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PROLOGUE
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The city was already dead when the Nightglass Division crossed its threshold. Once, towers of glass and steel had caught the morning sun; now, they stood hollow, their windows shattered, their bones exposed to the ash-laden wind. Every street was a graveyard, every shadow a threat. The only movement came from the seven figures who slipped through the ruins, boots muffled by dust, eyes sharp behind night vision lenses.
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Ronan Beckett led them, his mind cataloging every risk, every silence. The mission was simple on paper: extract Dr. Emilija Kovac and her research from the heart of the city before Volodin’s mercenaries closed the net. In reality, nothing was simple. The air tasted of old fire and broken promises. Every step forward was a wager against the city’s hunger for casualties.
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Imani, the medic, moved with quiet purpose, her trauma kit lashed tight, her gaze sweeping doorways for survivors or threats. Gregor, the demolitions man, worked ahead, his hands steady as he disarmed the traps left by those who’d come before. Leila, Sofia, Marek, Tomás—each brought a skill, a history, a reason to risk everything for a mission that might already be compromised.
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Above them, the sky pressed down, black and absolute. Somewhere in the darkness, enemies listened, waiting for the right moment to strike. The team’s comms crackled with coded fragments, warnings of betrayal and converging forces. Trust was a luxury; survival depended on precision, discipline, and the cold logic of interlocking skills.
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Tonight, the city would test them all. The mission was more than an extraction—it was a reckoning. As the team advanced toward the hospital, every heartbeat echoed with the knowledge that not everyone would make it out. But for now, they moved as one, shadows among ruins, determined to finish what they had started.
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CHAPTER 1
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By midnight the city was a graveyard of light, ash, and broken glass. Ronan Beckett led his Nightglass Division through the debris field, boots silent in the film of dust that covered everything—cars upended and burned to their undercarriage, lamp posts snapped at the root, whole apartment blocks collapsed into the street like a set of kicked teeth. The air tasted of pulverized gypsum and yesterday’s smoke, no wind, no insects, no sound except the careful tread of seven professionals who moved as one. Above them, the sky was so black it erased the rooftops, so blank it seemed to press the whole city downward.
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Imani, five meters to his right, kept even pace, her left hand steadying the trauma kit she’d lashed to her vest. She scanned each doorway as if she was counting survivors in advance. Ronan’s night vision rendered her in a shade of green that always made her look composed, even when the world around her was coming apart.
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“Still nothing,” came Marek’s whisper in his ear, dry as sand. “Volodin’s chatter is low. Could be a freeze or they know we’re here. Statistically, I lean freeze.”
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“Copy,” Ronan whispered, not slowing. “Keep feeding me.” He hated these stretches of silence, the long inhale before a city exhaled violence.
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Thirty meters ahead, Gregor’s penlight flickered against the remains of a bus shelter. Ronan watched him hunker down and sweep the curb. He trusted Gregor’s hands more than most people’s eyes. Each movement had the same quiet ritual: light, look, cut, move. At the bridge mouth Gregor paused, one knee pressed into the dust, and traced the base of a support pillar with the light. He pulled out a length of wire, bright and taut in the beam, then pointed it back toward Ronan, a teacher showing the class what not to step on. Ronan raised a fist; the team froze. Gregor worked the wire cutters, snipped, and held both ends for a beat to keep the cut silent. Only then did he ease forward, setting the dead tripwire to rest on the concrete.
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“He’s got a present for us,” Sofia Alvarez said behind Ronan, just loud enough for Leila to hear. “Makes you nostalgic for the old job.”
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Leila didn’t answer, but her jaw set a little tighter. She had the lead after the breach, and every step toward the hospital stacked another brick on her. The rest of the team rippled forward, one at a time, through the shadow of the collapsed pedestrian bridge. From there the main road forked, left toward the old Ministry, right toward their target: the city’s shell of a central hospital.
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Ronan risked a glance up. Two years ago this whole district had been glass towers and newsstands, bike couriers and t-shirt kiosks. Now it was the world’s longest queue for a funeral, block after block of nothing moving except his own people and the occasional ragged dog. He wondered who would be left to care about the casualties tomorrow.
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At the entrance to the hospital grounds, Gregor turned back, face a pale oval in the dark. “Next is pressure plate. Under the board.”
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“Show me,” Ronan said, and the two men crossed to the service alley. Gregor used his penlight on the heap of corrugated sheet metal that blocked the side door. He lifted it slow, two fingers at the corner, exposing the mechanicals beneath: a disc of metal, a bolt, and the tell-tale gleam of fresh solder.
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“Old school,” Gregor said, almost admiring.
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“How much?” Ronan asked.
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“Half a kilo, maybe less. Shaped for foot traffic, not vehicles.”
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“Disarm?”
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“Easier to step over.”

––––––––
[image: ]


“Copy,” Ronan said, and touched Gregor’s shoulder once before moving back to the rest.

––––––––
[image: ]


“Stack up,” he said to Leila, who nodded, then nodded again to Imani and Sofia. Tomás Duarte, ghosting in their wake, peeled off from the group and crossed the square to the shattered façade of the printing works. There was nothing showy about his movement; he simply became smaller, then gone, then a blur against the far wall as he ducked through a blown-out window.
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“Duarte is in position,” Marek said, no need to specify where; the roof was the only option with a line of sight. “He’s seeing some shapes in upper windows, but nothing with heat.”
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“Copy,” Ronan said again, and this time he let himself hear the quiet pulse of expectation in the team behind him.
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He had never liked the lead-in to a breach, the way it forced everyone into the smallest version of themselves. Most teams talked about trust. Nightglass ran on something colder than trust—a logic of interlocking skills, each person’s risk balanced by the others’ refusal to screw up. It made for a certain kind of intimacy, he supposed. But he always felt a private regret when they had to go in first, as if they might be killing someone better at this than themselves.
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They made the wall, and Leila pressed her back to the plaster. Her breath streamed in small clouds, slow and even, and for a moment Ronan thought he saw her lips move in silent count. Then she reached for the door, and the moment was over.
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Inside, the air changed. The hospital’s lobby was a box of cold darkness, the walls charred by fire and streaked with water damage. Pieces of furniture had been pushed into makeshift barricades, but the space was otherwise empty except for the stink of rot and a sound like wind—though it was only the ventilation system, gasping out its last reserves of air. Ronan followed Leila through, then swept the angles while the rest of the team filed in. He could feel the building settle, hear the way every step echoed to the upper floors.
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They advanced by the numbers: Leila, then Imani, then Sofia, then Ronan, Gregor, and finally Marek, whose
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