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Dedication

In loving memory of my dear friend Davonna, who believed in me when I couldn’t believe in myself. She reminded me that dreams are worth chasing and that true heroes are found in friendship. I miss her so much. Everyday. This story is for her. 

~V.V.

PROLOGUE

Dock 14, Near Traverse City, Michigan – Six Months Ago

Rain hammered the deck like nails, turning steel slick beneath Cameron Trenton’s boots. Gunfire ripped through the night, tracer rounds slicing through sheets of rain. The cargo groaned under the weight of chaos, Lexi barking orders, Charlie fighting like a man possessed, Jordan dragging Avery toward cover. And Cameron? He was running toward the hatch, rifle clenched, heart pounding.

“Seal the lower deck!” Charlie’s voice cracked through comms, sharp and commanding.

Cameron sprinted, boots pounding steel, until he froze mid-step. Because he knew what waited below. Not just Vigil’s operatives. Not just blood and fire. His sister’s face flashed in his mind, bound, gagged, eyes wide with terror. Lewis’s voice cut through him like a blade.

Orders are orders, Trenton. You want her alive? You do what I say. Cameron lowered his rifle. Then raised it again. Slow. Deliberate. Not at the enemy. At Avery Monroe.

“Don’t move,” he snarled, voice raw. “Orders are orders.”

Avery’s eyes widened. “Cameron? What the hell...”

Charlie spun, disbelief slicing through fury. “Put it down! You don’t want to do this.”

But Cameron did. Because Lewis had made sure he had no choice. Kill her, or your sister dies.  The words burned like acid. The ship shuddered under another blast, alarms screaming as smoke curled through shattered glass. Cameron’s finger tightened on the trigger, every nerve screaming to obey.

“Trenton!” Charlie’s voice ripped through the chaos, raw and furious. “Put the gun down!”

A sob tore from Avery’s throat, her eyes wide, pleading. Rain streaked Cameron’s face, mixing with sweat, with guilt. He couldn’t do it. God help him... he couldn’t. The gunshot cracked like thunder.

Cameron flinched, the impact slamming into the console inches from his head, sparks spitting across steel. He spun, heart pounding...

...and saw her.

Jordan Hale stood rigid in the smoke, rifle raised, tears streaming down her face. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, voice breaking.

For one breathless second, Cameron thought she’d aimed for him. Thought this was the end.

But the truth hit harder than the bullet. She’d saved him. Stopped him from crossing a line he could never come back from. Chaos roared around them, Lexi shouting orders, Charlie firing into the breach, operatives swarming like shadows. Cameron’s grip faltered. The rifle slipped from his hands, clattering against steel.

He staggered back, breath tearing loose. “Maggie...” The name broke out of him, swallowed instantly by gunfire. No one heard it. He ran.

Boots pounding slick metal, lungs burning, guilt clawing at his chest. He didn’t look back, not at Avery’s terrified eyes, not at Jordan’s broken stare, not at the team he’d just betrayed. Lewis’s voice echoed in his head as he dove into the storm, swallowed by rain and darkness.

You were never the hero, Trenton. You were the weapon.

And as the night bled fire and steel behind him, Cameron made a vow, one forged in betrayal and ash.

°°°°°

Northern Michigan – Present Day

The cabin smelled of smoke and rain, a ghost of a night that never really left him. Cameron sat in the dark, back against the wall, Glock resting across his knees. His breath came slow, steady, but his pulse was a storm beneath the calm.

Six months. Six months since the op on the dock went to hell. Since Jordan’s shot cracked past his head. Since Lexi’s eyes carved him open with betrayal he couldn’t explain. Since he ran. The Bureau called him a traitor. Vigil called him a liability. And Lewis? Lewis was dead, Cameron made sure of that. But the voice still lingered, curling through his skull like smoke.

You were never the hero, Trenton. You were the weapon.

He stared at the photo on the table, edges frayed from too many nights of rage and regret.  His sister. Maggie. Bound. Gagged. Eyes wide with terror. The last image Lewis sent before the world went to hell. They’d called him unstable when he said her name after the harbor. Like it didn’t mean anything. But Maggie was the only thing that ever did.

Cameron clenched his jaw, fingers tightening around the Glock. He’d burned half of Michigan hunting ghosts, chasing whispers of Vigil’s remnants. Every lead ended in blood. Every promise ended in ash. But tonight was different. Tonight, the storm was coming back for him.

The burner phone buzzed against the wood, screen glowing like a blade in the dark. One line. No signature. 

Phase Two begins. You were never meant to live.

Cameron exhaled slow, the vow rising like fire in his chest. I’ll get her back. I’ll burn Vigil to the ground. Even if it kills me.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


Northern Michigan – Midnight

The storm had passed, but the silence was worse. Cameron sat at the edge of the bed, boots on, Glock in hand, staring at the burner phone like it might bite. The message still glowed on the cracked screen: Phase Two begins. You were never meant to live. He’d read it a hundred times. It didn’t change or explain anything. It only promised death.

The cabin creaked under the weight of the wind, old wood groaning like bones. Cameron’s pulse ticked steady and slow, but his mind was a riot. Six months of running. Six months of hunting ghosts. Six months of sleeping with one eye open and a gun within reach. And now they’d found him.

The knock came soft, almost polite. Three taps against the door. Cameron froze, breath locking in his chest. No one knocked out here, not at midnight, not unless they wanted him dead. He rose slow and silent, Glock firm in his grip. Another knock followed, louder this time.

“Trenton,” a female voice called through the dark. Female. Calm. “We need to talk.”

His jaw tightened. Nobody used that name anymore unless they knew exactly who he was and what he’d done. The knock came again, harder.

“Trenton,” the voice repeated, still calm but edged with steel. “Open the door, or I’ll kick it in.”

Cameron moved like a shadow, Glock raised, breath steady. He eased toward the door, boots silent on worn wood. “Who are you?” His voice stayed low and controlled.

“Someone who knows you’re not the villain they say you are.”

That was a lie. He’d been branded a traitor and hunted like an animal. Nobody believed in him anymore. He yanked the door open fast, weapon leveled.

The woman on the porch didn’t flinch. Blonde hair plastered to her cheeks from the rain, leather jacket slick, eyes sharp as broken glass. She looked like trouble wrapped in confidence, and Cameron hated trouble.

“Elena Cruz,” she said, voice smooth, like she was used to being the smartest person in the room. “Investigative journalist. You’ve been hard to find.”

Cameron’s grip tightened on the Glock. “That was the idea. You’ve got five seconds to tell me why you’re here.”

Her lips curved, not in fear but something close to amusement. “Because you’re about to die, and I’m the only one who can stop it.”

Before he could respond, the woods erupted with gunfire. Cameron shoved Elena hard, sending her behind the porch railing as bullets tore through the cabin walls. He dropped low, firing in sharp, controlled bursts, scanning the shadows between the pines.

“Stay down,” he snapped.

She didn’t argue, but she didn’t cower either. Elena pressed herself against the splintered wood, eyes bright in the strobe of muzzle flashes. Cold and sharp, like a Michigan morning that cut straight to the bone.

She wasn’t beautiful in the polished, magazine way. Not perfect. But there was something fierce about her, something that burned even in the rain. It caught him off guard. He’d noticed it the second he opened the door, and now, in the middle of gunfire, he hated that he still noticed.

He forced his focus back to the fight and fired again, dropping a shadow that lunged from the tree line. Another moved left, fast and tactical. Vigil’s men. No question.

Elena crawled closer, voice low but steady. “They’re not here for me, are they?”

Cameron’s jaw clenched. “No,” he said, racking another round. “They’re here for me.”

Her breath hitched, but her gaze didn’t waver. The burner phone buzzed on the porch floor, screen lighting up like a warning. Cameron glanced down and felt his stomach knot.

Kill her, or you both die.

Lewis was gone, but his poison lingered. Vigil didn’t bluff. They would send more men, more bullets, until the job was done. Until Elena Cruz was dead.

Cameron’s grip tightened on the Glock. One shot. That was all it would take. One pull and his sister might live. One pull and he would damn himself completely. Elena moved closer, breath ragged, eyes locked on his.

“What does it say?” she pressed as bullets ripped through the railing above them.

Cameron swallowed, jaw tight. He couldn’t tell her. Couldn’t let her see what he was capable of. Another shot cracked past his head, splinters raining down. He had seconds, maybe less.

He looked at her. Really looked. Defiance. Fear. And something else. Trust. He exhaled slowly, the decision settling in.

“Stay behind me,” he said, voice low and firm.

Then he moved. Boots pounded slick wood as he fired, dropping one shadow, then another. He grabbed Elena’s arm and dragged her toward the back door as the cabin groaned under the assault.

“You’re insane!” she shouted, stumbling after him.

“Not yet,” he muttered. “But give me time.”

The storm swallowed them as they disappeared into the trees, gunfire chasing them into the dark.

°°°°°

Branches clawed at her jacket as Cameron pulled her deeper into the woods, boots driving over frozen ground. Gunfire cracked behind them, distant but relentless. Elena stumbled, breath tearing free, but his grip never loosened. It was steady and practiced, like he’d done this too many times before.

She risked a glance at him as they ran. Cameron Trenton. The name had been a headline, a warning, a story she thought she understood. The traitor who burned his team. The man everyone labeled dangerous. Up close, he didn’t look like a monster. He looked like a storm barely holding itself together.

Rain streaked down the sharp lines of his face. His eyes were dark and intense, the kind that made you feel seen whether you wanted to be or not. Not conventionally handsome, but striking in a way that was hard to ignore. And she hated that
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