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  Prologue

  
  







“What exactly are you going do, Hook? They’re going to permanently fire your ass from the Bureau if you aren’t careful out here.”




“I am not going to let another Peter Pan outwit my parameters,” Hook muttered, his voice flat. “The parasite has been two steps ahead of my march since the day I first ran across his bloody work.”




“You could always join us on our run,” Vesper said smoothly. She leaned forward, looking him dead in the eyes with her own striking, hazel-colored optics. “Our tracking metrics think his cell is going directly for Offshore Oil Rig Four.”




“I need to secure official permission first. Me joining your private LGI corporate kill team would be a massive conflict of interest at this specific point on the ledger.”




“I already got the green light directly from your director,” Vesper smiled, a dangerous, practiced look playing on her lips as she straightened her silk cuffs. “The man owes LGI Oil some significant political favors. Having you come along with our stack was deemed an acceptable way to burn one of those debts.”




Hook shifted his weight against the leather seat of the moving limousine. “What exactly is sitting inside the vault at Oil Rig Four?”




“The TKB, or a localized birth shard of the TKB,” Vesper revealed, her tone dropping into a clinical whisper. “Our specialized team is heading in there to permanently clean the grid. But it’s a direct race against the clock.”




“Ma’am, we have active movement on Rig Four,” the driver interrupted suddenly, leaning his head over the privacy seat partition. “The thermal cameras are currently showing six unknown individuals breaching the secure airspace.”




“Get us directly to the dock,” Vesper ordered without a fraction of hesitation. “Have the helicopters spun up and our tactical gear ready to jump the threshold. Damn, they’re quick on their vectors.”




Vesper reached down into her heavy duffle bag, pulling out a sleek, black tactical plate carrier. She snapped the side buckles tight before cleanly seating her Glock sidearm into the integrated front holster. “Hook, you might want to get ready right now. I have a spare vest waiting in the trunk.”




“I brought my own steel, lady. And don’t worry about their timing,” Hook countered smoothly. “I have a confidential asset operating on the inside of that cell. I fully expected their arrival tonight. We still hold the tactical edge. I can slow their line of march down from here—just let me send a text.”




Hook opened his cellular flip phone with a sharp snap of his fingers. He methodically typed out a brief string of text onto the onscreen keyboard, swiped the tracking line up, and closed the plastic casing with a definitive click. He tucked the burner deep into his duck-cloth coat pocket, then pulled his heavy revolver. He released the crane, giving the steel cylinder a hard, rhythmic spin.




“This is the end of the line, Peter,” Hook whispered into the dark of the cabin. “You aren’t escaping the matrix this time.”




The cylinder spun like a top until Hook sharply snapped his wrist, locking the iron chamber secure into the frame before slipping the revolver back into his oiled brown leather holster.




The limousine hit a heavy bump on the gravel road, grinding to a halt at the edge of the tarmac. Vesper threw the door open before the chassis even fully slowed. The deep, thumping Doppler effect of three twin-engine Blackhawk helicopters could be felt vibrating through the frozen coastal air long before they reached the pad.




Vesper marched directly to the trunk, pulling out a modified classic AKM-48 rifle. She violently chambered a high-velocity round, grabbed a ballistic assault helmet, and slung the rifle over her chest. Hook grabbed his own heavy carrier vest and a tactical 12-gauge shotgun from his personal gear.




They both trotted double-time over to their corporate team—a dozen operators dressed in solid, sterile black tactical gear, every vest stamped with the silver shield patch of LGI.




Vesper stepped to the front of the formation, her hazel eyes cutting through the gloom as she looked over her leads.




“Check your chronometers, gentlemen,” Vesper barked, her voice easily cutting through the roar of the rotor wash. “In exactly four minutes, the ‘Clean’ world ends and the ‘Grit’ officially begins.”




“Team Lead One: You are the scalpel. You insert via Fast-rope directly onto the North Derrick. I don’t want a suppressive fire show out there; I want single-tap, center-mass efficiency. If it moves on that platform and it isn’t wearing an LGI patch, it’s a corporate rounding error. Erase it from the ledger.”




“Team Lead Two: You are the perimeter containment. You drop on the Southern Landing pad. Your sole job is to hermetically seal the exits. The ‘Lost Boys’ don’t run from a fight—they evaporate. If a single shadow hits that black water tonight, you’ve officially failed the audit. And LGI does not tolerate debt on its books.”




Vesper leaned into the circle, her tone flattening into pure corporate iron.




“Listen closely to the parameters: We are hunting severe anomalies. These subjects look like standard children on the outside, but they possess over fifty years of brutal combat data behind their eyes. Do not hesitate. Do not look to ‘identify.’ If you see a twelve-year-old child holding a weapon, you treat them like a Tier-1 insurgent. You shoot through the tears. You shoot through the confusion. You shoot until the biometric signature on your HUD goes completely dark.”




She glanced over her shoulder at Hook.




“Agent Hook has provided the ‘Grit’ intelligence. We know they’re inside the vault structure. We know they want the TKB Shard. Our objective tonight is not to ‘recover’ the thieves; it is to liquidate the structural liability.”




“LGI doesn’t pay for attempts, gentlemen. We pay for closed files.”




“Load. Lock. Audit. Move out.”




Vesper and Hook loaded heavily into the bay of the third Blackhawk. She raised her hand, circling her index finger once to give the final launch signal to the flight deck.




The first Blackhawk’s engines spun into a high-pitched whine before lifting clean off the tarmac. The second bird mirrored the vector a second later. Finally, the pilot of the third Blackhawk pulled hard up on the collective throttle, taking rapid flight against the heavy, violent storm rolling directly in from the ocean.




“Be easy, friend,” Vesper said, reaching over to pat Hook firmly on the knee armor as the cabin tilted into the dark. “Peter Pan is going down for the count tonight.”
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The downtown office in Los Angeles, California was muggy, suffocating under a wave of unusually high humidity that had settled over the city like a wet wool blanket. The small, windowless federal interview room didn’t help the matter none.

Special Agent Hook sat perfectly still in a metal chair. He was a lean, wiry man standing a solid six feet tall, his face a map of jagged, faded scars dotted by a stark leather eye patch over his left socket. Despite the stifling heat, his dark suit and crisp jacket were immaculate, anchoring him to the room along with a pair of soft, sensible tactical shoes. He struck a match, lighting up a cigarette, and allowed the heavy drag of nicotine to settle his thoughts. He needed the fog to clear before the heavy questions started. He had legal counsel on his payroll, but right now they were in the adjacent room, arguing with the bureaucrats to set the legal parameters of the conversation.

Above him, the air conditioner suddenly clicked on, the ancient unit vibrating the recently cleaned vents with a low, metallic hum.

The heavy door clicked open. A small man entered the room, followed closely by a middle-aged Hispanic agent. Both wore identical dark blue federal suits, matching ties, and the exact same cold, professional facial expressions. There were no cordial smiles. No handshakes. The two men moved with a synchronized efficiency, pulling out the metal chairs across from Hook to get right down to business. Their laminated FBI credentials dangled from identical lanyards against their chests.

The smaller one’s badge read Cane. The other read Fernando.

Cane tapped the screen of his electronic tablet, and a soft digital chime echoed through the small room, indicating the recording had officially commenced.

Agent Cane: The time is 12:45 a.m. We are speaking with Special Agent Hook regarding the incident in the Pacific. Agent Hook, for the record, can you share with us the exact details of your sanctioned partnership with LGI security forces?

Agent Hook: First things first, Agent. It wasn’t a partnership. I was given direct operational clearance by Director Martinson himself. I did a tactical ride-along because LGI’s intelligence division found the location of the Stone Pane. They did the hard legwork across the pond, and then they invited me onto the apprehension team. Director Martinson was fully aware and completely onboard with my actions.

Agent Cane: And how exactly did LGI learn about the specifics of your case?

Agent Hook: I had been working an information exchange with a guy named Darwin Datsun. He was part of LGI’s internal security detail. His people were tracking a series of high-profile, high-tech heists that had been happening overseas in Europe.

Agent Cane: So tell us how the breach actually began.

Agent Hook took another long, deliberate draw of his cigarette. He let the hot smoke fill his lungs for a long moment, letting the silence stretch until the interrogation room felt tight. Finally, a thick plume of gray-white smoke escaped his mouth, obscuring his scarred face as his mind drifted back to the ocean.

Four souls flew through the midnight air.

They didn’t fly like pilots; they flew like falling knives. Wrapped in sleek, charcoal-gray proximity wingsuits that clung to their small, lean frames like a second skin, the boys didn’t use parachutes. They used the raw “Grit” of the freezing ocean wind tunnels, steering their bodies like predatory birds. Their wingsuits were ribbed with LGI bio-sensors that glowed a faint, clinical blue, pulsing in perfect synchronization with their accelerated heartbeats.

The lead flyer—a kid who couldn’t have been older than sixteen—banked so hard against the air current that his reinforced wingtip sparked violently against the industrial metal framework of the rig. He didn’t even flinch. His eyes were completely obscured by a sleek, wrap-around HUD visor that projected Logic-tech flight paths and biometric tracking algorithms directly onto his retinas.

They moved with a terrifying, military-grade grace. One moment they were a synchronized blur of dark motion against the low gray clouds; the next, they were folding their wings tight against their ribs, diving straight into the open mouth of the main ventilation shafts. They weren’t just raiding the facility; they were stitching the air with LGI tracking filaments, weaving a digital spiderweb completely around the offshore platform.

Suddenly, three of the bodies broke formation. They flared their wings to drop their airspeed, instantly balling up to plunge through the dark like falling stars. They dropped fast, cutting through the night at a sharp, lethal angle before unfolding at the absolute last second.

They pierced straight through the lower structural levels of the oil rig.

Before their boots even touched the deck, their submachine guns began to spit silent, rapid-fire lead through integrated suppressors. The moment they made contact with the steel grating, they struck like lightning, dropping every security guard they laid eyes on before a single alarm could be raised. Within seconds, the facility’s automated security AI began blaring internal alerts to the main office: Facility breached. Sectors four and five compromised.

Up topside, the Rig Captain had been out on the platform taking a quiet smoke break when he caught the silhouette of the six souls darting toward Platform Two. The captain was a gruff, weathered veteran wearing heavy overalls and thick boots, his dense beard sharing the same worn look as the rusted iron around him. He scrambled back toward the console, but the monitoring screens remained dark, failing to register the invaders in their airspace.

“Tell me I am not seeing things,” the captain barked, slamming his fist against the desk. “Are those… are those kids on our perimeter cameras?”

“We can’t get a distress signal out, boss,” Jacob, the Oil Rig’s automated AI system, alerted through the local comms speaker. “The frequencies are completely dead. They are jamming our external arrays.”

“Bring up the last clean frame! Put it on the main monitor now!”

The security monitors flickered, showing the three high-altitude flyers circling the upper tiers of the oil rig, carving through the gray fog with equal parts precision and terrifying grace. Meanwhile, the three boys below them were already moving up the main access ramp. Their suppressed SMGs barked rhythmically, the muzzle flashes illuminating their small faces. The tactical weapons looked far too big in their adolescent hands, but they handled the recoil like seasoned professionals.

“Send in the heavy hitters!” the captain roared. “Deploy Axel, Dog, and Biff!”

“Right away, sir,” the AI confirmed.

Peter Pan swooped in from the shadows the exact moment the three massive, armored enforcers pierced the night from the topside hatch. The guards moved like bulldozers, looking to steamroll his boys through sheer physical mass. Peter wasn’t about to let that happen.

He touched down in a flat, high-speed roll directly in front of Biff—a lumberjack of a man packed into heavy riot plate. When Peter Pan sprung back up to his feet, the motion was fluid, predatory. He had already cleared his combat blade from its sheath, slicing it forward in a blinding arc that nearly decapitated the giant with a severely deep throat cut.

Warm, pressurized blood sprayed across the catwalk, splashing directly into the visors of the remaining two heavy enforcers, temporarily blinding them.

Peter Pan didn’t wait for the mist to clear. He took flight again, leaping off the railing, and shot Axel square in the back with his custom Desert Eagle. The massive, hollow-point rounds riddled the veteran’s body, blowing his back out before the man even registered the boy’s position. Peter spun in mid-air, leveling the hand-cannon at the last remaining guard and putting three heavy slugs through his chest plate, dropping the final veteran rig worker into a heavy heap.

Inside the main security office—a pressurized glass box suspended directly over the churning black sea—the air was thick with the low hum of Logic-tech servers and the smell of stale coffee.

Captain Gregg didn’t blink as Axel’s biometric vitals suddenly flatlined on his primary monitor. He tried to keep his cool, his notorious, no-nonsense demeanor refusing to betray the panic rising in his chest. He reacted coldly, but with immediate urgency. The red pulse of the fresh “KIA” alerts reflected in his dark eyes, as cold as the deep-sea currents swirling hundreds of feet below the steel pilings.

“They aren’t just kids,” Gregg said, his voice dropping into a low, steady rasp. He didn’t reach for the radio console; instead, his hand went straight down to the weighted tactical holster resting on his hip. “They’re Redirects. The virus has kept them small, but they’ve got old miles on them.”

“Captain,” the AI’s synthesized voice warned as the internal maps flashed red. “Axel and Dog are confirmed down. So is Biff. The entity who neutralized them—he’s on the upper catwalks now! He’s moving with high velocity toward the main transformer core!”

Gregg stepped toward the reinforced glass façade. Below him, through the swirling industrial fog, he caught a sudden flicker of charcoal-gray clothing—a boy-shaped shadow blurring effortlessly between the massive steel girders. It was the lead invader. The kid moved with a vascular fluidity, possessing the speed of a high school athlete but the cold, calculated movements of a seasoned guerrilla insurgent. He wasn’t just conducting a corporate raid; he was reclaiming the energy and tech that LGI had systematically stolen from the Shift territories.

“Lock down the main generator core,” Gregg commanded, his thumb flicking the safety off his sidearm with a mechanical click. “And vent the localized nitrogen lines into Sector Three. If these little bastards want to fly like birds, let’s see how their wings handle being frozen solid.”

Peter Pan didn’t wait for the traps to spring. The moment he heard the violent hiss of the automated pneumatic valves, he felt the immediate, biting “Grit” of the freezing nitrogen air hitting the exterior of his suit. He tapped the control pad on his wrist HUD, the soft blue display illuminating the jagged, silver scars cut deep into his cheek—the physical marks of a violent life lived right on the thin, bleeding edge between the modern world and the horrors of the Fae-wilds.

“Formation Delta!” Peter barked into his encrypted comms, his voice steady. “Drop the Stitchers and focus all our firepower on the cooling towers! We don’t leave this sector until this entire rig is a ghost ship!”

Beneath him, two of the Lost Boys—kids who by all rights should have been sitting at a peaceful lunchroom table back in Gray Haven—inverted their flight paths. They didn’t even look at the remaining guards pouring out of the lower barracks; instead, they focused entirely on the massive structural anchors holding the platform together.

The heavy, specialized rounds from their modified SMGs sparked violently against the rusted iron foundations, screaming as they tore through the sensitive Logic-tech stabilizers.

The entire oil rig groaned—a deep, metallic, agonizing moan that vibrated straight through the soles of Gregg’s boots. The captain stepped out of the pressurized office and onto the exterior platform, his red shirt a lone splash of defiance against the gray, toxic fog rolling off the sea.

Peter Pan banked in mid-air, his wingsuit flaring wide like a predatory hawk riding a thermic draft. He looked down at the manager standing on the upper deck and smiled—a jagged, hungry, and entirely un-childlike expression.

He raised his modified carbine and pulled the trigger. The brilliant muzzle flash illuminated the dark sea as a heavy spray of lead chewed directly into the steel railing, sending a shower of white-hot sparks flying inches from Gregg’s feet.

Gregg threw himself backward, diving through the door of his office just as another Lost Boy executed a perfect barrel roll through the upper airspace, riddling the reinforced glass box with a devastating wall of automatic gunfire.








  
  2

  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Midland City was completely awash in heavy snowfall. It was a brutal hangover from the massive blizzard we’d been assaulted with a couple of months back, but the streets had finally been cleared enough that my Dodge Charger R/T could roll on unimpeded by the frequent, heavy snowbanks.

It was an early morning for me again, thanks entirely to Monice Brady waking me up with a phone call before the sun even had a chance to hit the drifts. She said something about a high-end, fine jewelry robbery downtown. What a standard smash-and-grab had to do with a Warden was beyond me, but she wouldn’t give me any details over the line. Typical Brady.

Across the bedroom, a soft, anxious whimper echoed from behind the closed bathroom door. Kash and I had been spending a lot more time together lately. Almost every single night, to the point where Alice was starting to make sly comments about it over breakfast.

“You aight in there?” I asked.

Kash didn’t answer right away. When the lock finally clicked and the door swung open, she was standing there pale, her face full of deep concern and a sharp hint of genuine fear.

“I’m late, John,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

I blinked, my brain still foggy from the early morning call. “I thought you were off the clock today?”

“No, John,” she said, looking right into my eyes, her hands trembling slightly against her sides. “I am late…”

It took my brain a few agonizing minutes to process the look on her face. I stared at her, the gears slowly turning in my head as the weight of the words finally broke through the static.

“Oh,” I breathed, the air catching in my throat. “You’re late. Late.”

“Yes,” she whispered, stepping closer. “We are late.”

“Could be the stress,” I offered, trying to find a logical exit ramp. “Which is right around the time we stopped using… John?”

“Yeah, I’m here,” I rasped. “Just…”

“Just what?”

Kash crawled into bed next to me, resting her hand against my chest. I stared up at the ceiling. It wasn’t like I hadn’t traveled down this road before. My last outing with fatherhood had ended with me completely losing the choice of being a parent. It was a phantom ache I’d carried for a long time. Now, here I am, years later, staring down the barrel of another turn at it.

“I’ll make an appointment with my doctor,” Kash murmured, her voice tight with a mix of hope and anxiety. “But if we are… what does that say about us?”

Before I could formulate an answer, Ana’s synthesized, harmonic voice spiked urgently inside my skull.

“John, it’s Monice Brady calling your personal line again. This time she’s flag-marking it as an urgent 911. Shall I put her through to the audio relay?”

“Put her through,” I said out loud.

To be honest, I welcomed the interruption. I wasn’t anywhere near ready to answer the heavy, structural questions Kash was about to lay on me.

“What’s going on, Brady?” I grunted into the receiver. “I’m kinda in the middle of something serious here…”

“The problem is the Rosen Jewelry store, John,” Brady’s voice came through crisp and sharp. “It wasn’t robbed. More like… it was curated.”

Ten minutes later, I walked into the warm, red-carpeted interior of Rosen’s Fine Jewelry. The space was familiar, accented with deep red walls, elegant glass display cases, and a heavy velvet-lined layout table in the center of the showroom floor. I knew the place well; I shopped here often. David did all the custom diamond work on my individual earrings, my heavy neck chains, and my custom grills.

“Explain to me what you mean by ‘curated’?” I asked Brady as I walked up to her.

I had to admit, she was looking particularly yummy this morning. She was rocking a backwards baseball cap, an oversized streetwear hoodie, and form-fitting skinny jeans. I’d never seen her dress like this before; usually, she was strictly suit-and-tie with heavy combat boots. But today? She was dressing pure street, and I wasn’t mad at it.

“Curated meaning they came in here looking for very specific diamonds,” Monice said, stepping carefully over a glittering pile of broken display glass. “And not even the most expensive ones, either. To be perfectly honest with you, John, the stones they lifted are mid-market. The truly heavy, multi-million dollar stuff was left completely behind in the cases.”

I looked down at the shattered locks. “So they skipped a high-end fortune to steal lesser bling?”

“Yeah. The kind of commercial stuff that’s easily covered by a basic insurance policy. Personally, I don’t even think it’s worth the department’s manpower to investigate a standard commercial loss like this.”

“Then why the fuck am I standing here, Brady?”

“Because of why those specific diamonds were curated,” Monice said, gesturing toward the back room. “I’ll let the shop owner explain that part.”

“David Rosen? I know him well. He does all my individual pieces. Where is he?”

“Back here.”

Brady led me through the security partition into the reinforced back office. The primary high-security wall safe was still locked tight, completely untouched, but a small, hidden floor safe had been cleanly blasted open, its steel door warped outward.

David Rosen was sitting in his desk chair. He was a short, elderly Jewish man with a prominent, nobby nose and sharp, brilliant eyes like an aging hawk. There wasn’t a man alive who knew the molecular architecture of a diamond better than David; he loved his family, cherished his business, and consistently provided top-tier customer service to the whole county. He’d been a close personal friend of mine ever since my AFL days, and I cherished his friendship deeply.

The moment his hawk eyes locked onto me, he scrambled out of his chair, rushed over, and threw his arms around me in a tight, trembling hug. I stood there, letting the old man lean on my frame, completely baffled. Why the hell were a few mid-market diamonds causing a veteran merchant this much pure, unadulterated terror?

“Can we talk privately, John?” David whispered, his hands still trembling against my jacket.

I looked over my shoulder. “Yeah. Brady, can you give us a minute?”

“Ugh, fine,” Brady muttered, rolling her eyes. She turned and stormed out of the back office. A second later, the sharp, metallic chime of the front counter bell echoed through the shop, letting me know she’d cleared the partition.

Once the door clicked shut, we both switched to hushed, gravelly tones.

“Lay it on me,” I said, leaning my weight against the heavy oak desk.

“They took a private stash that I acquired about a month ago,” David said, his hawk eyes looking toward the warped steel of the blasted floor safe. “One of my regular buyers managed to get it smuggled out of Thailand.”

I furrowed my brow, my mind instantly questioning the geography. “Thailand? Since when did Thailand become known for high-end diamonds? To be honest with you, David, the jewelry section at the local All-Mart carries more expensive stones than what comes out of that region.”

“John, these aren’t standard stones,” David hissed, leaning in so close I could smell the stale black coffee on his breath. “These are Swell Diamonds. They are incredibly rare.”

“All-Mart, David. Think about who you’re talking to.”

“Listen to me! They don’t have the same market costs, and these aren’t the kind of diamonds you sell in commercial stores. They are only traded in underground, high-end circles because of their special, intrinsic value to very specific clients. People who want unique anomalies for their private, hidden collections.”

My stomach did a cold flip, the early morning fog completely vanishing from my brain.

Swell Diamonds.

These weren’t your standard, factory-cut rocks. These things were highly volatile—they actively changed in physical size and geometric dimension depending on the time of month and the atmospheric pressure in the sector. They were brittle as old glass, completely worthless and prone to shattering into dust if you didn’t know the exact, highly classified method required to store them safely. But most importantly, whenever the Swell activated or shifted nearby, these specific diamonds emitted a curious, high-frequency hum that was finer than a dog’s ear.

They weren’t jewelry. They were compasses.
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Agent Hook slowly took another cigarette from its packaging. Agent Cane typed in his tablet and straightened his round rim glasses.

“Tell me how they work. How do these ‘Lost Boys’ function as a unit?”

Agent Hook: “They aren’t individuals. That was the first mistake LGI made. They act like a single cell.”

Agent Cane: “Like a paramilitary unit?”

Agent Hook: “More like a body part. Each one has a specific, vital function.”

Agent Cane: “They’re kids, Hook.”

Agent Hook: “On the outside, maybe. You would be a fool to think they’re kids on the inside.”

Agent Cane: “Then explain the Rig. How did they take down a top-tier security team?”

Agent Hook: “Scarily efficient. They used the gifts Stone Pane gave them, alongside the skills he beat into them.”

Agent Cane: “They are still just children.”

Agent Hook: “You have to stop looking at them that way. They are decades old. Professional killers. What they did on Oil Rig Four wasn’t a tantrum—it was standard operating procedure.”

Agent Cane: “Please. Walk me through it.”







The server room was a tomb of humming black monoliths, chilled to a bone-cracking -10°C. The only light came from the rhythmic, clinical blue pulse of the Logi-Tech processors. It smelled of ozone and recycled air—a sterile graveyard for data.

Travis didn’t even pause to take off his flight gloves. He ripped the fingertips off with his teeth and pressed his bare skin to the glass of the terminal. His small hands—a sixteen year-old frame housed a veteran’s reflexes—began a frantic dance across the keyboard.

“Peter, the cooling wall is down, but the firewalls are… they’re breathing,” Travis whispered, his breath hitching in the freezing air. “It’s not just code. It feels like a heartbeat. A.N.N.I.E. knows we’re inside her.”

“Keep digging, Trav,” Peter Pan said. He stood near the reinforced blast door, his M4S held with the casual lethality of a man who had long ago forgotten what a toy felt like. “We didn’t drop through a mile of anti-aircraft fire to get shy at the finish line.”

Chipper circled the perimeter, his boots silent on the raised floor tiles. His knuckles were white as he gripped the handle of his rifle, the metal groaning under his strength.

“You think this job gets us closer to TKB?” Chipper’s voice was a ghost in the static.

Peter didn’t answer. TKB—the Turning Key Breach—was the legend they whispered about in the “Shift.” It was the one piece of data that could theoretically shut down the Queen’s “Sanitization” protocol forever.

“I think Peter believes it,” Travis muttered, eyes darting across a waterfall of emerald data. “LGI hid this place for a reason. This rig isn’t just pumping oil; it’s pumping Neuro-Fluid. It’s the lifeblood for A.N.N.I.E.’s central processing. If we tap this vein, we don’t just see the Queen—we see through her eyes.”

Suddenly, the monitors turned a violent, screaming red. A single phrase began to scroll across every screen in a digital seizure:

[INVADER_DETECTED: TARGET_PETER_PAN]

“She’s awake,” Travis gasped, his fingers flying in a desperate attempt to stay ahead of the lockout. “Peter, she’s redirecting the rig’s internal security! She’s not sending guards—she’s sending the gas!”

Above them, the ventilation slats snapped open with a mechanical hiss. A pale, yellowish mist began to pour into the room.

Outside the vault, four shooters swept the chow hall as powerful waves rocked the oil rig. Vibrations rumbled the tables in the cafeteria and the lights flickered, casting deep shadows across the concrete floors. A brisk wind flapped the tablecloths, even though the AC was dead and no windows were open.

The eerie wind seemed sourceless until one of the shooters looked up. Hovering near the ceiling, eyes cold and lethal, was Peter Pan. The man started to scream, but Peter was faster. He squeezed the trigger of his suppressed M4S, dropping the four-man team before they could level their weapons.

Down the hallway, Chipper glided through the skeletal structure, dodging and weaving. His powerful wings flapped as he returned fire against the security forces trying to repel the boarders. The Lost Boy was too quick, too nimble; just when the guards thought they had him pinned, he would stall in mid-air to deliver a precision stream of rounds.

Meanwhile, Skipper and Kenzie held the high ground at the top of the radio tower. They provided overwatch with their PSG1 rifles, watching as Chipper jetted out of the hallway below. With his wings tucked back into a clean, aerodynamic frame, Chipper led the chase, drawing the security teams into the open. As the shooters emerged from the hallway in pairs, Skipper and Kenzie gunned them down. It was like shooting fish in a barrel.

Only Krix struggled to maintain the pace. Arthritis had struck his wings and joints, leaving his movements heavy and labored. Much like Peter, however, he was driven by the need to get TKB back whole.

“I need some help over here!” Krix’s voice crackled over the comms, strained with effort.

“Where are you?”

“Aft! Aft! I’m pinned!”

“I’m on it,” Chipper responded.

He shot off the radio tower like a bullet. With his wings tucked tight, he soared and dipped through the rig’s superstructure to find Krix. Like a B-2 bomber, Chipper swept his M4S over the encroaching men, punching holes in the opposition and clearing the path. He wasn’t just completing the mission; he was saving his brothers.
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“PETER, WE GOT A PROBLEM! Three Blackhawks. Coming in hot!” Chipper’s voice yelled out over the comms frequency.

He looked back toward Peter. The team leader fast-drew his tactical binoculars, the digital lenses automatically zooming and adjusting to lock onto the encroaching Blackhawks. All three warbirds were flying in a tight, single-file assault pattern, completely outfitted with heavy mounted guns on both flanks. They ran completely silent, showcasing the stealth technological breakthroughs engineered into LGI’s latest military-grade aviation.

“Prepare to repel boarders,” Pan commanded coldly. He slapped a fresh magazine of specialized Troll-Stoppers into his M4S, the bolt clicking forward into battery. “Travis, how much longer do you need to crack the vault?”

“An hour!” Travis’s voice crackled back from the deep sub-levels.

“You got thirty minutes,” Pan fired back over the line. “We’re officially being boarded.”

Agent Cane: When you came in with the LGI Blackhawks, when exactly did your communications become scrambled?

Agent Hook: Right when we took initial fire. We didn’t think these kids had munitions that could punch through our heavily armored helicopters, but they did. The rounds they used chewed right through our undercarriages like wet cardboard. I heard the lead pilot yell out through the throat mic: Incoming fire. Clearly, Commander Vane didn’t count on Pan having brought that level of heavy firepower to the party.

While Peter was up on the freezing exterior catwalks trading high-velocity lead with the Blackhawks, the narrative dropped straight into the belly of the drilling rig. Down here, it was entirely silent, save for the deep, low-frequency vibration of the main drill tracking through the floorboards, the heavy air smelling strongly of ionized ozone and burnt mechanical coolant.

The Vault: Rig 4 (Deep Sub-Level)

Travis didn’t use a standard keyboard. He operated entirely through a haptic Thermal-Logic Rig.

He was hunched low over a massive, six-inch-thick slab of “Clean” Chronium—the rare, heavily restricted alloy LGI utilized to shield their core processors from the Shift’s ambient radiation. It wasn’t just dead metal; it was “Live,” reactive material. If an intruder touched the array incorrectly, the internal failsafe sensors would instantly liquify the data core before they could blink.

Travis had a heavy-duty magnetic drill-press locked directly onto the face of the vault door. The spinning bit wasn’t steel—it was tipped with industrial diamond and crushed Pixie-Dust, glowing with a faint, highly unstable blue luminescence.

Whirrrrrrrrr-CHUNCK.

The diamond bit bit hard into the Chronium plating, throwing off a cascading shower of white-hot sparks that looked like dying stars. Travis watched three separate monitors simultaneously, his fingers dancing across a haptic control pad to delicately balance the drill’s raw RPM against the vault’s hyper-sensitive “Heartbeat” biometric sensors.

“Talk to me, A.N.N.I.E.,” Travis whispered, his face slick with greasy sweat. “Tell me where the nerve endings are.”

On his central screen, a glowing 3D wireframe of the internal lock mechanism pulsed in real-time. He wasn’t just drilling a hole; he was performing a high-stakes digital lobotomy. He had to completely bypass the pressurized liquid-lock hidden behind the secondary plate.

Cling. Sssszzzt.

“Peter, I’m through the first structural layer,” Travis called into his collar mic, his voice tight with strain. “The thermal sensors are spiking. I’m injecting the ‘Grit’ slurry now.”

He flipped a manual valve on a pressurized canister resting beside his boot. A thick, jet-black oil—heavily infused with raw, unrefined Shift-energy—hissed directly into the drill hole. It was the toxic “Dirt” that LGI’s clean systems couldn’t process. The slurry instantly blinded the internal security cameras, turning the “Clean” network into a stuttering, useless mess of gray static.

“Thirty minutes?” Travis scoffed to himself, watching the diamond bit sink another inch into the vault’s mechanical brain. “I’ll give you twenty. But Peter… once this door pops, the Queen is going to feel the structural vacuum. She’s going to send everything she’s got.”

He leaned his weight into the press, the muffled roar of the Blackhawks fighting upstairs echoing down the open elevator shaft like distant Texas thunder. He wasn’t a thief. He was a Reclaimer.

Agent Cane: Then what happened?

Agent Hook: The pilots split the Blackhawks into separate vectors to get our tactical teams onto the ground. Our thermal scans showed six distinct heat signatures waiting for us on the decks.

Agent Fernando: What exactly do you mean by “unique”?

Agent Hook: There was a strange hint of violet bleeding into the infrared spectrum on our monitors.

Agent Cane: So then what?

Agent Hook: We finally managed to touch down on the southern landing port. It was a brutal insertion with the coastal winds blowing the helicopters side to side. The weather was pure hell. There was a massive storm rolling in from the west, pounding the entire rig structure like a wrecking ball. And that’s the exact moment we realized we were actively battling children.

Agent Gaines: Children?

Agent Hook: Children, yes. Short, armored, and heavily armed.

“Shooters at six o’clock, Peter! Coming straight from the engineering shop area!” Krix whispered urgently over the comms.

“Roll call. Where is everyone?” Peter demanded, his voice authoritative over the static.

“Aquatics!” Chipper called out. “Main comms!” Krix reported. “West side!” Skipper called. “Vault!” Travis yelled, the high-pitched whine of the diamond drill screaming over his microphone line. “North side,” Peter confirmed. “Cafeteria!” Kenzie called out.

“Kenzie and Skipper, converge on the Southside immediately,” Pan commanded over the master frequency. “Crash out on that Blackhawk insertion team. Use the S.A.W. Make damn sure you change your drums out for armor-piercing rounds.”

“What if it’s the FBI?” Kenzie asked, her voice faltering before her comms line cut off with a sharp electronic crackle.

“Aim high and low,” Pan said emphatically into the dead air. The comms crackled back to life. “Copy that.”

On the southern deck, two sets of small hands gripped the heavy































