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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Thank you for joining me for Overkill, the final chapter in the Operation Falling Star trilogy.

Whether you’ve been with these characters from the start or you’re stepping into their world for the first time, welcome. This story has action, heartbreak, and triumph, but it’s also layered with themes that I want to share with you. 

Let’s face it, though: I’m probably not such a brilliant writer that I can assume everyone will spot these layers without a little nudge from me.

At the heart of this series lies a simple question: how can you know what’s right? 

In these stories, the characters face unimaginable losses, daunting challenges, and moral dilemmas that test every fiber of their being. But here’s the catch: doing the right thing is often incredibly simple. 

That doesn’t mean it’s easy—oh no, it’s never easy—but the simplicity is there. 

In fact, we often confuse the effort of acting with the difficulty of the choice to take action, tricking ourselves into thinking what is easy is hard and what is hard is easy. The challenge isn’t figuring out what’s right; it’s having the courage to do it, even when it feels like the world is more than happy to afford you excuse after excuse to do nothing instead (which is a lot easier).

In these stories, morality revolves around the idea that the larger the system, the more likely the people in it are to be insulated from the consequences of their decisions. 

In this world, the bigger the system, the more layers there are to hide behind. The more plausible deniability it offers, the less anyone feels the weight of the harm it causes. This insulation doesn’t just enable corruption; it invites it. However, the main characters in these stories push back against that notion. They choose to act as individuals, standing apart from the systems that obscure accountability, and they take responsibility for the consequences of their decisions. 

They stand apart from those systems, willing to take on the responsibility that others avoid. They show us that moral clarity doesn’t come from collective action; it comes from personal accountability. Integrity isn’t something you delegate or outsource—it’s something you carry, even when it feels unbearably heavy.

And speaking of vulnerability, that’s another thread that runs through these books (it’s even the title of the middle book). In these stories, vulnerability isn’t weakness; it’s strength. There’s something profoundly powerful about standing unguarded, about taking off your armor and letting the world see who you are. That kind of honesty requires more courage than any amount of bravado ever could. It’s in those moments—when characters strip away their defenses, both literally and figuratively—that they find clarity, connection, and the strength to keep moving forward. Vulnerability reminds us that strength isn’t about being savage (see what I did there); it’s about being willing to rebuild what you are.

Now, let’s talk about loss because loss is everywhere in this trilogy. These characters lose people, places, and even parts of themselves. They face the kind of loss that leaves them hollowed out and broken. But—and here’s the thing—it’s in that brokenness that they discover who they really are. Loss strips away the noise, leaving only the raw truth of what matters and what they’re willing to fight for. It’s painful, yes, but it’s also a crucible that forges them into something stronger. And here’s something you might already know deep down: it’s often in the hardest moments, when you have nothing left, that you find out what you were made of all along.

I should also confess that these ideas are never spelled out in the story. The characters don’t sit around delivering speeches about morality or vulnerability or loss, and honestly, they wouldn’t have time even if they wanted to. Instead, they live these ideas through their actions and choices, and I’ve done my best to show you what’s happening without hitting you over the head with it. But hey, just in case, consider this note a little cheat sheet to help you pick up on the deeper layers as you read. Or don’t—maybe the explosions and chaos are all you’re here for, and honestly, that’s just fine too. Stories are meant to meet you wherever you are.

Thank you for being here. Thank you for spending time with these characters, for thinking about their choices, and for letting them into your world for a little while. I hope you find something here that resonates, and if you don’t... well, I promise the explosions are still pretty good.
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CHAPTER 1
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CUBA, WADE THOUGHT MAYBE

NIXON WAS IN OFFICE?

“A rub and tug is ten bucks American. No kissing.”

Noah Kayne turned his head, his jaw tightening as he scanned the dilapidated Cuban street. The crumbling facades of abandoned buildings loomed like silent witnesses against the night sky, their graffiti-covered walls telling stories no one wanted to hear. 

Trash skittered in the wind; the smell of decay was thick in the air.

“Christ, kid, how old are you?”

“Eighteen.”

There was no way.

“You look like you’re ten,” he said, still refusing to make eye contact, disinterested.

“Ten and a half,” she shot back indignantly, then hesitated, her expression faltering. 

Busted.

Noah nodded to Wade, who slipped a hundred-dollar bill from his pocket and held it high, just above the girl’s reach. The bill fluttered slightly in the breeze, catching her sharp calculating eyes.

She didn’t move.

“Most kids jump for it,” Noah said finally, his voice low; edged with a challenge.

The girl’s gaze flicked between Noah, the money, and Wade Clay—the man holding it. Her scrawny frame was rigid, but her mind was working fast, weighing something.

“I’ll do it,” she said, her voice firm, addressing Noah as though she’d already decided he was the one in charge. “But you take me with you.”

Noah allowed a faint, ironic smile. “Sharp kid,” he said, half to her, half to Wade. “We’re here for all of you.”

She nodded, her thin shoulders lifting as if she understood, though she couldn’t possibly.

“It’s just me and Sammy left.”

“What’s your name?” Noah asked, his tone softer now, almost gentle.

The girl’s smile was quick, joyless, as she glanced up at the money again. “Kimmy,” she said, then raised her hand and jumped, trying to snatch the bill held far too high.

“Chinga tu madre!” The shout came from a nearby alley, hard and venomous. “Hey, pendejo!”

Three men emerged from the shadows. They were unkempt, rough, their strides aggressive. Each carried the weight of someone used to taking what they wanted by force.

Kimmy darted behind Noah, her tiny fingers clutching the back of his shirt as she peeked around him.

Noah smiled again, but this time it was thin, colder. This was the smile of a predator who had just spotted prey.

The lead man smirked, his teeth yellowed and crooked. “These great white apes aren’t going to save you, little one,” he sneered at Kimmy. His tone dripped malice, his words meant to cut.

Wade, towering and broad, slipped the money back into his pocket and stepped slightly to Noah’s side. Wade was formidable, but Noah was something else—his build like a sledgehammer, his square jaw and thick neck giving him the look of a machine designed for destruction.

The lead man didn’t flinch, his size comparable to Noah’s. “You’ve made a big mistake,” he growled, gesturing toward Wade’s earlier taunting. These were no random street thugs; they were low-level enforcers, the type who kept girls like Kimmy in line.

Noah nodded, his body already moving.

He covered the ten feet between them faster than anyone could have. No words, no posturing—just raw, explosive violence. His left foot slammed into the ground as his right fist struck the lead man’s jaw. The crack of bone echoed off the alley walls, followed by the dull thud of the man’s body hitting the ground like a sack of bricks.

The other two men hesitated, just for a second. It was too long.

Noah stepped into their space, dodging one wild swing and ducking under another. His elbow smashed into the first man’s temple, and his fist drove into the second man’s gut with sickening force. Both collapsed, groaning, before going still.

It was over in moments.

Kimmy clung to Noah’s side, her eyes wide as she peered around his broad frame.

“Take us to the rest of them,” Noah said, looking down at her, his voice calm, almost casual.

Kimmy nodded quickly, giving him a small thumbs up before turning and leading them into the junk-strewn alley.

They followed her. 

She moved left and right, turned here and there until they were near the docks.

She stopped abruptly and pointed.

Noah followed her gesture.

“Wait here,” he said as he turned and advanced on the wharf building she had pointed at.

Wade followed, cracking his knuckles.

They approached the building in silence, boots crunching on broken glass and rotting wood. The stench of fish and diesel hung heavy in the air, mingling with something fouler wafting from the half-collapsed structure.

Noah stopped at the door, the wood swollen from years of exposure to salt and rain. He glanced back at Wade, who gave a slight nod, his fists clenched.

Noah didn’t bother with subtlety. He kicked the door in, the frame splintering with a deafening crack.

Inside, half a dozen men froze mid-motion, their game of cards scattering as they turned toward the intruders. Cigarette smoke hung thick in the air, curling around the bare bulbs strung haphazardly overhead. The men were thugs—tattooed, scarred, and all armed with makeshift weapons: knives, bats, and a rusty crowbar.

“Who the hell—” one started, but Noah didn’t give him the chance to finish.

He moved first, a blur of muscle and violence, covering the distance to the nearest man in two strides. His fist connected with the man’s temple, dropping him instantly. A knife clattered to the floor as the goon crumpled like a puppet with its strings cut.

Wade was right behind him, stepping into the fray. He ducked a swing from the crowbar and countered with a knee to the gut, the air rushing out of the thug’s lungs in a wheeze before Wade finished him off with a brutal uppercut.

Noah didn’t stop. He turned to the next man, who swung a bat at his head. Noah ducked, the bat whistling through empty air, and drove his shoulder into the man’s chest, sending him sprawling over the table. Cards and coins scattered as the man groaned, trying to get up. Noah ended it with a kick to the ribs that left him motionless.

A knife-wielder came at Noah from the side, slashing wildly. The blade nicked his arm, but Noah caught the man’s wrist in a vice grip, twisting until the knife clattered to the floor. The thug howled in pain, his wrist bent at an unnatural angle; Noah silenced him with a headbutt that left his face a bloody mess.

Wade was grappling with two men at once, blocking punches and returning them with brutal efficiency. He caught one gorilla by the collar and flung him into the wall, the sound of the impact shaking dust from the ceiling. The other tried to flee, but Wade caught him by the arm, yanked him back, and sent him crashing into the ground with a thunderous elbow strike.

The last man, the one who had shouted first, was backing toward a side door, eyes wide with terror. He fumbled with the latch, trying to escape.

Noah stepped forward, his presence filling the room. “Don’t.”

The man froze, hands trembling.

Noah grabbed him by the shirt and slammed him against the wall, the plaster cracking under the force. “Who’s running this place?” His voice was calm, almost conversational, but his eyes promised consequences.

“I—I don’t know, man!” the thug stammered. “I just..”

Noah cut him off, pressing harder, his knuckles whitening. “You know enough to stay alive. Talk.”

“Okay, okay!” The man gasped, words spilling out in a rush. “The lieutenants—Miguel and Alvarez! They’re at the warehouse on Sterling Street. That’s all I know, I swear!”

Noah held his gaze for a moment longer, then released him. The man crumpled to the floor, clutching his throat and coughing.

Noah turned, his face blank; the storm already settled. “Head back.”

Wade nodded and turned.

Noah found the fallen knife and slit each downed man's throat after Wade was gone.

He left the wrecked room behind, stepping back into the damp night. Kimmy was waiting with Wade where they’d left her, her small frame stiff with nervous energy.

Noah crouched down to her level, his voice softer now. “You did good, kid.”

Kimmy nodded, her wide eyes darting to Wade and back to Noah. “Did you get them?”

“Not all of them,” Noah said. “But we’re getting closer.”

She looked nervous.

“Take us to Sterling Street,” Noah said.

She bit her lip, turned, and led the way.

The second location went much the same as the first. Noah moved through the operation with ruthless efficiency, dismantling the network piece by piece. This wasn’t his first time working his way up an org chart, and it showed. By the end of two more stops, the lieutenants were dealt with, and they had a solid lead on the local captain—the so-called brain behind using kids like Kimmy in his schemes.

The captain lived in a nicer part of the city. It was still rough by most standards, but compared to the alleys and shacks they’d seen, this area felt almost suburban. His house stood out—an actual yard with nice grass, a chain-link fence, and guards posted near the entrance. They weren’t trying to blend in; their presence was meant to intimidate.

Noah knelt in front of Kimmy, his frame blocking out the dim glow of a streetlight behind him. His clothes were damp with sweat, and the faint metallic tang of blood clung to him, mingling with the city’s humid air.

“Kimmy,” he said quietly.

She flinched at first but held her ground. Her small nose wrinkled as the scent hit her. “Yes?”

“This last one,” he said, his voice calm and oddly fatherly, “is going to be too violent for children.”

Behind him, Wade let out a short laugh. “The others weren’t?”

Noah turned his head slightly, just enough to give Wade a look. It wasn’t anger, just a warning. Wade held up his hands, palms out, grinning as he nodded. “Alright, you’re right. My bad.”

Noah turned his attention back to Kimmy. “Listen,” he said, his tone softening. “Go get Sammy and any other kids you know about. The coast is clear until first light. Take them to the wharf where you first took us. Can you remember the name of the boat?”

Kimmy nodded, her eyes wide with focus.

“It’s a modern-looking boat called Seagull,” Noah continued, “flying an American flag. It’s about twenty slips down. Can you remember that?”

“Yes,” she said quickly.

Noah studied her for a moment, then nodded. “Good. Be smart. Don’t let anyone see you. Get there in thirty minutes, or we leave without you.”

Kimmy gave him another thumbs-up, her small hand trembling slightly as she tried to mask her fear.

“Good,” he said again, standing back to his full height. He glanced at Wade, who was scanning the street for any signs of trouble, and then back to Kimmy. “You’re sharp, Kimberly. A good kid. Now go. Don’t be late.”

Kimmy hesitated for just a second, her gaze lingering on Noah. He wasn’t like the men she was used to. They were always rushing, barking orders, and glancing over their shoulders as if they were constantly afraid of something. Noah was different. He was calm, deliberate. He spoke quietly, but his words carried a weight that made her listen. He didn’t have to act tough—he was tough, and that made all the difference.

She gave him one last nod and turned, her small frame disappearing into the shadows.

As she vanished down the street, Wade stepped closer, cracking his neck. 

“She’ll make it,” Wade said simply. His tone left no room for doubt.

Noah’s lips twitched. “Let’s finish this,” he slipped a garrote wire from a pouch on his belt.

Wade caught the move and mirrored it, drawing his own wire with practiced ease. They were ditching brute force this time—no door kicking, no loud entrance. This was work meant to be quiet, up close, and personal.

Wade nodded once, and Noah was off, angling right toward the shadows. Wade moved left, understanding the unspoken plan. They would each neutralize a guard at the front gate.

The first guard didn’t even hear Noah coming. The garrote wire looped tight around his throat, and Noah pulled with a controlled fury. The man flailed, his hands clawing uselessly at the wire, until Noah’s rage took over. He pulled harder, the wire biting deep, slicing flesh. With a final yank, the man’s head severed completely, blood and spinal fluid spraying in the moonlight as Noah worked to finish the spine. It wasn’t pretty, but it was silent.

Wade was more precise. His wire bit deep; he pulled just enough to cut the man’s life short without unnecessary mess. The guard slumped soundlessly, his body falling limp into Wade’s arms.

They dragged the bodies into the shadows, their boots crunching softly on gravel. Noah crouched, signaling to Wade with a glance upward and two fingers held high.

Two hours until sunrise.

Wade nodded, waving his hand flat to the ground in reply. 

Got it. Let’s hurry.

Noah sprinted at an angle, keeping low as they approached a side window glowing faintly with light. He motioned for Wade to follow.

They reached the window, Noah taking one side, Wade the other. Wade ducked low, angling his head just enough to peek inside. He recoiled immediately, gagging, his stomach turning violently.

Noah raised an eyebrow at him, his expression unreadable. He shifted to take a look for himself.

The scene inside the bedroom was enough to freeze even the hardest of men. A middle-aged, overweight Hispanic man kneeled on the bed, his sweat-slicked skin glistening in the dim light. Three children—naked, trembling—were in the bed with him. One was being violated, the other two curled into the farthest corners they could manage.

Wade turned away, swallowing hard. “Jesus Christ...” he whispered, his voice barely audible.

Noah didn’t respond. His face was granite, his body utterly still. Then, without hesitation, he moved.

The sound of shattering glass cut through the night as Noah drove his elbow through the window. He was inside before Wade could react, a predator unleashed.

“I guess we’re back to the old ways,” Wade whispered to himself. He glanced back and immediately regretted it. He turned away, bracing himself against the outside wall, struggling to block out the sounds. Wet, meaty impacts echoed from within, punctuated by guttural grunts of exertion. Wade was as tough as they came, but what Noah was doing wasn’t something anyone could watch without leaving a piece of themselves behind.

It felt like an eternity before the noise stopped.

“Noah?” Wade called out, his voice shaky despite himself.

Noah reappeared at the window, his expression unchanged, though his hands were slick with blood. He moved quickly, gathering clothes for the children. One by one, he dressed them, his movements careful, deliberate.

He handed the first child to Wade through the broken window. “Take them back to the boat,” he said, his tone flat, devoid of anything human.

Wade hesitated. “What about—”

“Go,” Noah interrupted, his eyes locked on the interior of the house.

Wade didn’t argue. He took the second child, then the third, his movements efficient despite the unease coursing through him.

By the time Wade turned back to say something, Noah was gone, disappearing deeper into the house without another word.

Wade looked down at the trembling children in his arms and then back at the broken window. He could start to hear the same style of impact and wet noises as before. He adjusted his grip on the kids and turned, disappearing into the shadows. The sound of their soft whimper followed him, replacing the other sounds from inside the house as he made his escape.

When Wade got back to the boat, he ushered the three kids into the main interior cabin. The rented Viking 54 Sports Yacht was a slick blend of sleek and functional—just small enough to maneuver easily, just big enough to handle the open water. The air conditioning hummed quietly, a stark contrast to the chaos Wade had just left behind.

Kimmy was already there, waiting in the corner of the cabin, her arms wrapped tightly around her knees. She looked up as Wade entered, her eyes filled with worry.

“I couldn’t find the other kid,” she said quietly.

Wade nodded, not wanting to push her further. He gestured for her to sit with the other three children, who were huddled together on the cushioned seats. “Stay here,” he said, his voice calm and firm.

He turned and stepped back onto the dock, scanning the darkness for signs of trouble. The docks ran single file, stretching north and south from the main cluster of buildings. Each slip opened to a wide channel that led west to the Gulf of Mexico or east to the Atlantic Ocean. 

It was still quiet—too quiet, Wade thought.

The low rumble of heavy engines shattered the silence. Two old pickup trucks barreled into the marina, their headlights slicing through the early morning gloom. Brakes screeched, and clouds of dust and gravel filled the air as the trucks skidded to a stop.

“Uh oh,” Wade muttered under his breath.

Men poured out of the trucks like a flood. Wade tried to count but lost track around a dozen. There were six or seven men packed into each truck bed, plus the drivers and passengers. Big, rough men, their silhouettes imposing in the harsh glare of the headlights.

The beams illuminated Wade, throwing his shadow long and jagged against the dust swirling in the air. For lack of a better plan, he raised his hands in a gesture of surrender, stalling for time. He knew this game. The goal was simple: hold their attention until Noah returned.

“You’ve got our property, jerkoff!” a voice bellowed from the darkness behind the headlights.

Wade squinted, struggling to make out details. The men were spreading out in front of him, forming a loose semicircle. He couldn’t see their faces, but their body language was clear.

Then, out of the corner of his eye, Wade spotted movement. Noah. Blood-soaked and furious, he approached from the shadows, angling in from the side. He needed just a few more moments.

“You all should leave now, while you still can,” Wade called out, his voice steady despite the adrenaline surging through him.

There was a ripple of mutters and low laughter from the group.

“This is about your only chance,” Wade said again, keeping his tone even. He didn’t look at Noah—didn’t want to give anything away.

The closest men began to step forward, testing the waters.

“You need to listen to me,” Wade said, more forcefully now. He was sincere. “Whatever you think is about to happen, it’s not going to go the way you expect.”

More laughter. More movement.

Then it happened.

The sound was unmistakable. 

A primal, metallic screech that bypassed the conscious brain and went straight to something older, deeper—fear itself. It was the sound of machetes being rubbed together, steel scraping against steel.

Noah emerged from the shadows, a machete in each hand. He moved with the precision of a dancer, amazing given his size, cutting through the group like wind in a storm.

Wade struggled to follow the chaos. The dust kicked up in thick clouds, illuminated by the headlights, making it almost impossible to see. But the sounds told the story—the heavy thuds of bodies hitting the ground, the wet, visceral slashes, the guttural cries that were quickly silenced.

It went on for several long, terrible moments. Too long, but then, silence.

Noah stepped out of the haze, a figure straight from the depths of hell. Blood and gore covered him from head to toe, chunks of flesh clinging to his arms and chest. His face was calm, unreadable, as though he’d just finished a routine chore.

He walked past Wade without a glance, stepping onto the boat.

“Get the ropes off,” Noah said, his deep, authoritative voice cutting through the stillness. “We’ve got maybe five minutes before the whole damn island shows up.”

Wade didn’t argue. He moved to untie the ropes, his hands shaking slightly as the enormity of what had just happened sank in.

The engines roared to life, and the Seagull began to pull away from the dock, leaving the carnage behind.

***
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A FEW DAYS LATER, AS they neared Miami, Noah maneuvered the boat up the access canal, the engine humming steadily beneath them. The canal stretched unnaturally straight, its banks lined with tall grass swaying in the evening breeze. Wade stared at the water, his thoughts as murky as the canal’s depths. They said the canal had been dredged for the moon launch era to move the massive components of space rockets. But Wade wasn’t convinced. He remembered these canals from his childhood, their existence feeling far older than any recent endeavor. They cut through the land with a permanence that seemed almost unnatural, as if they had always been there, whispering silence.

The boat docked with a gentle bump, and Noah cut the engine. The sudden quiet seemed to amplify the tension among the group. Even the usual marina sounds—creaking lines and the slap of water against hulls—felt subdued. Wade glanced at Noah, whose jaw was set tight, his movements deliberate as he secured the boat.

Kimmy hovered near the cabin, her small frame almost blending into the shadows. She had taken charge of the children from the moment they left the city. Her voice, soft but commanding, had a calming effect that neither Wade nor Noah could replicate. Wade had caught her singing earlier, lullabies that were haunting in their precision. There was something practiced about her demeanor, as though she were mimicking an adult’s care rather than offering it naturally.

The first disappearance came on the second night.

Wade had stationed himself on the bow, the cool night air prickling his skin as he scanned the horizon. Behind him, the cabin glowed faintly from the dim overhead light, where the children were huddled together. Kimmy sat among them, her voice low and soothing as she whispered assurances. Earlier, she had brushed past Wade and Noah, her small chin tilted upward.

“They trust me,” she had said matter-of-factly, her confidence incongruous with her slight stature. Neither man had argued; she seemed to anchor the younger children in a way they couldn’t.

But later, when the engine idled and the boat prepared to anchor for the night, Wade noticed something wrong. His stomach sank as he stepped into the cabin.

“Where’s the boy?” he asked sharply, scanning the small space.

The other children froze, their wide eyes darting toward Kimmy. She looked up at Wade, her expression steady and very low key.

“He went overboard,” she said.

“What?” Wade’s voice rose, and he stepped closer, his pulse hammering.

Kimmy lowered her gaze slightly, her hands folded neatly in her lap. “He thought we were taking him back to the bad place. I tried to stop him, but he said he’d rather swim.”

Noah appeared in the doorway, the tension in the air palpable. “When did this happen?” he asked evenly, though his eyes flickered with urgency.

“Not long ago,” Kimmy replied. Her tone was calm, but there was a practiced sorrow in her voice that made Wade’s skin crawl.

They spent the night circling the dark waters, calling out the boy’s name until their voices were hoarse. The waves mocked them with their indifference, reflecting only the faint glimmer of moonlight. By dawn, Noah placed a heavy hand on Wade’s shoulder.

“We did what we could,” he said quietly. Wade nodded but couldn’t shake the knot in his stomach. Something about Kimmy’s explanation didn’t sit right, but he couldn’t articulate why.

The atmosphere on the boat grew heavier as the next night fell. The remaining two children clung to each other, their eyes shadowed with exhaustion and fear. Wade stayed below deck, keeping a close watch while Noah steered. Kimmy sat nearby, her voice a low hum as she spoke to the children. Wade noticed how her presence seemed to command their attention as if they were drawn to her despite their fear.

He left briefly to grab supplies from the galley, the tension in his chest easing slightly in the solitude. When he returned, the sight stopped him cold.

Kimmy sat alone with one child.

“Where is she?” Wade demanded, his voice hard enough to make the remaining child flinch.

Kimmy looked up slowly, her expression unreadable. “She saw something in the water,” she said. “She thought it was land. I told her not to, but she jumped before I could stop her.”

Wade’s fists clenched, the knot in his stomach twisting tighter. “And you just let her?”

Her brow furrowed slightly, a shadow of frustration crossing her features. “I tried, but she wouldn’t listen. She was scared.” Her voice softened, taking on that same measured sorrow that Wade had heard the night before.

Noah descended moments later, his face a mask of grim determination as Wade filled him in. He looked at Kimmy for a long moment, his eyes searching hers. 

They searched the night again. Nothing.

By the third night, the tension on the boat was unbearable. Wade and Noah stayed on deck, keeping watch as the boat approached U.S. waters. They kept Kimmy with them. They spoke in hushed tones about docking plans, their voices barely audible over the hum of the engine.

The splash came suddenly, slicing through the quiet like a knife.

Both men spun toward the stern, rushing to the edge of the boat. The last child thrashed in the water, his small frame barely visible against the dark waves.

“Throw the preserver!” Wade shouted.

Noah grabbed it and hurled it toward the boy, but he didn’t reach for it. Instead, his movements slowed, his head dipping beneath the surface as though something unseen pulled him down.

“No!” Wade’s voice cracked as he moved instinctively, shedding his jacket and diving in. Noah followed, the cold water shocking them both.

Wade swam hard, his lungs burning as he searched for the boy. For a moment, he thought he saw him—a small, pale shape sinking rapidly into the blackness. But no matter how hard he pushed, the child slipped further away, swallowed by the depths.

When they resurfaced, gasping for air, the boat seemed impossibly far. Kimmy stood at the stern, her silhouette stark against the faint glow of the cabin light.

“Lower the ladder!” Noah shouted, his voice powerful. That power might have been what saved them.

Kimmy hesitated, her small figure motionless for an agonizing moment. Then, slowly, she reached for the ladder and let it clatter into the water.

Noah climbed up first, pulling Wade aboard. Both men sat dripping and shivering, their breaths coming in ragged gasps.

“You did good,” Noah said to Kimmy. “You’re stronger than the others.”

Kimmy’s lips curved into a faint smile, but her eyes betrayed nothing, instead dead and dull like a shark's eyes.

Wade sat in silence, the weight of the past days crushing him. He couldn’t prove anything, couldn’t point to any one moment as evidence. But the feeling in his gut was undeniable.

Something about Kimmy didn’t feel right.

And Wade knew it quite possibly never would.

Their man was waiting when the boat finally moored. He stood with his hands tucked into the pockets of a weathered jacket, the faint glow of a dock light illuminating his rough features.

“I thought you said four?” the man asked after a pause, his tone flat but probing.

Noah grunted a sound that carried finality. The topic was closed.

The man shrugged, clearly uninterested in pressing further. His fee was guaranteed, after all.

“What’s her name?” he asked, gesturing toward Kimmy, who stood silently behind Noah.

Noah hesitated, his brow furrowed as though weighing the question. “Kimmy, short for Kimberly,” he said slowly. Then, after a moment, he added, “She’s a sharp kid. Smarter than the others.” 

His voice carried an edge of lingering thought.

“Her name is Kimberly Sharp,” Noah said at last, his tone definitive.

The man nodded, jotting it down in a small, battered notebook. Without another word, he turned and took her by the hand, leading her away into the shadows.

Wade watched them go, the unease in his gut twisting tighter.
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