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The automatic doors of St. Mary’s emergency entrance wheezed shut behind me, cutting off the antiseptic smell of the hospital. Three in the morning meant empty sidewalks and that peculiar silence that only came when the city finally stopped pretending it never slept. My scrubs were still damp with sweat from wrestling a screaming four-year-old into a CT scan. The kid had been fine. Mild concussion. Parents cried harder than the patient.

My feet knew the path home without my brain’s involvement. Six blocks north, two blocks east. The convenience store on the corner had its metal grate down, covered in fresh graffiti that hadn’t been there twelve hours ago. My apartment key was already in my hand, fingers running over the worn teeth like a rosary.

A sound made me stop. Not quite a scream. More like air being forced from lungs too quickly. The noise came from the alley between the old print shop and the Vietnamese restaurant that had closed last month.

Every semester, the hospital made us sit through safety seminars. Don’t engage. Don’t investigate. Call 911 and keep walking. I had my phone halfway out of my pocket when I heard it again. Wet. Thick. The sound a soggy towel made when it hit tile, but wrong somehow.

My sneakers were silent on the pavement. Twenty feet from the alley mouth, the streetlight flickered and died. The darkness should have stopped me. Instead, my eyes adjusted the way they did during night shifts when I moved between rooms without waking patients.

Three figures stood in the alley. Two were holding a third against the brick wall. No, not holding. The third man’s feet weren’t touching the ground because there was a forearm pressed against his throat. His face had gone purple in the dim light filtering from a window three stories up.

“Please.” The suspended man’s voice came out crushed. “I have the money. Tuesday. I swear on my daughter.”

“You swore last Tuesday too.” The voice was deep, accented with something Eastern European that made me think of winter. The speaker stood with his back to the alley entrance, broad shoulders blocking most of my view. “My employer is disappointed.”

The sound I’d heard earlier happened again. The suspended man’s body jerked. Something dark and viscous splattered against the brick. My medical training cataloged it automatically: arterial spray, probably femoral or carotid, blood volume suggesting traumatic laceration.

The man with the winter voice stepped back. Even in the bad light, I could see the gun in his hand. Not pointed at anyone now. Just held loose at his side like it weighed nothing.

The dying man slid down the wall. His legs folded wrong, knees bending outward. One hand pressed against his neck, but I could see from here it wouldn’t matter. The blood came in pulses, each one weaker than the last.

The second man, the one who hadn’t spoken, turned to grab something from the ground. A tarp. They’d brought a tarp.

That’s when the man with the gun turned around.

Our eyes met.

The world stopped. Not metaphorically. My lungs forgot their job. My heart skipped two full beats before slamming back into rhythm hard enough to hurt. He had the kind of face that belonged in warnings, all sharp angles and old scars. Black hair fell across his forehead, too long for fashion, too short for carelessness. But his eyes held me. Dark, almost black in the alley’s shadows, with something burning behind them that made my stomach drop like I’d missed a step going downstairs.

Blood decorated his white dress shirt like abstract art. A sleeve tattoo peeked out from under his rolled-up cuff, intricate lines and symbols I couldn’t read. He was beautiful the way a compound fracture was beautiful—all wrong angles that you couldn’t stop staring at, your brain screaming *damage, danger, don’t touch* while your hands reached anyway. The kind of beautiful they never warned you about in nursing school.

We stared at each other for three seconds. Maybe four. Long enough for the dying man to stop moving. Long enough for my brain to start screaming at my legs to run.

The man with the gun tilted his head slightly, like a predator deciding if I was worth the chase.

I ran.

My sneakers slapped against wet pavement. Behind me, rapid footsteps echoed off the buildings. Heavy. Gaining. I cut left at the corner, nearly sliding on something slick. The twenty-four-hour laundromat was just ahead. If I could get inside, if there were people...

Behind me, a voice—the second man, the one with the tarp—shouted something in Russian. I caught one word clearly, barked out like a warning: *Maksim.*

A hand caught my hood and yanked backward. My feet left the ground. The world spun, and then brick scraped against my shoulder blades. The man with the gun had me pressed against the wall, one massive hand wrapped around my throat. Not squeezing. Just holding. Like he was deciding what to do with me.

Up close, I could smell him. Gunpowder and expensive cologne and something metallic that was definitely blood. His body caged mine, so much bigger that I couldn’t see past his shoulders. My hands came up instinctively to grab his wrist. Under my fingers, his pulse was steady. Calm. Like he chased down witnesses in the middle of the night all the time.

Which he probably did.

“You saw nothing.” His accent was stronger this close, turning the words into a command that bypassed my brain and went straight to my spine.

I nodded. Or tried to. His hand made it difficult.

He studied my face like he was memorizing it. His thumb moved against my neck, just barely, finding my pulse point. My heart was trying to break out through my ribs, and I knew he could feel it. His eyes dropped to my scrubs, taking in the St. Mary’s logo, the ID badge I’d forgotten to take off with my name clearly visible. Mason Andrews, RN, Pediatric Emergency.

“Nurse.” He said it like it meant something. Like it changed something.

The hand on my throat loosened but didn’t let go. His other hand came up, and I flinched, expecting... I didn’t know what I expected. But he just tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. The gesture was so gentle, so at odds with the blood on his clothes and the gun I could feel pressing against my hip from his waistband, that I made a sound. Not quite a gasp. Not quite a whimper.

Something shifted in his expression.

“You heard the name.” It wasn’t a question. His eyes searched my face, reading the answer there. “Maksim. Since you already have it, you should know—if I wanted you dead, you wouldn’t know my name. You wouldn’t know anything at all.”

The logic was insane. But it landed somewhere in my lizard brain and stuck.

“Mason.” My voice came out raw. “You already know. The badge.”

“Mason.” He tested the name, accent wrapping around the syllables like smoke. His hand was still on my throat, thumb still on my pulse. “You picked the wrong night for overtime.”

“I always work nights. Pediatric emergency. The kids need...” I was rambling. Shock, probably. “Are you going to kill me?”

“I should.” He said it like discussing the weather. “Protocol says I should.”

“But?”

He leaned closer. His breath was warm against my ear. “But you have freckles.”

That made no sense. Nothing about this made sense. I could hear sirens in the distance, getting closer. Someone must have heard the gunshot. His head turned toward the sound, then back to me.

“Can you run in those?” He looked down at my sneakers.

“What?”

“Answer the question.”

“Yes, but...”

He grabbed my wrist and pulled me away from the wall. “Then run.”

We ran. His hand stayed locked around my wrist, pulling me through alleys and side streets I didn’t know existed. The sirens got louder, then faded. My lungs burned. A stitch formed in my side. Just when I thought I might collapse, a black SUV appeared at the end of an alley, engine running.

“No.” I tried to pull back. “No, I’m not getting in there.”

He turned to face me, and for the first time, I saw frustration crack through his calm. “You can get in the car, or I can put you in the car. But you’re getting in the car.”

“Why?”

“Because you saw my face. You know my name. And right now, there are three different groups who would love to know both those things.” His hand cupped my face, thumb brushing over my cheekbone. The gesture was almost tender if you ignored the blood under his fingernails. “You just became my













d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
LEVI BENNETT





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





