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WILLOW STREET 

 

CHAPTER ONE — THE LAST BREATH 

The room was already dead before Maya Grace ever stopped breathing.

The air hung thick with the sour smell of sweat, mold, and old smoke. A single streetlight flickered through the broken window, casting a sickly orange glow across the stained mattress where she lay. Her body twitched once—just once—before going still.

Her pulse slowed.

Her vision tunneled.

Her world collapsed inward.

She had overdosed before.

But this time felt different.

This time felt final.

Her fingers slipped from the edge of the mattress. Her chest rose shallowly, then shallower still. The shadows in the corners of the room seemed to lean closer, as if waiting for her to cross over.

And then—

A whisper.

Soft.

Gentle.

Impossible.

“Maya.”

Her eyes fluttered. She tried to breathe, but her lungs refused. Darkness pressed in, thick and suffocating.

The whisper came again.

“Maya… come back.”

A warmth spread across her chest—subtle at first, then stronger, like someone placing a hand over her heart. Her body jerked. Air rushed into her lungs. Her eyes snapped open.

She wasn’t alone.

She couldn’t see Him, but she felt Him—felt a presence so real it pushed the darkness back like a tide retreating from shore.

Light.

Warmth.

Peace.

She gasped, choking on air, coughing violently as her body fought its way back to life.

The whisper faded, but the warmth remained.

And then everything went black again.

Maya woke to the sound of beeping.

Slow. Steady. Mechanical.

A hospital monitor.

Her eyes opened to harsh fluorescent lights and the sterile smell of disinfectant. A nurse leaned over her, startled.

“You’re awake,” the nurse said. “We didn’t think—well… you’re lucky.”

Lucky.

Maya stared at the ceiling, her throat dry, her body aching. Lucky wasn’t the word she’d use.

She remembered the whisper.

The warmth.

The presence.

She swallowed hard.

“Who brought me here?” she croaked.

The nurse checked her chart. “Anonymous call. No one stayed.”

Maya closed her eyes.

Of course no one stayed.

Except… someone had.

Someone who wasn’t human.

She felt it again—faint, like a memory of sunlight.

And for the first time in years, Maya Grace felt something she thought she’d lost forever.

Hope.




CHAPTER TWO — THE REHAB AND THE WARNING 

The rehab center didn’t smell like hope.

It smelled like bleach, old coffee, and the stale sweat of people trying to outrun their demons. Maya sat on the edge of her narrow bed, hands trembling as she stared at the intake forms she’d already signed. Her name looked foreign on the page, like it belonged to someone else.

Maybe it did.

A nurse walked past her open door, pushing a cart of medications. Someone down the hall screamed into a pillow. Someone else laughed too loudly at nothing. The walls were thin here—thin enough for pain to seep through.

Maya pulled her knees to her chest.

She wasn’t afraid of detox. She wasn’t afraid of the shakes, the

nightmares, the cold sweats.

She was afraid of silence.

Silence was where the memories lived.

Silence was where the Vipers found her.

Silence was where she heard the whisper.

She closed her eyes.

“Was it real?” she whispered to herself. “Or was I dying?”

The warmth she’d felt in the abandoned house flickered faintly in her chest, like an ember refusing to die.

Real.

It had been real.

She didn’t know how she knew. She just did.

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand.

She shouldn’t have had it—phones weren’t allowed during detox—but she’d slipped it past intake. Old habits died hard.

The screen lit up with a name she hadn’t seen in months.

**Rico.**

Her stomach dropped.

She hesitated, then answered.

“Maya?” Rico’s voice was low, urgent, like he was calling from a closet with the lights off. “Tell me you’re not where I think you are.”

She swallowed. “I’m in rehab.”

A long silence.

Then—“Damn it, Maya.”

She flinched. Rico never cursed at her. Not like that.

“They think you ran,” he said. “They think you’re talking.”

Her blood went cold.

“I didn’t—”

“I know you didn’t,” he snapped. “But they don’t care. The Vipers are looking for you.”

Maya pressed a hand to her forehead.

“Rico… I can’t go back.”

“I’m not telling you to go back,” he said. “I’m telling you to stay hidden. Stay inside. Don’t leave that building.”

She looked around the rehab center. The peeling paint. The flickering lights. The trembling addicts. The thin walls.

This place wasn’t a fortress.

It wasn’t even safe.

“Rico,” she whispered, “are they coming here?”

Another silence.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But if they do… Maya, you need to be ready.”

After the call ended, Maya sat frozen on the bed, phone still in her hand. Her pulse hammered in her ears. Her breath came shallow and fast.

The Vipers.

Her old crew.

Her old life.

They were coming.

She squeezed her eyes shut.

“Jesus… if You’re real… I need You.”

The room didn’t change.

The lights didn’t flicker.

No voice spoke aloud.

But the warmth returned.

Soft.

Steady.

Familiar.

It wrapped around her like a blanket, settling her shaking hands, slowing her racing heart.

She breathed out.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Okay.”

She wasn’t alone.

Not anymore.

A knock sounded on her door.

Maya jerked upright.

A man stood in the doorway—tall, clean-cut, wearing a volunteer badge and holding a clipboard. His eyes were kind, but sharp enough to see through her.

“Maya Grace?” he asked.

She nodded cautiously.

“I’m Daniel,” he said. “I run the faith-based recovery group here. Mind if I come in?”

She hesitated.

Then nodded.

Daniel stepped inside, closing the door gently behind him. He didn’t sit. He didn’t crowd her. He just stood there, hands in his pockets, studying her with quiet concern.

“Rough day?” he asked.

She let out a humorless laugh. “Something like that.”

He nodded slowly.

“You look like someone who’s been running for a long time.”

Her breath caught.

“How would you know?”

Daniel smiled softly.

“Because I used to run too.”

She stared at him.

He didn’t look like someone with a past.

He looked like someone who’d never broken a rule in his life.

But something in his eyes told her he wasn’t lying.

“If you ever want to talk,” he said, “I’m here.”

He turned




CHAPTER THREE — THE SHADOWS OUTSIDE 

Maya didn’t sleep that night.

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the flicker of the streetlight in the abandoned house. She heard the whisper. She felt the warmth. And beneath it all, she felt the cold edge of fear—sharp, metallic, familiar.

The Vipers were looking for her.

She lay awake in the narrow rehab bed, staring at the ceiling as the building settled around her. Pipes groaned. Someone down the hall cried in their sleep. A door slammed. The night shift nurse hummed a song Maya didn’t recognize.

But beneath all of it, she sensed something else.

A presence.

Watching.

Waiting.

Not the warmth from earlier.

Something darker.

She sat up, heart pounding.

“Jesus… stay with me,” she whispered.

The warmth flickered in her chest again—soft, steady, reassuring.

She exhaled.

She wasn’t alone.

Morning came too quickly.

Maya shuffled into the cafeteria, still groggy, still shaken. The room buzzed with the low hum of exhausted addicts and overworked staff. She grabbed a tray and moved through the line, barely tasting the food.

She sat alone at a corner table.

A few minutes later, a staff member approached her—thin, nervous, eyes darting around the room.

“Maya Grace?”

She nodded.

The staff member slid a folded piece of paper across the table.

“Someone left this at the front desk for you.”

Maya’s stomach dropped.

“Who?”

“Didn’t say. Just… asked us to give it to you.”

The staff member hurried away.

Maya stared at the paper.

Her hands trembled as she unfolded it.

One sentence.

Written in thick black marker.

**WE KNOW WHERE YOU ARE.**

Her breath caught.

The cafeteria blurred around her. The clatter of trays, the hum of conversation, the scrape of chairs—all of it faded beneath the pounding of her heart.

They found her.

The Vipers found her.

She folded the note with shaking fingers and shoved it into her pocket.

She needed to think.

She needed to breathe.

She needed—

“Maya?”

She jumped.

Daniel stood beside her table, concern etched across his face.

“You okay?” he asked.

She forced a nod. “Yeah. Just… tired.”

He didn’t believe her. She could see it in his eyes.

“If you need to talk,” he said softly, “I’m here.”

She swallowed hard.

“Thank you.”

He nodded once, then walked away.

Maya pressed a hand to her pocket, feeling the folded note like a weight against her skin.

She wasn’t safe here.

Not anymore.

That afternoon, during group therapy, Maya couldn’t focus.

People talked about cravings, trauma, relapse triggers. The counselor nodded sympathetically. Someone cried. Someone else cursed. The usual rhythm of rehab life.

But Maya kept glancing at the window.

Something felt wrong.

Halfway through the session, she saw it.

A figure.

Standing across the street.

Motionless.

Watching the building.

Her blood ran cold.

She leaned forward, squinting.

The figure wore a black hoodie. Hands in pockets. Head tilted slightly toward the rehab center.

Watching her.

She knew that posture.

She knew that stillness.

She knew that presence.

A Viper.

Her pulse spiked.

The counselor’s voice faded. The room blurred. All she could see was the figure outside.

Watching.

Waiting.

Hunting.

She whispered, “Jesus… help me.”

The warmth flickered again—stronger this time, like a shield settling around her.

She breathed out slowly.

She wasn’t alone.

But the Vipers were getting closer.

After group, Maya hurried back to her room and locked the door. She paced the small space, running her hands through her hair.

She couldn’t stay here.

She couldn’t leave.

She couldn’t call the police—she knew better than that.

The Vipers didn’t fear cops.

They feared betrayal.

And they believed she’d betrayed them.

Her phone buzzed.

A text from Rico.

**They know you’re in rehab. You need to move. Tonight.**

Maya’s breath hitched.

**Where?** she typed.

The reply came instantly.

**Anywhere but there. I’ll explain later. Just be ready.**

She stared at the screen.

Ready.

She wasn’t ready.

But she didn’t have a choice.

She grabbed her backpack and began stuffing her few belongings inside— clothes, toiletries, her intake papers, the Bible Daniel had given her.

She hesitated, then added the note.

**WE KNOW WHERE YOU ARE.**

She zipped the bag shut.

A knock sounded at her door.

Maya froze.

Another knock.

Harder this time.

“Maya?” Daniel’s voice. “Can I come in?”

She exhaled shakily and opened the door.

Daniel stepped inside, eyes scanning her packed bag.

“You’re leaving,” he said quietly.

She nodded.

“It’s not safe here.”

Daniel studied her for a long moment.

“Then I’m not letting you leave alone.”

Maya’s breath caught.

“Daniel… you don’t understand. These people—”

“I don’t care,” he said. “You’re not facing this by yourself.”

She stared at him.

He meant it.

He wasn’t afraid.

Or maybe he was—but he wasn’t letting fear stop him.

The warmth flickered in her chest again.

Stronger.

Steadier.

She nodded.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Let’s go.”




CHAPTER FOUR — THE NIGHT RUN 

The sun had barely set when the rehab center changed.

The halls, usually loud with restless patients and clattering carts, felt too quiet. Too still. Like the building itself was holding its breath. Maya stood at her window, backpack slung over one shoulder, watching the parking lot below.

A single streetlamp flickered.

A shadow moved beneath it.

Her pulse spiked.

“Daniel,” she whispered, “we need to go.”

He nodded, jaw tight. “Side exit. Less visibility.”

They slipped into the hallway. Maya kept her head down, heart pounding as they passed the nurse’s station. A few patients lingered near the vending machines, oblivious to the danger creeping closer.

Daniel pushed open the side door.

Cool night air rushed in.

Maya stepped outside—and froze.

A figure stood across the street.

The same one from earlier.

The same stillness.

The same predatory calm.

A Viper.

Daniel followed her gaze. “Is that—”

“Yes,” she whispered. “Go. Now.”

They hurried toward the back of the building, keeping low, staying in the shadows. Maya’s breath came fast and shallow. Every instinct screamed at her to run faster, hide deeper, disappear completely.

But Daniel stayed close, steady, unshaken.

“We’ll make it,” he said quietly.

She wanted to believe him.

They reached the staff parking lot. Daniel’s old sedan sat near the back, paint chipped, headlights fogged.

“Get in,” he said.

Maya hesitated. “Daniel… you don’t have to do this.”

He unlocked the doors. “I know.”

She stared at him.

He wasn

















































































