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The kid coding in Trauma Bay 2 was nineteen years old, and Rachel Tierney had been elbow-deep in his chest cavity for the past forty minutes.

Motorcycle versus semi-truck. The semi won.

"V-fib," the monitor screamed, and Rachel's hands moved before her brain caught up—years of muscle memory, Afghanistan and St. Joseph's blurring together until there was nothing but the wet heat of blood and the desperate rhythm of trying to keep a heart beating.

"Charge to two hundred."

"Charged."

"Clear."

His body jerked. The monitor flatlined. Someone cursed. Rachel reached for the internal paddles again, because she wasn't done, she wasn't fucking done—

"Rachel." Dr. Okonkwo's voice cut through the chaos, steady and final. "He's gone."

She knew. She'd known for the past ten minutes, probably. But her hands didn't want to stop. They never did.

Rachel looked at the clock. 11:17 PM. She'd been on shift for thirteen hours, and this was her fourth death. A stabbing at 3 PM. An overdose at 7. A stroke that threw a clot at 9. And now this kid, whose blood was drying under her fingernails, whose face she'd never forget even though she'd forget his name by next week.

Friday nights in Tacoma's only Level II trauma center were a special kind of hell.

"Time of death, 23:17," she said, stripping off her gloves. The snap of latex echoed in the sudden quiet. "Someone call the family."

She didn't wait for a response. There wasn't time. There never was.



Rosie's Bar sat three blocks off Pacific Highway, wedged between a pawn shop and a tattoo parlor that hadn't updated its flash since 1987. The neon sign buzzed and flickered, casting pink shadows across the wet pavement. November drizzle drummed on the awning and ran in rivers down the windows, turning the light inside soft and hazy.

It wasn't pretty. It wasn't trendy. It didn't serve craft cocktails or artisanal anything.

That's why Rachel loved it.

She pushed through the door at 11:34, still smelling like antiseptic and death despite scrubbing her hands raw in the locker room. Her dark hair was escaping its bun, damp strands sticking to her neck. She hadn't bothered to change out of her scrubs—the bloody ones were in the biohazard bin, but these still had the faint iron smell that never quite washed out.

The jukebox was playing something old and twangy. A handful of regulars hunched over their drinks like they were protecting state secrets. Pool balls cracked in the back room. Nobody looked up when she walked in.

Perfect.

"Hey, Rosie." Rachel slid onto her usual stool at the end of the bar, the one with a clear view of both exits. Old habits from places that didn't serve whiskey. "Jameson, neat. And keep them coming."

Rosie—sixty-three, built like a fireplug, with a face that said she'd seen everything twice and wasn't impressed—set the glass down without comment. That was another thing Rachel loved about this place. No one asked how her day was. No one wanted to hear about her feelings. No one tried to fix her.

The whiskey burned going down, hot and sharp. Rachel closed her eyes and let it.

Nineteen years old. That kid had been nineteen goddamn years old, with a fake ID in his wallet and a text thread full of messages from a girl named Amber who'd never see him again. His parents probably weren't even awake yet. They were home in bed, maybe watching the late news, not knowing that in about thirty minutes someone in scrubs was going to knock on their door and destroy their world.

She finished the first drink and signaled for another.

This was the part they didn't tell you about in nursing school. Not the blood—she could handle blood. Not the death—you got used to death, in a way, or you found another career. It was the relentlessness of it. The way trauma kept coming, wave after wave, until you couldn't remember what it felt like to not be exhausted. Until you started measuring your life in shifts and wondering when you'd become the person who could watch a teenager die and still want dinner afterward.

Two years in a combat support hospital in Afghanistan had prepared her for a lot of things. It hadn't prepared her for doing it alone.

She was working on her second whiskey when her phone buzzed in her pocket.

Rachel almost ignored it. Danny had been doing better—three months clean, new job at some distribution company, actually returning her calls instead of dodging them. She'd been holding her breath for so long, waiting for him to relapse, waiting for that 2 AM call where he'd be crying and high and asking for money. But it hadn't come. Maybe this time would stick. Maybe her kid brother was finally going to be okay.

Maybe she could finally stop waiting for the other shoe to drop.

Her phone buzzed again. Then again. Three texts in rapid succession.

Rachel's stomach dropped. She pulled it out, and the floor fell away beneath her.

rachel please pick up

im in trouble

they saw me they know who i am

The call came before she could dial.

"Danny?" She pressed the phone to her ear, one hand already reaching for her keys. "Danny, what's going on?"

"Rach." His voice was wrong. Not high—she knew what high sounded like, knew the slur and the false confidence—but terrified. Shaking. The kind of scared that made her think of the young soldiers she'd treated in Kandahar, the ones who'd just watched their friends die. "Rach, I fucked up. I fucked up so bad."

"Where are you? What happened?"

"I can't—" He was breathing too fast, hyperventilating. She could hear traffic in the background, the hiss of tires on wet asphalt. "I saw something. At work. They were—there was this guy, and they were beating him, and I wasn't supposed to be there but I forgot my phone and I went back and they saw me, Rachel. They looked right at me."

"Danny. Danny, slow down." Rachel's nurse voice kicked in, calm and steady even as her pulse kicked hard against her throat. "Take a breath. Tell me where you are."

"I'm hiding. Some motel in Fife, I don't—I don't know the name. The sign's broken. Rach, these people, they're not—they're connected. One of them, I recognized him from the news. They kill people. They make people disappear. There was so much blood—"

"Have you called the cops?"

"No!" The word came out like a gunshot. "No cops. Rach, listen to me. One of the guys I saw—he had a badge. Okay? A fucking badge on his belt. I can't go to the cops because they are the cops."

Rachel's blood went cold.

She looked around Rosie's instinctively, suddenly aware of every shadow, every stranger. The guys at the pool table. The old man in the corner booth. Anyone could be watching.

"Okay," she said, forcing her voice to stay level. "Okay, Danny. Stay where you are. Stay hidden. Keep the lights off and don't answer the door for anyone. I'm coming to get you."

"No, you can't—" He made a sound that might have been a sob. "They know who I am, which means they'll figure out who you are. They'll find you. They might already—"

"Let me worry about that."

"Rachel, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean—I thought the job was legit, I swear I thought it was just warehouse work. The guy who hired me, he said—"

"Danny." She was already standing, throwing a twenty on the bar, not waiting for change. "I don't care about any of that right now. Just tell me exactly where you are and stay put until I get there."

"It's off—" Static crackled across the line. "—Highway, past the—" More static. "—blue roof, I think—"

"Danny? You're breaking up."

"—love you, Rach. I'm sorry. I'm so—"

The line went dead.

Rachel stared at her phone, her chest constricting. She dialed again. Straight to voicemail. Again. Voicemail. Three more times, her fingers shaking, each ring stretching into eternity before cutting to Danny's cheerful recorded voice telling her to leave a message.

"Shit." She shoved through the bar's front door, the cold November air hitting her face like a slap. The temperature had dropped since she'd gone inside, and her breath fogged white. Her car was parked in the gravel lot around back—she was running before she consciously decided to move, sneakers slipping on slick pavement.

Fife was twenty minutes away if she broke every speed limit. She could make it in fifteen if she really pushed. Find the motel with the broken sign and the blue roof, get Danny, figure out the rest later.

She rounded the corner of the building and stopped dead.

Her car sat where she'd left it, under the single flickering light at the edge of the lot. But something was wrong. The angle of it. The way it listed slightly to one side, like a wounded animal.

Rachel approached slowly, every nerve firing.

The front left tire was flat. No—not flat. Slashed, the rubber peeled back to show the steel belts underneath. And the rear left, same thing. Deliberate. Precise.

She crouched down, the damp cold soaking through her scrubs, and looked underneath.

A dark puddle was spreading across the gravel, barely visible in the dim light. She touched it, brought her fingers to her nose.

Brake fluid.

Someone had cut her brake lines.

For a long moment, Rachel couldn't move. Couldn't breathe. The mist settled on her face and soaked through to her skin, and she just crouched there in the dark, staring at the evidence that this was real, that this was happening, that her brother's panic wasn't paranoia.

They knew who she was.

They knew where she went after work.

They'd been here, right here, working on her car while she sat inside drinking whiskey. Making sure she couldn't run.

A sound made her head snap up.

Headlights cut through the murky night at the far end of the lot. A black SUV, rolling slow, too slow, windows tinted so dark she couldn't see inside. It turned into the lot and stopped, engine rumbling low, water beading on its dark hood.

Watching her.

Rachel's hand went to her pocket. Her phone. She could call 911, explain that—

One of them had a badge.

The SUV just sat there. Waiting.

Rachel backed toward the bar, pulse thundering in her ears. She couldn't run—not in the wet, not in her work sneakers, not when she didn't know how many of them there were or where they were positioned. She couldn't call the cops. She couldn't get to Danny.

The SUV's door opened.

A man stepped out into the night. Big. Patient. In no particular hurry.

Because why would he be? They knew where she worked. They knew where she drank. They'd sabotaged her car while she sat inside, oblivious.

Danny wasn't paranoid.

These people were already hunting her.
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Chapter Two
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Rachel didn't think. She moved.

Back through the bar's front door, the brass handle cold and slick under her palm. The warmth hit her like a wall—jukebox still playing, pool balls still cracking, the old man in the corner still nursing his beer like nothing in the world had changed.

Because for them, it hadn't.

She forced herself to slow down. Not to run. Running drew attention, and attention was the last thing she needed right now.

"Forget something?" Rosie called from behind the bar.

"Bathroom," Rachel managed, her voice almost steady. "Too much whiskey."

She made it to the narrow hallway at the back without looking over her shoulder. The restrooms were on the left, a storage closet on the right, and at the end—the back exit. A steel door with a push bar and a sign that said EMERGENCY ONLY.

Rachel pressed her back against the wall and tried to breathe.

Okay. Think. Think.

Her car was dead. Men were outside—at least two that she'd seen, probably more. They'd cut her brake lines, which meant they'd known she was here, which meant they knew her schedule, her habits, maybe even her address.

Danny's voice echoed in her head. They make people disappear.

She couldn't call the cops. One of them had a badge. For all she knew, calling 911 would bring more of them right to her location.

She couldn't go home. If they knew about Rosie's, they knew where she lived. Her apartment was probably
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