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Danny’s POV

It’s a strange thing, coming back to New York after all this time. Everything feels familiar, yet foreign. The skyline, the noise, the hustle—it’s all exactly how I remembered it, but there’s this weight in my chest that won’t lift, no matter how hard I try to shake it off.

I keep replaying that last conversation with Mae. Her face, the way her eyes searched mine for answers that I didn’t have, the way she begged, pleaded, as if somehow, I could undo everything I had said. And I told her it wasn’t real. I said it was a mistake, that we were never really anything. I watched her crumble under the weight of my words, and I hated myself for it. But I was too angry, too torn apart by the news of what my father had done—trying to freeze time, trying to play God with the very fabric of reality. I couldn’t focus on anything else.

Yet now, walking up the steps to the mansion where Mae lives with her team, it all feels wrong. The words I said to her, the hurt I caused haunted me. I tried to convince myself that I was protecting her, that I was doing what was best, but deep down, I knew the truth. I couldn’t stop thinking about her. I haven’t stopped.

Every night, I lie awake, wishing I could take back the way I pushed her away. I told myself it was for the best. That I was a burden she didn’t need. But I was wrong. The truth is, I still love her. Maybe I always will.

As I stand before the door to her mansion, a knot tightens in my stomach. My hands shake slightly as I raise my fist to knock. I have no idea what I’ll say, or if she’ll even want to hear it. But I must try. For her, for us. I owe her that much.

The last time I saw her, I thought walking away was the right thing. But all I’ve done is wonder, regret, and replay that moment in my mind.

And now, with every step toward the door, I realize that I haven’t stopped loving her—not for a second.  

The mansion looms ahead, its familiar silhouette bathed in the golden light of the setting sun. My heart pounds with every step I take, nerves tightening in my chest. I’m not sure how this will go. All I know is that I need to see Mae.

The last time I saw her, I let my anger and confusion tear everything apart. The words I said—our relationship wasn’t real—still haunt me. They weren’t true. They were born out of my pain, my father’s mistakes, and my inability to deal with any of it. But I didn’t mean them.

I’m close now. Just a few more steps to the door, and I’ll knock. I’ll tell her everything. How I’ve thought about her every single day since I left. How I was a coward. How I want—no, need—her back.

But before I can reach the steps, a shadow moves in my peripheral vision. Chase steps into view, blocking the path.

His gaze is as sharp as ever, his stance firm. He doesn’t say anything at first, just watches me like a predator watching prey.

“What are you doing here, Danny?” His voice is steady, clipped, and full of warning.

I hesitate, my breath catching. “I’m here to see Mae.”

His eyes narrow. “No, you’re not.”

“Chase, please,” I say, taking a step closer. “I just need five minutes with her. I—”

“No,” he interrupts, his tone final. “You’ve done enough.”

His words hit like a slap.

“I know I screwed up,” I say, forcing the words out. “I hurt her. But I didn’t mean it, Chase. I was angry—at everything, at myself. I just need to talk to her. Please.”

Chase doesn’t move. He doesn’t even blink. “You left her in pieces,” he says, his voice softer now but no less firm. “Do you really think showing up here will magically fix that?”

“I’m trying to make it right,” I insist. “I can’t stop thinking about her. She deserves to know how I feel.”

Chase shakes his head. “What Mae deserves is peace. She’s been through enough, and it’s not your place to show up out of nowhere and drag her back into your mess.”

I feel a knot forming in my throat. “I love her.”

Chase’s gaze softens, but only for a moment. “Then leave her alone.”

Those four words hit harder than I expect. I know he’s only protecting her, but it feels like a door slamming shut on any hope I had.

Chase turns and walks back toward the mansion without another word. I stand there, rooted to the spot, watching as the door closes behind him.

I’d come here thinking I could fix what I’d broken. Now, all I can do is turn and walk away wondering if I’ll ever get another chance.  

The moment I reached my apartment door, I knew something was off.

A guy stood there, arms crossed, leaning casually against the doorframe like he owned the place. His dark jacket blended into the dim hallway, but his eyes—sharp and calculating—stood out immediately.

"Can I help you?" I asked, keeping my distance.

The guy smirked. "Danny. Been a while."

I frowned. "Do I know you?"

He chuckled, shaking his head like I was the one being ridiculous. "C’mon, don’t play dumb. It’s me—Jason."

I searched my memory, coming up blank. His name meant nothing to me, yet he spoke like we had history.

"Yeah, still not ringing any bells," I said flatly.

Jason let out an exaggerated sigh. "Man, you really are something else." He stepped closer, lowering his voice. "What if I told you I know Mae?"

My breath caught. Mae.

His smirk widened. "There it is. Now you remember me, don’t you?"

A pit formed in my stomach. I didn’t know Jason—but if he knew Mae, that meant trouble.

"What do you want?" I asked, my voice sharper than before.

Jason’s expression darkened, all traces of amusement fading. "I want what you should want—payback."

I stiffened. "For what?"

Jason scoffed. "For everything they’ve done. You really think Mae and her team are as noble as they claim to be?" He shook his head. "They ruin lives, Danny. Mine included. And I know they’ve done the same to you, whether you want to admit it or not."

I clenched my fists. "You don’t know anything about me."

"But I know you care about her." His words were laced with disdain. "That’s why this is hard for you."

I didn’t respond.

Jason took another step forward, his voice low and edged with bitterness. "Mae is not who you think she is. And if you don’t open your eyes, she’s gonna drag you down just like she did me."

My jaw tightened. "I’m not helping you."

Jason’s eyes flashed with anger. "Not yet," he said. "But when she betrays you—and trust me, she will—you’ll remember this conversation."

He stepped back, giving me one last look before turning and disappearing into the shadows of the hallway.

I exhaled, running a hand through my hair.

I didn’t know Jason. But something told me this wouldn’t be the last time I saw him.

I finally unlocked my door, stepping into the darkness of my apartment. The silence is deafening. No sounds, no distractions—just my thoughts circling like vultures.

Jason’s words replay in my mind. Take them down. Show them they’re not invincible.

I throw my keys onto the counter and run a hand through my hair. The idea is ridiculous. Mae may have hurt me, but she didn’t deserve to be destroyed. None of them did. Chase, Brian, Steve—they were just protecting her, the same way I wanted to once.

But Jason’s bitterness struck a chord I didn’t want to admit was there. The anger I thought I’d buried resurfaces like a rising tide. Mae had walked away from me, leaving me with questions and regrets I didn’t know how to fix.

I sit on the edge of the couch, elbows on my knees. I’m not sure how long I sit there, staring into the shadows.

I should walk away from all of this. Forget it. Forget her.

But I know I can’t.

There’s a knock at my door, pulling me out of my thoughts. For a second, hope flares—maybe it’s Mae. Maybe she found out I came by. Maybe she’s here to talk, to listen.

I swing the door open, but it’s not Mae.

Jason stands there again, leaning against the frame with that same smirk. “Thought I’d give you one more chance.”

“Jason,” I sigh. “I told you—”

“You didn’t tell me anything. You’re still on the fence.” He steps inside without waiting for an invitation. “And that means you’re still thinking about it.”

I feel my frustration spike. “Why does this even matter to you? Mae’s gone. You could move on if you wanted to.”

His smile fades, and something cold replaces it. “You think I don’t want to? Mae ruined me. And now, I have no choice but to even the score.”

“Even the score?” I repeat, feeling a knot tighten in my stomach.

Jason walks over to the window, looking out at the city lights. “They’re not as untouchable as they think, Danny. They’ve got weaknesses. You know that, too.”

I want to tell him he’s wrong. That Mae isn’t my enemy. But I can’t find the words. My silence only seems to encourage him.

“We can do this together,” Jason says quietly. “Whatever your reasons, I know you’re not over her. And the only way you’ll ever stop feeling this way is to take back control.”

His gaze meets mine, intense and unyielding.

I feel like I’m standing at the edge of a cliff. One step, and there’s no turning back.

Jason holds out his hand. “What do you say?”

I hesitate, caught between the anger I can’t shake and the love I still feel.

One choice will change everything.

And in that moment, I have no idea which path I’ll take.  

I stare at Jason’s outstretched hand, my mind racing. It feels like time slows, every memory of Mae flashing before me—the way she used to smile at me like I was the only one in the world, the way we argued that last night before I walked away, and the way Chase sent me packing earlier today without even giving me a chance to speak.

Jason’s gaze is sharp, his eyes locked onto mine. “You can’t keep living in limbo, Danny. She made her choice. Make yours.”

My fists clench at my sides. I’m torn between wanting to yell at him and wanting to collapse under the weight of my own feelings.

But Jason doesn’t understand. Not really. What we had—what I had with Mae—wasn’t just about being left behind. There was love there. Real love. Even if I’d been too blinded by anger and hurt to see it before.

Jason’s expression tightens when I don’t move. “I’m offering you freedom. Don’t tell me you’d rather sit here and rot in regret.”

I take a slow breath, trying to push past the storm in my head. “Freedom? Or revenge?”

He doesn’t flinch. “Maybe both.”

I step back from him, shaking my head. “I can’t do this. Hurting her, hurting them—it won’t change anything.”

Jason’s jaw clenches. “So you’re just going to let her win?”

“It’s not about winning,” I snap. “It’s about not becoming someone I’ll hate.”

For the first time, Jason’s mask cracks. There’s pain beneath his anger, raw and undeniable. But whatever he’s gone through, it’s twisted him into someone I barely recognize.

“I thought you were different,” he mutters.

“I am,” I say firmly. “And I won’t be part of whatever this is.”

Jason takes a long, measured breath, his eyes narrowing. “Fine. But don’t think this is over. One day, you’ll see things the way I do.”

Without another word, he turns and walks out, his footsteps echoing down the hallway.

The door closes behind him, and I let out a shaky breath.

For the first time in a long time, I feel like I’ve made the right choice. But as I stare out the window, watching the city lights blink in the darkness, one thing is clear.

If Jason’s not done, neither am I. And no matter what happens next, I won’t let Mae or anyone else I care about be hurt.

Because I still love her. And now, more than ever, I need to find a way to prove it.  

Mae’s POV

The training room echoed with the sound of my rapid footsteps as I circled Brian. Sweat dripped down my temple, but my focus didn’t waver. He was quick—quicker than usual—but I was quicker. I could see the faint smile on his face as we exchanged a flurry of moves, the playfulness in his deep blue eyes challenging me to keep up.

Brian ducked under my swing and tried to sweep my legs, but I jumped back just in time, planting my feet firmly. My muscles burned, but I thrived on the adrenaline. You’re not winning this time, Brian.

“Come on, Mae. Is that all you got?” he teased, grinning as he feinted a strike.

“Oh, you’re in for it now,” I shot back.

I darted forward, weaving past his block and landing behind him. Before he could turn, I seized the moment, twisting his arm behind his back and sweeping him off balance.

We hit the mats together, me landing over him as I prepared to pin him down. I raised my arm to finish the move—

But Brian’s hand shot up and caught mine mid-air.

“Whoa,” he said breathlessly, his deep blue eyes locking onto mine. “I have a fierce fiancée.”

I froze. The words sank in, and suddenly, I couldn’t hear anything but the pounding of my heart.

“Fiancée?” I echoed, arching a brow even though my cheeks flushed hot.

His hand slowly guided mine down until it pressed against his chest. His heart thudded under my palm, steady and sure.

“Yeah,” Brian said with that lopsided grin that always made my defenses crumble. “You’ve got me completely cornered. What else could I call you?”

I tried to come up with a retort, but my mind went blank. The world shrunk to just the two of us—Brian’s warm hand, his soft breath mingling with mine, the sincerity in his gaze.

For once, I couldn’t fight.

I leaned in slightly, the tension melting into something warmer, deeper.

“You’re getting ahead of yourself,” I finally managed, trying to keep my tone light, but my voice betrayed me with its softness.

“Maybe,” he said, a glimmer of amusement in his eyes. “But I don’t mind waiting for you to catch up.”

He released my hand slowly, but the warmth of his touch lingered long after I stood up.

“Training’s over,” I muttered, turning away before he could see the smile tugging at the corners of my lips.

But as I walked out of the room, my heart still hammering, one thing was clear.

Brian had already won this round.

Brian’s POV

I watched Mae stride out of the training room, her steps quick and determined. But I knew her better than that. Beneath her fierce exterior, there was a spark—a crack in her usual composure.

And it was because of me.

A grin tugged at the corner of my lips. She was always so strong, so in control. But I’d seen that flicker of something else. The way her eyes softened, the way she hesitated before turning away.

I wasn’t letting her walk away this time.

Without thinking twice, I followed her down the hallway, closing the distance in a few quick strides.

“Mae,” I called out, but she didn’t stop.

Fine. If she wanted to play it this way...

I reached for her wrist and spun her around in one smooth motion. Her eyes widened in surprise, and before she could say a word, I tugged her into my room, the door clicking shut behind us.

“Brian—” she started, but I didn’t give her the chance to finish.

I pinned her gently against the wall, my hands resting on either side of her. Her breath hitched, and for a moment, we just stared at each other. The air between us felt charged, alive with everything we’d never said aloud.

I leaned in close, so close that I could feel the heat radiating from her skin. My lips hovered just above hers, and I whispered, “I’m officially the champion of getting you tongue-tied.”

Her eyes narrowed—half defiance, half something much softer—but before she could fire back, I closed the gap.

Our lips met, and it was like the world tilted on its axis. Mae’s sharp edges softened as she leaned into me, her hands gripping the front of my shirt. Her kiss was fierce, but there was something vulnerable beneath it, too.

When we finally broke apart, she didn’t pull away. Her forehead rested against mine, and I could feel the rapid beat of her heart mirroring my own.

“You’re impossible,” she muttered, but there was no heat behind it.

“Maybe,” I said, my voice low. “But you still can’t stay away.”

Her eyes met mine, and for once, she didn’t deny it.

And that was all I needed.  

Mae’s gaze softened, but her hands stayed firmly pressed against my chest, like she was trying to steady herself—or stop herself from doing something reckless.

"You're not playing fair," she said, her voice a little breathless.

I leaned in again, brushing my nose against hers just enough to make her catch her breath. "I’m not interested in fair, Mae. Just in you."

Her eyes flickered with something I couldn’t quite place—part challenge, part surrender. But I knew one thing: she wasn’t going to push me away.

Her fingers curled into my shirt, tightening like she was afraid to let go. "Brian... this is dangerous."

I pulled back just slightly so I could meet her gaze head-on. "No more running, Mae. No more excuses. You don’t have to carry everything alone anymore."

Something broke in her then—the walls she always kept up around everyone, even me. Her eyes shimmered with vulnerability, and I could see the weight she’d been carrying for far too long.

She swallowed hard, and then, finally, she spoke. "I’m scared."

My heart twisted. "Of what?"

"Of losing you," she admitted, her voice barely a whisper. "And of what this could mean."

I cupped her face gently, my thumb brushing over her cheek. "I’m not going anywhere. You can fight me, push me, pin me down in every sparring match we have—but I’m staying right here."

Mae let out a shaky breath, and I could see the fight leaving her. For once, she wasn’t trying to be strong.

I leaned down and kissed her again, slower this time. There was no teasing or playfulness—just us, raw and unguarded.

When we pulled away, she rested her head against my chest, listening to the steady beat of my heart. For the first time, the silence between us felt peaceful.

Mae finally looked up, and the hint of a smile tugged at her lips. "Fine. But don’t think this means you’re the champion just yet."

I chuckled, wrapping my arms around her. "I’ll settle for being your partner. Champion status can wait."

For the first time in a long time, everything felt right. And no matter what came next, I knew we’d face it together.

Mae’s POV

I stared at the ring on my finger, the diamond catching the sunlight as it filtered through my bedroom window. It was beautiful. Simple, elegant, and undeniably me.

I still couldn’t believe I’d said yes.

Again.

I flopped onto my bed, pressing my palm to my forehead. My heart hadn’t stopped racing since Brian got down on one knee last night. I’d seen him nervous before—during missions, training, even during our sparring matches—but there was something different about the way he’d looked at me. Like he was baring his entire soul, trusting me with every piece of himself.

And I said yes.

Because there was no one else I’d rather be with.

Yet, the truth was... I was nervous.

Not because I didn’t love him—I did, more than I ever thought I could love anyone. Brian was steady, loyal, and annoyingly patient when I needed him to be. But being with him meant more than just love. It meant letting someone see me at my weakest. It meant trusting him with every fear I’d kept buried deep for so long.

And that was terrifying.

I sat up, running my fingers through my hair. My reflection in the mirror across the room caught my eye. I didn’t look much different from the girl I was a year ago. But I felt different. Stronger. Maybe even a little softer—thanks to Brian.

He’d asked me last night, after we finished training. I’d landed a throw that sent him sprawling onto the mat, and I’d teased him about losing his edge. But then he pulled me down beside him, grinning like the idiot I fell for.

And just like that, he’d reached into his pocket and popped the question again.

"Mae, I’m not asking you to slow down or change who you are. I just want to be the guy standing by your side for everything. The easy days, the tough missions, the crazy arguments—everything.”

I sighed, remembering the way his deep blue eyes had locked onto mine, so full of hope. How could I say no to that?

Still, my hands were trembling. Nerves, excitement... both?

A knock at the door pulled me from my thoughts.

“Mae?” Brian’s voice.

My heart jumped. I wasn’t ready to see him yet—not when my mind was still a mess of emotions.

“Come in,” I said, trying to sound normal.

The door creaked open, and there he was, leaning against the frame with his usual easygoing smile. His eyes flicked to my hand and the ring, and I swear his grin grew wider.

“Still wearing it. That’s a good sign,” he teased.

I rolled my eyes, but my lips twitched into a smile. “Don’t get cocky, Brian.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said, stepping closer. “But you’re not second-guessing anything, are you?”

I hesitated for half a second, then shook my head. “No. Just... processing.”

Brian reached for my hand, his fingers lacing through mine. “Take all the time you need. I’m not going anywhere.”

That simple reassurance sent a wave of calm through me. He meant it—he always did.

And maybe that was enough.

I squeezed his hand, letting my nerves settle. “You really are the most stubborn person I know.”

He chuckled. “That’s why we work so well together.”

Yeah, we did.

And suddenly, it didn’t feel so nerve-wracking anymore.

The warehouse loomed ahead, dark and imposing against the night sky. A cold breeze blew in from the water, but I barely felt it. My focus was on the faint blinking dot on my tablet—the signal from Brian’s bracelet.

He was inside.

My heart pounded as I slipped through the slightly ajar door. The warehouse was silent except for the distant creaks of old machinery and the faint lapping of water against the dock. Shadows stretched across the floor, distorted and eerie under the flickering overhead lights.

I moved quickly but carefully, every step bringing me closer to the signal’s source. The smell of rust and salt filled the air, mixing with a metallic tang that made my stomach twist. Something was wrong.

When I reached the center of the warehouse, I stopped.

There he was.

Brian.

Tied to a chair, his head slumped forward. His shirt was torn, and bruises mottled his face and arms. Blood dripped from a cut above his brow, staining his collar.

“Brian!” I rushed to him, dropping to my knees.

He didn’t respond. My hands shook as I reached for his wrist, searching for a pulse. Relief flooded me when I felt the steady, if weak, thrum beneath my fingers.

"Brian, wake up. It’s me."

His eyelids fluttered, and he let out a low groan. Slowly, his eyes cracked open, those deep blue irises clouded with pain.

“Mae...” His voice was hoarse. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“Too bad,” I said firmly, already working on the knots binding his wrists. Whoever tied him up knew what they were doing—these weren’t simple knots. But they didn’t stand a chance against me.

As I loosened the ropes, Brian winced. “They were waiting for me... a trap.”

I froze for half a second. “Who? Jason?”

He gave a small nod, his face grim. “And someone else. I didn’t see who.”

Anger flared in my chest. Jason had always been dangerous, but now he’d crossed the line.

“Come on,” I said, yanking the last knot free. “We’re getting out of here.”

I helped him to his feet, his weight leaning heavily against me. Every step felt slow and agonizing as we made our way back toward the exit.

But we weren’t alone.

The sound of footsteps echoed from somewhere in the shadows, followed by a low, mocking laugh.

Jason’s laugh.

“Leaving so soon?” his voice called out, cold and amused.

I tightened my grip on Brian, my eyes scanning the darkness for movement.

“Stay behind me,” I whispered to him. My fingers slid to the hilt of my knife, ready for whatever was coming next.

Jason wouldn’t win. Not tonight. And not ever again.

The laugh echoed again, bouncing off the warehouse walls and making it impossible to pinpoint its source. My pulse quickened, but I kept my breathing steady.

Brian leaned heavily on me but tried to straighten up despite the pain. "Mae... go. You can take him later. Just get out of here."

“Not happening,” I shot back. “You’re not doing the self-sacrifice thing today.”

“Touching,” Jason’s voice floated through the darkness. “You always were the stubborn one, Mae. But this?” He stepped out from behind a stack of crates, slow and deliberate. His face was partially in shadow, but I could see the smug grin spread across his lips. “This is exactly what I expected. Always charging in to save the day.”

I positioned myself between Brian and Jason, my hand tightening on the knife at my side. “You want something, Jason? Come and get it.”

Jason took a slow step forward, eyes locked on me. “Oh, I’m not here for you, Mae. I’m here for him.” He tilted his head toward Brian. “Hurting you would be too easy. Hurting him? That’s how I break you.”

Fury burned through me like a wildfire. “You don’t know me as well as you think you do.”

Jason smirked. “Don’t I?”

Brian groaned softly behind me, trying to push himself upright again. He was in no shape for a fight, but I knew he would jump in if it came to that. I couldn’t let it.

“I’m giving you one chance,” I said to Jason, my voice low and steady. “Walk away. Now.”

Jason’s grin widened. “And miss the fun? Never.”

He lunged.

I was ready.

I sidestepped just as Jason swung for me, his fist cutting through the air. I brought my knee up, slamming it into his stomach. He doubled over but recovered quickly, twisting around and swinging again.

Our movements were fast, brutal, each strike filled with years of unresolved history and betrayal. He aimed low, trying to sweep my legs out from under me, but I jumped back just in time.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Brian gripping the side of a crate for support. He was still too weak, but his eyes were sharp, focused on the fight.

Jason came at me again, but this time, I grabbed his wrist mid-swing and twisted hard. He let out a growl of pain but didn’t stop. He yanked his arm free and slammed into me, knocking me to the ground.

I hit the concrete hard, but I didn’t stay down. Rolling to my feet, I met his gaze head-on.

“You’ve lost, Jason,” I said through gritted teeth.

He wiped a trickle of blood from his mouth, breathing heavily. “This isn’t over.”

Then, before I could react, he spun on his heel and disappeared into the shadows.

Silence settled over the warehouse once more, broken only by the sound of my ragged breathing.

I rushed back to Brian’s side, sliding my arm around his waist to help him stand. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before he changes his mind.”

He gave a weak chuckle. “You handled that pretty well.”

“Yeah, well... you’ve rubbed off on me,” I said with a small smile.

Despite the bruises and exhaustion, Brian looked at me with a softness that made my chest tighten. “You saved me, Mae.”

“Always,” I whispered.

We made our way out of the warehouse, leaving the darkness—and Jason—behind. But I knew this wasn’t the end. Jason would come back.

And next time, I’d be ready.

The drive back to the mansion was quiet, with only the low hum of the car filling the silence. I stole glances at Brian, slumped in the passenger seat, his bruised face illuminated by the dim streetlights we passed. Every bump in the road made him wince, but he didn’t complain—because of course he wouldn’t.

When we pulled up to the mansion, I jumped out, ran to his side, and unbuckled his seatbelt. He tried to stand on his own, but I slid under his arm before he could protest.

“Don’t be stubborn,” I muttered. “You’re not walking on your own.”

He gave me a faint smile. “You know me too well.”

“Unfortunately.”

I half-carried him inside, down the hall to the med bay. The sterile smell of antiseptic hit me as we stepped in. I guided him to the exam table, and he sank down with a groan. He was pale and exhausted, but at least we’d made it.

“You need to lie back,” I instructed, opening the med kit on the counter.

“I’m fine,” he grunted, shifting in place.

“Brian,” I said firmly, turning to him. “Lie down. You’re not fine.”

Reluctantly, he eased onto his back, exhaling a shaky breath. His torn shirt revealed dark bruises spreading across his ribs and a cut on his temple that was still bleeding. The sight of it made my stomach clench, but I pushed the worry down and got to work.

I grabbed a damp cloth and began cleaning the cut on his forehead. He flinched at the first touch, but didn’t say anything.

“This is going to sting,” I warned as I dabbed antiseptic on the wound.

“You’re just full of good news tonight,” he muttered, wincing.

Despite myself, I smiled. “Stop being a baby.”

His eyes fluttered open, and he looked at me with that familiar teasing light. “You love me too much to let me get away with it.”

I swallowed hard, focusing on cleaning the cut rather than his words. His lightheartedness was a defense mechanism, but I could see through it. I’d almost lost him tonight, and the thought still made my chest ache.

Once his cuts were cleaned, I carefully checked his ribs. “You’re lucky nothing’s broken,” I said softly.

“Lucky’s my middle name.”

I gave him a look. “Try again.”

He chuckled, but the sound quickly turned into a groan of pain. I helped him sit up just enough to bandage his ribs, then lowered him back down.

When I was finally done, I stood back and crossed my arms. “You need to stay here overnight. No arguing.”

His eyes softened. “I’ll stay if you stay.”

I sighed, but I couldn’t say no. I pulled a chair over, sitting beside him. “Fine. Just sleep, Brian.”

He reached out and took my hand, his grip weak but steady. “Thank you for coming for me.”

“Always,” I whispered.

As his eyes closed and his breathing evened out, I stayed by his side, vowing silently that I wouldn’t let anything tear us apart.

The hours dragged on in the med bay, but I didn’t move from my chair. Brian’s grip on my hand had loosened as he slept, his breathing slow and steady. But my mind was anything but calm.

Jason. He was back. And I knew exactly why.

The door creaked open softly, and Steve stepped inside. His usual grin was gone, replaced with a serious expression.

“How’s he doing?” Steve asked quietly.

“He’ll be fine,” I said, my voice flat.

Steve nodded. “Word’s out. Jason’s the one who took him.”

I tensed but kept my gaze on Brian.

“Any idea why he’d do it?” Steve pressed, his eyes sharp.

I shook my head. “No clue.”

A lie. And a bad one at that.

Steve studied me for a long moment. “Mae, if there’s something you’re not telling me—”

“I’m fine,” I cut him off. “We’ll deal with Jason when the time comes.”

Steve didn’t look convinced, but he let it drop. “Alright. I’ll be on patrol if you need me.”

He left, and the room fell silent again. I leaned back in my chair, the weight of my secret pressing down on me.

Jason had taken Brian because of me.

He wanted to hurt me—to break me. And he knew exactly how to do it.

Brian stirred, and I felt his hand tighten around mine. His eyes fluttered open, meeting mine with a mixture of relief and concern.

“Mae,” he murmured.

“Hey,” I said, forcing a smile. “You should be resting.”

“Jason,” he said hoarsely. “He said... it wasn’t over.”

“I know,” I said softly.

Brian’s eyes searched mine. “There’s more to this, isn’t there?”

I hesitated, the truth burning on the tip of my tongue. But I couldn’t tell him—not yet. Not until I knew what Jason’s next move would be.

“I’ll handle it,” I said firmly. “But you need to focus on getting better.”

Brian didn’t look convinced, but he nodded. “You’re not going after him alone, Mae. Promise me.”

“I promise,” I said, even though I knew it was a promise I couldn’t keep.

Jason wanted to destroy me, and I wasn’t going to let him. Not now. Not ever.  
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The med bay was quiet, the only sound the steady hum of the machines monitoring Brian’s vitals. He was asleep—or so I hoped.

I’d waited for hours, watching him, making sure he was stable. But I knew Brian too well. If he woke up and caught even a hint of what I was planning, he’d try to follow me. And that couldn’t happen.

My hand tightened around the syringe I’d hidden earlier. The sedative was mild—just enough to keep him asleep for a few extra hours. I hated the thought of doing this to him, but Jason wasn’t waiting around.

I approached Brian’s bed, heart pounding.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, pressing the needle into his arm and injecting the sedative. He didn’t stir, his breathing remaining even and steady. Relief and guilt twisted in my chest.

I pulled the blanket higher over him, lingering for a moment. “Stay safe, Brian.”

With that, I turned and slipped out of the med bay.

The night air was cold as I stepped out onto the mansion’s landing pad, but it did nothing to cool the fire burning inside me. Jason had made his move, and now it was my turn.

I swung onto my hover bike, the engine purring to life beneath me. I pulled up the tracking system on my tablet—Jason’s last known location lit up on the map like a beacon. A warehouse by the waterfront.

My fingers clenched around the handlebars. He wanted me to come. And I wasn’t about to disappoint him.

The bike shot forward, the wind whipping past me as the mansion disappeared behind me. My mind raced with memories of Jason—of who he’d been and who he’d become.

I wasn’t the same person I’d been back then. And I wasn’t going to let him hurt anyone else.

As the waterfront loomed ahead, I slowed the bike, scanning the darkened streets. The warehouse stood like a shadow against the night sky.

Jason was here. I could feel it.

I parked the bike and dismounted, every nerve on edge. This was it.

No more running. No more hiding.

It was time to face Jason—once and for all.  

Brian’s POV

The world came into focus slowly, like waking from a heavy dream. My head felt like it had been stuffed with cotton, and every muscle in my body ached. The med bay lights were dimmed, casting long shadows across the walls.

I blinked, trying to clear the fog from my mind. The last thing I remembered was Mae sitting by my side, her hand in mine. She’d promised she’d stay.

But now, I was alone.

I pushed myself upright, wincing at the sharp pull in my ribs. The movement made my head swim, and I had to grip the edge of the bed to steady myself.

“Mae?” My voice was hoarse, barely above a whisper.

No answer.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed and forced myself to stand. Every step felt like wading through quicksand, but I pushed through the grogginess. Something was wrong. Mae didn’t just leave—especially not without telling me.

My gaze landed on the empty syringe lying on the counter by the med bay door.

She drugged me.

The realization hit me like a punch to the gut. Mae had knocked me out on purpose.

I felt a surge of frustration, but it was quickly replaced by worry. She must have gone after Jason. And she went alone.

I stumbled to the door, my fingers gripping the frame for balance. Mae was out there somewhere, and Jason wasn’t going to stop until he hurt her—or worse.

No way was I letting that happen.

Gritting my teeth, I forced myself to move. Every step was agony, but I didn’t care. I had to find her.

And this time, I wasn’t going to let her face this alone.

I made it as far as the hallway before my legs gave out. My vision swam, and I barely caught myself against the wall. I couldn’t stop. Mae needed me.

But before I could push myself any further, a firm hand grabbed my shoulder.

“Whoa, easy there, champ.”

Steve.

I looked up to see his familiar smirk, though there was a seriousness behind his eyes that I wasn’t used to seeing. He crouched down beside me, steadying me before I collapsed completely.

“You’re not exactly in fighting shape,” he said, helping me stand. “Let’s get you back to bed.”

“No,” I rasped, shaking my head. “Mae’s out there. Jason—he’s got her.”

“I know,” Steve said, his voice unusually gentle. “And I’m going to bring her back. But not like this. You’re barely standing, Brian.”

“I can’t just sit here,” I said, my frustration boiling over. “I promised her I’d protect her.”

Steve’s expression softened. “I get it. But right now, the best thing you can do is stay alive. You think Mae would want you out there half-dead?”

I opened my mouth to argue, but the truth of his words hit me hard. Mae had drugged me for a reason—because she didn’t want me following her into danger. She was trying to protect me.

“Look,” Steve said, guiding me back toward the med bay, “I know Mae better than almost anyone. She’s strong, but she’s not invincible. I’ll find her, Brian. I promise.”

He eased me back onto the bed, and I sank into the mattress, my body too exhausted to fight anymore.

“Rest,” Steve said firmly. “You’ll need your strength when she gets back.”

I didn’t want to close my eyes. Every fiber of my being screamed to go after her. But I trusted Steve. If anyone could bring Mae back, it was him.

“Bring her home,” I whispered before sleep dragged me under.

“I will,” Steve promised. And for once, I believed him.

Steve’s POV 
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The second I left the mansion, I climbed into my car and fired up the engine. The tires screeched as I tore out of the driveway, my mind laser-focused on one thing: finding Mae.

I tapped into the team’s tracker system on my dashboard, the screen lighting up with a map. Mae’s hover bike signal was still active, a single blinking dot near the waterfront.

“Gotcha,” I muttered, gripping the steering wheel.

The streets flew by in a blur as I pushed the car to its limits. My knuckles were white on the wheel, and the only thing keeping me calm was the thought of Mae safe and sound. Jason had crossed a line, and if he thought he could hurt her and walk away, he was dead wrong.

As I got closer to the docks, the signal grew stronger. I turned onto a deserted street, the moonlight reflecting off the water in the distance. There, parked just behind an old warehouse, was Mae’s hover bike.

I skidded to a stop and jumped out of the car, scanning the area. The bike was empty, its engine still warm. Mae had to be close.

“Where are you, Mae?” I muttered under my breath, adrenaline pumping through me.

I checked my phone, pulling up the map one last time to confirm her location. The signal was coming from inside the warehouse.

Jason was in there. And so was Mae.

I clenched my jaw and headed toward the warehouse, every step filled with purpose.

Time to bring her home.

Mae was on the floor, her arms shaking as she tried to push herself up. Blood stained the concrete beneath her, pooling around her side. She looked pale, her breathing ragged, but her eyes burned with fierce determination.

Jason stood over her, a cruel smile on his face. His knuckles were bruised, and a twisted sense of satisfaction radiated from him.

“Please,” Mae gasped, her voice broken but defiant. “Don’t hurt them. Spare my team—they have nothing to do with this.”

Her words hit me like a hammer. Even now, even like this, she was thinking of us. Thinking of Brian. Thinking of me.

Jason crouched down beside her, gripping her chin. “You always were too soft, Mae. You cared too much. That’s why you’re weak.”

“That’s enough.”

My voice cut through the space like a blade, and both of them froze. Jason’s head whipped around, his eyes narrowing when he saw me.

“Steve,” he said slowly, rising to his feet. “Here to play hero, are we?”

I didn’t take my eyes off him as I stepped forward, placing myself between him and Mae.

“You want a fight, Jason? Take it up with me.”

Jason chuckled darkly. “Always so protective. You think you can stop me?”

“I know I can.” My voice was cold, deadly. “But if you even think about hurting her again, you won’t walk out of here.”

Jason hesitated, weighing his options. And then, with a final glare, he stepped back.

“This isn’t over,” he warned before disappearing into the shadows.

The second he was gone, I dropped to my knees beside Mae.

“Mae, it’s me. I’ve got you,” I said, gently pressing my hand to her cheek.

Her eyes fluttered open, and despite everything, a weak smile tugged at her lips.

“Took you long enough,” she whispered.

“Yeah, well, I’m not as fast as you on a hover bike,” I said, trying to keep my tone light. But my chest ached at the sight of her like this.

I lifted her carefully, cradling her against me. “Let’s get you home.”

As I carried her out of the warehouse, I made a silent vow. Jason had made a mistake tonight.

And he wasn’t going to get another chance.

I reached the car and gently set her in the passenger seat, strapping her in. “Stay with me, Mae. Just hold on a little longer.”

Her eyes flickered open for a moment. “Steve... I’m sorry. I didn’t want anyone else to get hurt.”

I gritted my teeth. “Don’t apologize. Jason’s the one who did this. You didn’t have to face him alone.”

I climbed into the driver’s seat, slammed the door, and gunned the engine. The tires screeched as I sped away from the docks, heading straight for the mansion. Every second felt like a lifetime.

“Hang in there,” I muttered under my breath. “You’re tougher than this.”

Mae didn’t respond, her head lolling to the side. I clenched the wheel so hard my knuckles turned white.

The mansion came into view, and I didn’t even wait for the car to stop completely before jumping out. I yanked open her door and scooped her into my arms.

“Help!” I shouted as I carried her into the house.

Cody and Chase were the first to appear, their faces going pale when they saw Mae.

“Get the med bay ready,” I barked.

Chase nodded and sprinted ahead, while Cody hovered nearby, his worry plain on his face. “Steve, what happened?”

“Jason happened,” I growled.

We reached the med bay, and I laid Mae down on one of the beds. Chase was already pulling out medical supplies, his hands steady despite the tension in the air.

“She lost a lot of blood,” I said as Chase began working. “But she’s strong.”

Mae’s eyes fluttered open briefly, and she looked at me. “Told you... I can take care of myself,” she whispered weakly.

I leaned down, brushing a stray hair from her face. “Yeah, but you don’t have to. Not anymore.”

Her eyes closed again, and I felt a lump form in my throat.

Jason had made this personal.

And now? Now it was war.

Brian’s POV 
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I woke to the sound of muffled voices and hurried footsteps. My head throbbed, and I was still groggy from whatever Mae had injected me with earlier. Mae.

“Mae...” I muttered, trying to sit up. My muscles ached, but I didn’t care. Something was wrong. I could feel it.

The door to the med bay swung open, and I saw Steve, Chase, and Cody crowded around a bed. The tension in the room was palpable, suffocating. I couldn’t see who they were gathered around, but dread coiled in my chest.

I forced myself to stand, gripping the edge of the bed for support. “What’s going on? Where’s Mae?”

Everything went still. Cody and Chase exchanged uneasy glances, and Steve’s eyes darkened.

“Where is she?” I demanded, my voice sharper this time.

Steve finally stepped aside, and my heart stopped. Mae was lying on the bed, unconscious. Her skin was pale, almost ghostly, and there were bloodstains on her shirt. My chest tightened painfully at the sight of her.

“What the hell happened?” I asked, moving to her side in three quick strides. I grabbed her hand—it felt too cold.

“She went after Jason alone,” Steve said quietly. “I found her just in time, but...” His words trailed off.

“She was already hurt,” Chase finished for him.

I stared down at her, my mind swirling with anger, guilt, and fear. “Why didn’t anyone stop her?”

“She didn’t tell anyone,” Chase said, almost apologetic. “She sedated you so you wouldn’t follow.”

I felt my jaw tighten, my teeth grinding together. “Mae,” I whispered, brushing my thumb over her knuckles.

Chase continued to work on her, cleaning her wounds and bandaging her side. “She’s stable for now, but she needs rest.”

I sank into the chair beside her bed. My mind replayed every moment, every warning sign I had missed. I should have been there.

Steve walked over and placed a hand on my shoulder. “We’ll get Jason. But right now, she needs you.”

I nodded, but I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Jason had made it personal. And the next time he came for her, he’d have to go 

I stayed by Mae’s side, watching every rise and fall of her chest like my life depended on it. The medbay was eerily quiet, and the sterile scent of antiseptic hung heavy in the air. Time dragged on painfully slow, each second stretching endlessly.

She looked fragile, her fierce spirit hidden beneath bruises and bandages. It didn’t suit her. Mae was the strongest person I knew, the one who never backed down. But now? She looked like she’d been fighting alone for too long.

Guilt gnawed at me. Why hadn’t I seen it earlier? She’d been determined to handle Jason herself, probably to protect me—and that thought only made my anger burn hotter. Jason knew how to get to me, and he’d gone after the one person who mattered most.

A soft noise broke through my thoughts. I glanced down, and Mae’s eyelids fluttered slightly.

“Mae?” I leaned in, brushing my fingers gently across her forehead.

Her eyes opened just a sliver, the  green orbs hazy but familiar. “Brian...” she whispered, her voice so faint I almost didn’t hear it.

“I’m here,” I said softly, gripping her hand tighter. “You’re safe now.”

Her lips twitched into a weak smile. “Did... did you follow me?”

I shook my head. “No. Steve found you. I woke up too late, thanks to that sedative you used.” My tone was sharp, but I softened when I saw her wince. “Mae, why didn’t you tell me? You didn’t have to face him alone.”

“I couldn’t risk losing you,” she murmured. “Jason wanted you to follow. It was a trap.”

Her words only fueled my frustration. “Mae, we’re supposed to protect each other. Next time, no more running off alone. Promise me.”

She didn’t answer right away, her eyes fluttering closed again. But after a few long moments, she gave a faint nod. “I promise.”

Relief flooded through me. She was stubborn, but at least she was still here, still with me.

I settled back into the chair, refusing to let go of her hand. Jason might have hurt her this time, but there was no way I’d let him get another chance. Whatever came next, we’d face it together.

The hours dragged on, and the only sound in the med bay was the soft hum of the machines monitoring Mae's condition. I barely noticed when the others filtered in and out, their quiet conversations murmured in the background as they discussed strategies for finding Jason. My focus remained solely on Mae, the woman who had become my world in such a short time.

The more I sat there, watching her breathe in and out, the more I understood the depth of my feelings for her. There was no going back now. She had somehow weaved herself into every part of me, and the thought of losing her—of her facing any more pain because of me—made something inside me twist.

It was quiet for a long while, but as the clock ticked toward the early hours of the morning, Mae's eyelids fluttered again. Slowly, as if weighed down by invisible forces, she opened her eyes and blinked up at me.

"Brian..." she murmured, her voice hoarse but full of recognition. "Are you still here?"

I gave her a soft smile, brushing a stray lock of hair from her forehead. "Of course I am. I’m not going anywhere."

She tried to lift her hand to touch her head, but winced as the movement seemed to remind her of the bruises and cuts she’d suffered. I quickly grabbed her hand, carefully holding it.

"Mae, you shouldn't move too much," I cautioned softly, my thumb rubbing over her knuckles.

Her lips curved up slightly, but it was a shadow of the smile she usually gave me. "I feel... I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck."

"More like a freight train," I replied, trying to lighten the mood. "But don’t worry. We’re going to get you back to your old self in no time."

She closed her eyes again briefly, as if taking in my words, and for a moment, I thought she’d drift off again. But then, her gaze met mine, and I saw a flicker of something there—something uncertain.

“Brian...” Her voice trailed off as if the words were hard to form.

I leaned closer, not wanting her to feel like she was alone in this moment. "What is it, Mae? You can tell me anything."

She hesitated, her brow furrowed in concentration. "I... I don't know what to do. Jason... he got inside my head. I couldn’t—"

I squeezed her hand gently, interrupting her. "Mae, listen to me. Jason's words don’t matter. He doesn't know you. He doesn’t know us. What matters is that you're here. You're alive. You're safe."  

I stayed there for hours, my gaze never leaving Mae. The faint sound of her breath in the quiet room was the only thing keeping me tethered to the present. Every so often, she'd stir, and I'd lean forward, waiting for her to wake again. Each time, my heart skipped a beat, desperate for any sign that she was truly okay.

Her breathing was steady, but there was a pallor to her face that didn’t sit right. I felt a deep unease. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was still wrong. But I couldn't place it—maybe it was the way she’d been so determined to do it all herself, even when I could have helped. Maybe it was that I was still shaking off the aftermath of the sedative. Or maybe it was just the fact that Jason had gotten this close to breaking her.

"She'll be fine, Brian." Steve's voice pulled me from my thoughts. He entered the room with a cup of coffee in hand, looking every bit the part of someone who hadn’t slept in days. His eyes flicked over Mae’s unconscious form, a grim expression on his face. "She's tough. You know that."

I nodded, but the knot in my stomach wouldn’t loosen. “I know. But I still should have been there."

Steve raised an eyebrow, taking a slow sip of his coffee. “You’re here now. That’s what matters.”

I gritted my teeth. I didn’t feel like it was enough. But I had to admit—he was right. Mae needed me now. I just had to make sure I was enough for her, especially if Jason came back for round two.

“Do you think Jason’s gone for good?” I asked, my voice low.

Steve sighed, his shoulders tensing. “No, I don’t. We’ll find him, but I don’t think he’s done with us.” He gave me a pointed look. “And Mae’s not done with him either.”

I glanced at Mae, her soft features peaceful in sleep, but something flickered across my mind—something about how she’d gone after Jason alone. “She’s going to keep pushing forward, isn’t she?”

“Yeah,” Steve replied with a slight smirk. “She’s stubborn. But that’s why we love her.”

I didn’t smile back. “I’ll never forgive myself if she gets hurt again.”

"You won't have to," Steve said, his tone steady. "You’ll stop him next time. And we’ll make sure there’s no next time."

The door opened again, and Cody stepped in. His eyes landed on Mae, and he looked over at us with quiet understanding.

"How is she?" he asked, his voice soft, but there was a definite edge in it.

“Stable for now,” I muttered. “But I’m not leaving her side.”

Cody didn’t argue. He just gave me a small nod before stepping closer to Mae’s bedside, gently adjusting her blankets.

For a moment, all I could do was watch them work in silence. My thoughts kept drifting to what Jason had said before he left. Mae’s already broken. She just doesn’t know it yet.

I would prove him wrong. I’d prove all of them wrong.

Mae was stronger than any of them gave her credit for. And I’d be damned if I let anyone—especially Jason—tear that down.

“I’ll be here all night,” I said, voice firm.

Steve and Cody exchanged another glance. “We’ll keep watch,” Steve said. “We’ve got you.”

With that, they left me alone with Mae, and I settled back into the chair beside her. Her hand was still warm in mine. I could feel her pulse steady beneath my fingers.

I wasn’t leaving her again. Not ever.
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The hours dragged on, and the only sound in the medbay was the soft hum of the machines monitoring Mae's condition. I barely noticed when the others filtered in and out, their quiet conversations murmured in the background as they discussed strategies for finding Jason. My focus remained solely on Mae, the woman who had become my world in such a short time.

The more I sat there, watching her breathe in and out, the more I understood the depth of my feelings for her. There was no going back now. She had somehow weaved herself into every part of me, and the thought of losing her—of her facing any more pain because of me—made something inside me twist.

It was quiet for a long while, but as the clock ticked toward the early hours of the morning, Mae's eyelids fluttered again. Slowly, as if weighed down by invisible forces, she opened her eyes and blinked up at me.

"Brian..." she murmured, her voice hoarse but full of recognition. "Are you still here?"

I gave her a soft smile, brushing a stray lock of hair from her forehead. "Of course I am. I’m not going anywhere."

She tried to lift her hand to touch her head, but winced as the movement seemed to remind her of the bruises and cuts she’d suffered. I quickly grabbed her hand, carefully holding it.

"Mae, you shouldn't move too much," I cautioned softly, my thumb rubbing over her knuckles.

Her lips curved up slightly, but it was a shadow of the smile she usually gave me. "I feel... I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck."

"More like a freight train," I replied, trying to lighten the mood. "But don’t worry. We’re going to get you back to your old self in no time."

She closed her eyes again briefly, as if taking in my words, and for a moment, I thought she’d drift off again. But then, her gaze met mine, and I saw a flicker of something there—something uncertain.

“Brian...” Her voice trailed off as if the words were hard to form.

I leaned closer, not wanting her to feel like she was alone in this moment. "What is it, Mae? You can tell me anything."

She hesitated, her brow furrowed in concentration. "I... I don't know what to do. Jason... he got inside my head. I couldn’t—"

I squeezed her hand gently, interrupting her. "Mae, listen to me. Jason's words don’t matter. He doesn't know you. He doesn’t know us. What matters is that you're here. You're alive. You're safe."

"But it was my fault," she whispered, her voice fragile. "I let him get that close. I thought I could stop him on my own, but I ended up putting everyone in danger."

I shook my head firmly. "No, Mae. You didn’t put anyone in danger. You were trying to protect us. Don’t you dare blame yourself for what happened."

She met my eyes, and I could see the conflict inside her. I could tell that she wanted to believe me, wanted to take solace in my words, but something inside her was still struggling to reconcile what had happened.

"I’m not perfect, Brian," she said softly. "I’m not invincible."

"I know you're not," I replied, my voice a soft promise. "But you're strong. And that’s what makes you amazing. You're not perfect—none of us are. But we have each other, and together, we can get through anything."

She gave me a small, reluctant smile. "I don’t deserve you, you know that?"

My heart skipped at the words, and without thinking, I cupped her cheek, leaning in slightly. "Mae, don't ever say that. I chose you because of who you are—every part of you. And I’ll always choose you."

Her breath caught at the intensity of my words, and for a brief, timeless moment, everything else fell away. There were no missions, no Jason, no danger. Just the two of us, holding on to each other in this fragile, vulnerable moment.

"I... I love you, Brian," she whispered, and my heart felt like it was going to burst.

"I love you too," I murmured back, my forehead resting against hers for a heartbeat. "And nothing is going to change that."

The med bay was silent again, but this time, it felt different. It felt like a promise. A promise that no matter what happened next, we’d face it together.

"But it was my fault," she whispered, her voice fragile. "I let him get that close. I thought I could stop him on my own, but I ended up putting everyone in danger."

I shook my head firmly. "No, Mae. You didn’t put anyone in danger. You were trying to protect us. Don’t you dare blame yourself for what happened."

She met my eyes, and I could see the conflict inside her. I could tell that she wanted to believe me, wanted to take solace in my words, but something inside her was still struggling to reconcile what had happened.

"I’m not perfect, Brian," she said softly. "I’m not invincible."

"I know you're not," I replied, my voice a soft promise. "But you're strong. And that’s what makes you amazing. You're not perfect—none of us are. But we have each other, and together, we can get through anything."

She gave me a small, reluctant smile. "I don’t deserve you, you know that?"

My heart skipped at the words, and without thinking, I cupped her cheek, leaning in slightly. "Mae, don't ever say that. I chose you because of who you are—every part of you. And I’ll always choose you."

Her breath caught at the intensity of my words, and for a brief, timeless moment, everything else fell away. There were no missions, no Jason, no danger. Just the two of us, holding on to each other in this fragile, vulnerable moment.

"I... I love you, Brian," she whispered, and my heart felt like it was going to burst.

"I love you too," I murmured back, my forehead resting against hers for a heartbeat. "And nothing is going to change that."

The med bay was silent again, but this time, it felt different. It felt like a promise. A promise that no matter what happened next, we’d face it together.
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Mae's fingers tightened around my hand, and I could feel her tremble just slightly beneath the touch. It wasn't from fear, though—it was more like she was trying to steady herself, ground herself in the reality of what was happening. And for a moment, I wondered if she was actually starting to believe the words we had shared.

The soft beeping of the machines in the background was a calming, constant reminder that she was here, still with me, and still fighting.

"You don't have to carry all of this alone," I told her, my voice steady despite the emotions roiling inside me. "Whatever happened with Jason... we're going to figure it out. Together."

She looked at me for a long, drawn-out moment, her gaze so intense that I thought she might see right through me. Maybe she was searching for something—maybe reassurance, or the certainty that I wasn’t going anywhere.

"I don't know what to do next, Brian," she admitted, her voice so small now, almost fragile. "Jason... he’s just the tip of the iceberg. We’ve got bigger problems, and I don’t know if I can handle them all."

I moved closer, gently placing a hand on her shoulder. "You don't have to do this alone. You’ve got me, Mae. You’ve got all of us. We’re a team, remember?"

She closed her eyes, her lashes resting against her skin for a moment as she breathed in deeply, as if trying to pull herself back together. When she opened her eyes again, they were clearer, more focused, but there was still a trace of doubt lingering there.

"How do you always know what to say?" she
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