what she had done, but now it seemed like fate had dragged him back into her orbit.

“I don’t like this,” Izzy muttered from the back seat, her eyes fixed on her screen. “The signal from her phone disappeared. If they took it from her or destroyed it, we’re flying blind.”

Doc grunted in response, his mind already working through the possibilities. It didn’t matter if they were flying blind, they were going in regardless. Naomi had called him for help, and whatever her past sins, he wasn’t about to turn his back on her.

As they approached the industrial area, Rafe cut the lights and slowed the car, scanning the streets for anything out of place. The docks loomed in the distance, shrouded in darkness, the warehouses standing like silent guardians against the night sky.

“There,” Izzy said, pointing to a dilapidated building near the water. “That’s the address where the signal was strongest. She’s got to be in there or close by.”

Rafe drove around and parked the car across the street behind another old building. The three of them got out, moving quickly but cautiously toward the building. Doc’s senses were on high alert, his eyes scanning the area for any signs of movement. The air was filled with the smell of saltwater and rust, and the silence was unnerving.

As they reached the entrance of the warehouse, Doc motioned for Rafe to take point. Rafe nodded, being younger, his quickness would be a benefit is things went sideways. His military training and street skills kicked in as he scoped out the area, signaling that it was clear.

Inside, the warehouse was dark and damp, the sound of dripping water echoing through the cavernous space. Doc’s heart raced as they moved deeper into the building, their footsteps sticking on the wet concrete floor. They had no idea what they were stepping in.

And then, they heard it, a faint noise, like someone coughing as they struggled to breathe.

Doc’s pulse quickened. “There,” he whispered, moving toward the sound.

They turned a corner, and there was Naomi, slumped against a wall, her hands bound, her face pale and bruised. Her eyes fluttered open as they approached, and for a moment, Doc saw the woman he had once cared for, the woman who had been so strong and fierce.

But now, she was broken and covered in blood.

“Doc...” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

Doc knelt beside her, his heart aching at the sight of her. “I’m here,” he said, quickly but gently untying her hands. “We’re getting you out of here.” They didn’t assess her as they felt like their time was running out.

She winced as he helped her to her feet, her body weak from whatever they had done to her. “I didn’t think you’d come,” she muttered, her eyes clouded with pain.

“I came,” Doc replied, his voice tight with emotion. “Let’s get you out of here.”

As they started to move toward the exit, Rafe stopped suddenly, his hand on his gun. “We’ve got company,” he whispered.

From the shadows, two men emerged, their faces hard and menacing. One of them had a gun trained on Doc and Naomi, the other moved toward Rafe and Izzy.

“Looks like you found her,” the man with the gun sneered. “Too bad you won’t be leaving with her.”

Doc’s blood boiled. Naomi had already suffered enough. He wasn’t about to let these men take her away again.

With a quick glance at Rafe, they sprang into action.

Rafe moved first, his training on full display as he charged the man closest to him, taking him off guard. A swift punch to the gut and the man was down, groaning on the floor, his gun safely in Rafe’s hand. Izzy, with her martial arts skills, made quick work of the second man, disarming him with a sharp kick to the wrist that sent his gun clattering across the floor.

Doc, still holding Naomi, kept his eyes on the fallen men, gun in hand, ready to fire if necessary.

“We need to move, now,” Rafe said, his voice urgent. “There might be more somewhere close.”

With Naomi leaning heavily on Doc’s arm, they quickly made their way back to the car, leaving the unconscious men behind. Doc didn’t know who they were or why they had taken Naomi, but it didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was getting her to safety.

As they sped away from the warehouse, Doc glanced at Naomi, her eyes closed, her breathing labored.

“Thank you,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

Doc didn’t respond, his mind too full of questions, too full of the memories of what she had done and what he had just risked to save her. But he knew one thing for sure, he had done the right thing. He had answered her call for help, and now, she was safe.

But the past had a way of catching up with you, and as Doc looked out at the darkened streets of Los Angeles, he knew that this was far from over.

“Where do we go from here, Doc?” Rafe asked, his eyes on the road ahead. “She looks like she needs a doctor.”

Doc sighed, feeling the weight of the situation on his shoulders. “We go back to the safehouse,” he said quietly. “And we figure out what the hell just happened.”

Because one thing was clear, this wasn’t just about Naomi. This was about something darker. And Doc wasn’t going to rest until he found out what it was.
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The safehouse was dark, the only light coming from a decorative lamp in the corner of the living room. Doc, Izzy, and Rafe moved quickly through the front door, Naomi's now limp body was heavy in Doc’s arm. They were all on high alert, hoping they made it without being followed or tracked. Izzy immediately clicked on a disrupter in case Naomi had a device implanted in her.

Doc laid Naomi gently on the couch, the soft light casting shadows on her bruised and battered face. Her shirt was soaking with blood and sweat. Her breathing was shallow, her body barely responding as Doc draped a blanket over her. The room was eerily quiet, except for the occasional groan from Naomi as she slipped in and out of consciousness.

Doc straightened up, pulling out his phone. He dialed a number, his expression grim as he waited for the line to connect. It was late, but there were people he trusted who would come at a moment’s notice. They owed him, and he didn’t ask for favors lightly.

“I need you both,” Doc said simply when the call was answered. There was no need for explanations, they would understand.

After a brief pause, he added, “Bring your kit.”

Within minutes, the safehouse’s atmosphere shifted as a knock echoed through the room. Rafe moved to answer the door, while Izzy kept an eye on Naomi, her brow furrowed with concern. Doc watched as the door swung open, revealing two figures standing in the doorway.

The man and woman who stepped inside were a sight for sore eyes to Doc. They appeared ancient, their faces etched with deep lines and wrinkles, their hair gray and both wearing ponytails. Yet, there was a sharpness in their eyes that belied their apparent age. These were people who had lived through hell and come out the other side, battered but unbroken.

The woman, Liddy, was the first to step forward. Despite her diminutive appearance, she moved with purpose, her doctor’s bag clutched tightly in one hand. She was a healer, a medic who had seen more than her share of horrors in warzones and on the streets. She took one look at Naomi and her expression shifted from weariness to professional concern.

The man, Karl, followed her in. A retired LA beat cop, Karl had spent decades walking the toughest streets with Doc, facing down the worst humanity had to offer. His hands were rough, his posture hunched from years of hard work and hard knocks, but his eyes were as sharp as ever. He nodded to Doc, a silent acknowledgment of their shared history.

Liddy knelt beside Naomi, her hands moving quickly and efficiently as she assessed the extent of Naomi’s injuries. She checked her pulse, lifted her eyelids to examine her pupils, and gently pressed on the bruises that marred her skin, lifted her shirt to check underneath. Her brow furrowed as she worked, her expression growing more serious with each passing moment.

“She’s been through hell,” Liddy murmured, her voice low and filled with concern. “She looks like a fighter. I think she’ll pull through.”

Doc watched her work, his mind wondering what the hell she was doing down by the docks. He trusted Liddy with his life, and knew she wouldn’t expose him, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that this was just the beginning of something she had been involved in and now would have to uncover whatever had happened to Naomi.

As Liddy continued her examination, Karl moved closer to Doc, his gaze hard as he looked Naomi over. His years on the force had given him a sixth sense for trouble, and he didn’t like what he was seeing.

“She didn’t just get roughed up,” Karl muttered, his voice gruff. “There’s something more to this. You said she was tied?”

Doc nodded, his jaw tight. “Yes. She said something about being grabbed and drugged, but she was too out of it to give me any details.”

Karl leaned closer to Naomi, his eyes narrowing as he inspected the bruises on her face and arms. His fingers brushed against her shoulder, and he paused, his expression darkening.

“What the hell is this?” he asked, his tone sharp.

Liddy looked up from her work, frowning as she followed Karl’s gaze. She reached out, carefully probing the area where Karl’s hand rested on Naomi’s shoulder. Her fingers found something hard beneath the skin, something that didn’t belong.

“Did she just have surgery?” Liddy asked, her voice laced with confusion and concern.

Doc shook his head, his expression grim. “Not that I know of. She was just released from prison. I got a call from her saying she was in trouble, and by the time we got to her, she was like this.”

Liddy’s face grew even more serious as she gently pressed around the area, feeling the outline of something foreign under Naomi’s skin. “This isn’t recent. Whatever it is, it’s been there for a while, but it doesn’t belong. We need to find out what this is.”

Karl’s expression darkened as he stepped back, his mind already racing with possibilities. “Chipped. They’re usually used for tracking. She’s in with someone who doesn’t want his people caught.”

Doc exchanged a worried glance with Izzy and Rafe, who were standing nearby, listening intently. They had all been through enough training to know that this was bad news. Tracking devices usually brought the wrong kind of people around.

“We need to trace it,” Doc said, his voice firm. “Izzy, can you do it?”

Izzy nodded, her mind already working through the steps she’d need to take. “I’ll get on it right now. But it could take some time. I turned on a disrupter, but not until we got in the house. They could have tracked us here.”

“Do what you can,” Doc replied, his voice tense. “Rafe, prep the car. We may need to move out fast.”

Rafe was already heading toward the garage, grabbing things to put in the vehicle for whatever they might need. Izzy settled at the small desk in the corner of the room, pulling out her laptop and various gadgets as she began the delicate work of tracking the chip’s origins.

Doc remained by Naomi’s side, his eyes locked on Liddy as she continued to work on Naomi, her hands moving with practiced precision.

“This isn’t good, Doc,” Liddy said quietly, her voice tinged with worry. “Whoever did this wasn’t just trying to hurt her. They wanted to keep tabs on her, maybe even control her. This chip could be connected to something dangerous. Possibly cartel.”

Doc’s heart sank. He had feared as much, but hearing it confirmed by Liddy made it all the more real. He had known Naomi’s return would bring trouble, but he hadn’t expected it to come crashing down on them so soon.

“What do we do?” he asked, his voice steady despite the storm of emotions raging inside him.

Liddy looked up, her eyes meeting his with a steely determination. “First, we stabilize her. Then we figure out what the hell this chip is and who put it there. After that, we decide our next move.”

Doc nodded, feeling the pressure of the past pressing down on him. Whatever had happened to her was connected to something that could put them all in danger. They had to investigate and find out what Naomi knew.

Izzy worked silently in the background, her fingers flying over the keys as she tapped into various networks and databases, searching for any information that could help them. The room was filled with the soft hum of her laptop, the only sound breaking the tense silence. She had scanned the chip for the ID code, and it appeared to be an older model.

Minutes felt like hours as they waited, the air in the room quiet with anticipation. Rafe returned from the garage, his face grim as he handed Doc a cup of strong coffee. They all knew what they were facing, even if they didn’t have all the details yet. And they knew they couldn’t afford to let their guard down for a second.

Finally, Izzy looked up from her laptop, her face pale but determined. “I’ve got something,” she said, her voice tight. “The chip, it’s military-grade. High-tech, used for tracking and surveillance. But it’s been modified. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Doc’s heart sank further. This was worse than he had imagined. Military-grade meant they were dealing with someone powerful, someone with resources far beyond their own.

“Whoever put this in her didn’t want her to escape,” Izzy continued, her voice steady despite the tension filling the room. “But I can’t trace it back to a specific source. Whoever did this covered their tracks well.”

Doc exchanged a grim look with Liddy and Karl. This was a dead end, but it was also a clue, one that pointed to something much bigger than any of them had anticipated.

“We need to contact Aria and Charlie,” Doc said finally, his voice filled with purpose. “They need to know what’s going on. This is too big for us to handle alone. They have resources we don’t.”

Liddy nodded, her face serious as she finished bandaging Naomi’s wounds. 

Izzy looked up from her computer. “Do it. The sooner we get them involved, the better.”

But Doc hesitated. It was late back east, and he knew they were all exhausted. Aria and Charlie had been through enough recently, waking them up now would only add to their stress. And yet, they couldn’t afford to wait. Every minute they delayed could put Naomi, and themselves, in even greater danger.

“I’ll call them,” Doc said, making up his mind. “But let’s give them a few more hours. We need to be ready to move if necessary, but we also need to keep a clear head.”

The others nodded in agreement, and they settled into silence, sipping their coffee and keeping a close eye on Naomi. Liddy continued to monitor her, her face concerned as she checked her vitals and made sure she was stable.

The minutes ticked by slowly, each one feeling like an eternity as they waited for the first light of dawn. Doc’s mind raced with questions, with doubts, with the responsibility of now possible exposure to whatever Naomi had been involved with. He had brought Naomi here, and now it was up to him to make sure she was safe as well. But as the night wore on, he couldn’t shake the feeling that they were on the edge of something that would change everything.

As the first rays of sunlight began to filter through the curtains, Doc knew it was time. He pulled out his phone and dialed the number for Aria and Charlie, his heart heavy as he prepared to deliver the news that would send them all once gain hurtling into the unknown.
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Frank Sicarro was a man who commanded attention the moment he entered a room. Standing at 6 feet 2 inches tall, he had a dark and swarthy complexion, the result of years spent under the harsh sun during military operations and his current dealings in the seedy underworld of trafficking. His hair, once a deep black, was now silver, kept short in a no-nonsense style that complemented his clean-shaven, angular face. His eyes were a piercing shade of steel gray, cold and calculating, capable of intimidating even the most hardened individuals with just a glance. They held a certain glint, a dangerous mix of intelligence and ruthlessness, making it clear that nothing escaped his notice.

Despite his age, Frank’s physique remained imposing, thanks to years of rigorous physical training. His broad shoulders, muscular arms, and strong build spoke of a man who had spent a lifetime honing his body into a weapon. He moved with the confidence and precision of a predator, his every action calculated and deliberate. His presence was both magnetic and unsettling, a juxtaposition that made those around him wary.

Frank’s facial features were sharp and defined, with high cheekbones and a straight, aristocratic nose that hinted at his Italian heritage. His lips were thin and often curled into a smile that never reached his eyes, a smile that could be charming. 

Frank Sicarro stood in the dimly lit room of his mini-ranch, his fingers curled tightly around the edges of the desk. He had built his empire meticulously, piece by piece, leaving no margin for error. Yet, there it was, staring him in the face, failure. His steel-gray eyes bore into the two men standing before him, both trembling under his intense gaze. The words replayed in his mind like a broken record... Naomi had disappeared.

She was supposed to be gone by now, another loose end tied up. Frank had trusted these two idiots to get rid of her, quietly and efficiently. Instead, they stood there, bruised and battered, trying to explain why Naomi was not dead, but in the hands of someone else.

The two men stood, their heads bowed and bodies tense, as if bracing for another beating. They were seasoned operatives, accustomed to dangerous missions and high-stakes operations, but in this moment, they looked more like chastised schoolboys than hardened criminals.

Frank's cold, steel-gray eyes bore into them, his usually composed demeanor shattered by the news they had just delivered. His dark, swarthy complexion seemed to darken further with rage, the veins in his neck pulsing visibly. He clenched and unclenched his fists, the only outward sign of the tempest raging inside him.

"Explain to me," he began, his voice low and dangerously calm, "how two of my best men managed to lose a defenseless, sixty-year-old woman."

Frank’s jaw tightened as he pushed away from the desk, his broad shoulders tense. He turned slowly toward the two men, their eyes darting around the room looking for an escape. But there was none. Not from him.

“I asked you to do one thing,” Frank said, his voice low, chilling, and sharp as a knife. He stepped forward, his boots thudding softly on the wooden floor. “One simple thing.”

The taller of the two men, visibly shaking, tried to stammer out a response. “W-we got ambushed, Frank. There were more of them than we thought...”

Frank’s fist came down on the man’s face like a sledgehammer, sending him crashing into the wall. Blood splattered onto the wooden panels, and the man crumpled to the floor, clutching his nose in agony.

“I don’t care how many there were,” Frank snarled, his face inches from the second man, who was visibly shrinking into himself. “Naomi was my asset. You don’t lose an asset. You don’t fail me.”

The second man swallowed hard, his entire body trembling as Frank grabbed him by the collar and yanked him forward. Frank’s breath was hot, his face twisted in fury. The man could smell the faint scent of expensive whiskey on Frank’s breath, whiskey that hadn’t yet dulled the edge of his rage.

“I give you all the tools,” Frank growled, his gray eyes locking onto the terrified man’s. “I give you the guns, the information, the freedom to operate as needed, and this is how you repay me?”

“Please, Frank,” the man croaked, his voice barely above a whisper, “w-we didn’t expect them to...”

“I don’t pay you to think,” Frank cut him off, shoving him back. The man stumbled but caught himself before falling. “I pay you to do your job. Naomi was the only way I was getting access to bodies from the prison system. She was the inside track, and you let her slip away.”

The room fell into a heavy silence, broken only by the ticking of an ornate grandfather clock by the door. The two men exchanged nervous glances, each hoping the other would speak first. 

Frank turned his back to the men for a brief moment, his hands tightening into fists at his sides. His mind raced. Naomi had been one of his most valuable pieces on the board. Through her, he had gained access to the prison pipeline, people who would never be missed, people whose organs would go unnoticed when they disappeared. She was supposed to be eliminated only after her usefulness had run dry, but now she was in the wind, and with her, a vital link in his organ trafficking operation.

Finally, the taller of the two cleared his throat and spoke, his voice cracking slightly. "We had her, boss, just like you ordered. We picked her up outside the shelter, no witnesses. Everything was going according to plan."

"Clearly not everything," Frank interjected sharply, his eyes narrowing. "Because Naomi is not here, instead, you two are standing before me empty-handed."

The second man, shorter and stockier, shifted uncomfortably on his feet. "We secured her in the warehouse, just like we always do with retired operatives. Gave her the dose you specified. She should have died right then, but out of nowhere, some guys showed up. Professionals it looked like. Took us by surprise."

Frank's jaw tightened, and he leaned forward, placing both hands flat on the desk. "Professionals? Are you telling me that some random professional do-gooders just happened to stumble upon your location and outmatched you?"

The tall man hesitated before replying, sweat beginning to bead on his forehead. "They knew what they were doing, sir. Took us down fast. We barely got out alive."

Frank's lips curled into a sneer, revealing a glimpse of the cold contempt he held for incompetence. "Barely got out alive? From a couple of vigilantes? Pathetic."

The shorter man bristled slightly at the insult but quickly masked his reaction and changed his answer. "We think they might have been waiting for us. Maybe someone tipped them off."

Frank's eyes flashed dangerously, and he straightened to his full height, his presence dominating the room. "Are you suggesting a leak within my organization?"

"No, sir," the tall man replied hastily. "Just that maybe, Naomi had some connections we didn't know about. She was in prison for a long time. Could have made some alliances."

Frank fell silent, his mind working rapidly through the possibilities. Naomi had been a valuable asset, her connections within the prison system had provided him with a steady supply of suitable candidates for his operations. Her release and sudden disappearance threatened not only his current projects but also the carefully constructed trafficking network he had built over the years.

He took a deep breath, attempting to rein in his simmering anger. "Did you at least manage to keep track of her after you lost her?"

The shorter man shook his head, his eyes fixed on the floor. "No, sir. We tried, but the chip went offline. We couldn’t even register the address it stopped at." He hadn’t told the boss about them staggering around like drunks for thirty minutes after they got knocked out.

At this, Frank's facade of composure cracked, and he slammed his fist down onto the desk with a resounding thud that echoed through the study. Both men flinched visibly, their faces pale.

"Offline?" he growled, his voice dripping with menace. "How is that possible? Those chips are designed to be untraceable and indestructible."

The chip he had implanted in her shoulder, his failsafe, his way of tracking her no matter where she went, had stopped working. He wouldn’t be able locate her or track her movements, and that was unacceptable. Someone had disabled it, and that only meant one thing, she was under the protection of someone skilled enough to know how to neutralize his technology.

"We don't know, boss," the tall man stammered. "Maybe they found it and deactivated it somehow."

"Or maybe you two imbeciles botched the job so thoroughly that even the technology couldn't compensate for your incompetence," Frank snapped, his voice rising.

The room fell into a tense silence once more, Frank's wrath pressing down on the two men like a physical force. He began to pace behind his desk, his movements sharp and agitated, fingers twitching as if itching for action.

"Do you have any idea what this means?" he began, his voice dangerously calm again. "Naomi knows too much. She's seen too much. If she's out there, talking to the wrong people, she could bring down everything I've built."

The shorter man dared to look up, his voice small. "We'll find her, sir. We'll make this right."

Frank felt his mind explode.
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Frank stopped pacing and fixed the man with a piercing stare. "Oh, you will, will you? And how do you propose to do that without a tracking signal? Without any leads? Do you expect her to just fall into your laps again?"

The man swallowed hard, his confidence faltering under Frank's withering gaze. "We have contacts. We'll ask around, see if anyone's heard anything."

Frank's eyes hardened, and in a swift, unexpected movement, he lunged forward, grabbing the man by the collar and pulling him close. The man's eyes widened in fear as Frank's face contorted with rage.

"Listen to me carefully," Frank hissed through clenched teeth. "I do not tolerate failure. Not on this scale. You had one simple task, retrieve Naomi, take her to the doctor, then bring her to me. Not only did you fail, but you also let her disappear completely off the grid. Do you have any idea what that kind of negligence costs me?"

The man struggled to respond, his words catching in his throat. Frank's grip tightened, and he shoved the man backward, causing him to stumble and crash into a nearby bookshelf, sending books and ornaments tumbling to the ground.

The tall man stepped forward slightly, hands raised in a placating gesture. "Sir, please. We can fix this. Just give us another chance."

Frank's gaze swung to him, icy and unyielding. "Another chance? Why should I waste more resources on incompetence? You've already cost me dearly."

The tall man took a cautious step back, realizing too late the precariousness of his position. Frank advanced on him, his movements predatory, eyes never leaving his prey.

"Perhaps I need to make an example," Frank mused darkly. "Remind everyone what happens when they disappoint me."

Frank’s lips curled into a snarl as he grabbed the second man again, pulling him close. “Who did this? Who took her?”

“I-I don’t know,” the man stammered, his face pale. “We didn’t recognize them, but...”

The man never finished his sentence. Frank’s knife was out in a flash, and before the man could react, Frank plunged it into his gut, twisting the blade with a slow, calculated motion. The man let out a choked gasp, his eyes wide in disbelief as Frank stared into them, watching the light fade.

“You don’t get to not know,” Frank whispered coldly, pulling the blade out with a sickening squelch. The man collapsed to the floor, writhing in pain as blood pooled around him.

Frank knelt down next to the man writhing on the floor, now coughing up blood. His breath was shallow, and his body was starting to go limp. Frank’s eyes bore into him as he spoke.

“This is what happens when you fail me,” he said, his voice devoid of any sympathy or remorse. “You get one chance in this business. If you don’t take it, you die.”

The man gasped once more, then went still, his eyes vacant. Frank stood, wiping the blood off his blade with the man’s shirt before turning back to the other man.

Before the man could react, Frank delivered a swift, brutal punch to his gut, doubling him over with a pained gasp. Without pause, Frank followed up with a knee to the man's face, sending him sprawling to the floor, blood trickling from his nose.

The man, still holding his broken nose, watched in horror as his companion lay dead at Frank’s feet. His breathing became rapid, panic setting in as Frank turned his gaze toward him.

“You... have five seconds to tell me something useful,” Frank said, his voice barely above a whisper, yet filled with deadly intent.

The man’s mind raced as he tried to think of something, anything, that might save his life. “T-they weren’t local,” he stammered, his voice shaking. “T-they moved like professionals, maybe ex-military. They... they had a woman with them. Asian, I think. And a guy, Hispanic, young, fit. T-they came out of nowhere.”

Frank’s eyes narrowed. “Ex-military? You’re sure?”

The man nodded furiously, his heart pounding in his chest. “Yeah, yeah! They were too precise when they attacked us. I think one of them knew Naomi too. I could see it in his face.”

"See it in his face? You think this is a game?" Frank snarled, his voice echoing off the walls as he continued his assault. "Do you believe they were there by chance? Naomi knows people. She had to call someone. Did you think to get her phone?”

The man shook his head. “No, sir. I’ll go back and search for it.”

Frank laughed evilly and it chilled the man to the bone. “You failed. You think I built this empire by allowing failure to go unpunished?"

The room filled with the sounds of struggle and pain as Frank methodically ensured that the remaining man understood the depths of his displeasure. His movements were calculated and efficient, years of combat training evident in every strike. There was no mercy, no hesitation, only cold, unrelenting brutality.

After what felt like an eternity, Frank stepped back, breathing heavily but otherwise composed. The man lay barely conscious, his body limp and battered, attempting to crawl away, his movements sluggish and pained.

Frank straightened his suit jacket, smoothing out the wrinkles as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred. He glanced down at the two men, his expression one of disdain and disappointment.

Frank’s mind churned as he processed the information. If they were ex-military, then it wasn’t just some street gang looking for trouble. It was someone Naomi knew. Someone she had unwittingly set to working against him.

He took a deep breath, trying to reign in the firestorm of anger brewing inside him. There was no room for emotion. Not now. He had to be cold, calculating, precise. Whoever these people were, they had just declared war on him, and he wasn’t going to take that lightly.

"Let this be a lesson," he said coldly. "Failure is not an option. I expect perfection, and I will accept nothing less."

“You’ve just watched your partner die,” Frank said coldly, sheathing his knife. “Now, you’re going to crawl out of here and tell the rest of the team what happens when you screw up. And then, you’re going to find out everything you can about who these people are. I want names. I want faces. And I want them dead.”

The man nodded frantically, stumbling toward the door. His legs gave out under him, and he began to crawl as Frank had instructed, his hands slipping in the blood on the floor.

Frank turned away, moving to the front of his desk and pressing a button on an intercom system. A moment later, the door to the study opened, and two imposing security personnel entered, their faces stoic and professional.

"Remove this trash from my sight," Frank ordered dismissively. “And get someone in here to clean up this mess.” 

The guards nodded and moved swiftly to comply, lifting the dead man with practiced ease and carrying him from the room. As the door closed behind them, silence settled once more over the study.

Once the men were gone, Frank walked back to his desk, his boots leaving bloody prints on the floor. He picked up his phone and dialed a number. After a few rings, a voice answered on the other end.

“I need a new clean up team,” Frank said, his tone flat but commanding. “Two men are dead. And Naomi’s gone.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line before the voice spoke again. “Gone? You mean...?”

“She’s alive,” Frank said, his grip tightening on the phone. “And someone took her. I don’t know who yet, but I will know soon. And when I find them, they’ll regret ever crossing me.”

The voice on the other end was silent for a moment, then responded, “Understood. We’ll send replacements. And Naomi?”

“I’ll find her,” Frank growled. “I don’t care what it takes, or how many bodies I have to go through. She won’t get away again.”

He hung up the phone, his mind already racing through possibilities. Whoever had Naomi was good, but they weren’t invincible. He’d find them. He’d track them down. And when he did, they’d wish they’d never come after him.

Frank sank into his leather chair, rubbing his throbbing temples as he considered his next move. Naomi's disappearance posed a significant problem, one that required immediate and decisive action. He reached for his tablet, quickly accessing his network of contacts and resources.

If the chip was offline, then traditional methods would have to suffice. He had eyes and ears all over the city, people who owed him favors and people who feared his wrath. He would find Naomi, and he would make sure that whoever had interfered in his plans paid dearly for their interference.

His fingers danced over the screen as he sent out a flurry of messages, activating sleeper agents and mobilizing assets he had hoped to keep in reserve. This was no time for restraint. His empire depended on swift and ruthless efficiency.

As he worked, the rage simmering beneath his calm exterior began to subside, replaced by a cold, methodical determination. Naomi would be found. The meddling fools who had taken her would be eliminated. And his operations would continue, stronger and more profitable than ever.

Frank leaned back in his chair, a small, satisfied smile creeping across his lips. Challenges like this were merely opportunities in disguise, a chance to reaffirm his dominance and remind the world of who he was.

He rose and walked over to the window, staring out at the darkened landscape of his ranch. The moonlight cast long shadows across the fields, and the wind howled softly through the trees. His full surgical unit in the basement was prepped and ready for the next job, but now, with Naomi gone and his link to the prison system severed, there were complications.

Within the walls of Frank Sicarro's estate, a new plan was already taking shape, one that would plunge those who dared to oppose him into depths of despair they could scarcely imagine. Frank would watch it all unfold with the detached satisfaction of a master orchestrator, pulling the strings from the shadows and ensuring that, in the end, he always came out on top.

Complications were just obstacles to overcome. Frank had dealt with worse in his life, he had survived battles in foreign countries, fought in the darkest corners of the world. A few missing people weren’t going to stop him. 

But first, he had to deal with Naomi. He had to find her before she became too much of a liability.
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Doc sat in the quiet of the safehouse, the only sound the occasional crackle from the wood burning in the fireplace. He took a deep breath, the faint scent of engine exhaust and fast food filling his lungs as he leaned back in his worn armchair. His eyes, usually so sharp and clear, were distant tonight, lost in the memories of a life he had tried to leave behind.

The flickering flames cast dancing shadows on the walls, their unpredictable movements stood in sharp contrast to the strict order that once defined his life, a life in the military and a beat on the streets, where every action had a purpose, every breath had meaning. But those days were long gone, replaced by quieter ones on the ranch. Yet, no matter how far he tried to run from it, he knew the past had a way of creeping back into one’s thoughts, especially on nights like this.
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