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The steady beep of life support machines created a rhythm Chloe Winters had learned to find comforting, but tonight that familiar sound felt like a countdown timer. She adjusted the IV drip for Mrs. Patterson in bed three, her hands steady despite the cold weight that had settled in her stomach six months ago and never left.

Someone was watching her. Again.

She could feel eyes on her through the floor-to-ceiling windows that made the ICU feel like a fishbowl after dark. The sensation crawled up her spine as she checked vitals, making her skin prickle with awareness that had nothing to do with the hospital's aggressive air conditioning.

"You're working too many night shifts, Chloe." Dr. Gregson appeared beside her, concern creasing his weathered face. "When's the last time you took a vacation?"

When's the last time I didn't feel like prey? She forced a smile instead of voicing the thought. "Someone has to keep these guys company. Besides, you know how I feel about abandoning patients."

It wasn't entirely a lie. She did feel protective of her ICU patients—vulnerable people fighting for their lives while unconscious and dependent on machines. But the real reason she'd switched to nights was simpler: harder for a killer to strike in a busy hospital with security cameras and witnesses everywhere.

"Room four needs his medication adjusted," she said, deflecting Gregson's worried look. "His blood pressure spiked again."

As the doctor moved away, Chloe caught her reflection in the window and immediately regretted it. Beyond her pale face, the parking garage stretched into darkness where shadows could hide anything. Or anyone.

Get it together, Winters. She straightened her shoulders and focused on Mr. Wilton in bed four. This man had survived a massive heart attack and was fighting his way back to his grandchildren. He deserved a nurse whose hands didn't shake, whose attention didn't fracture every time movement caught her peripheral vision.

The medication adjustment required precise calculation, and Chloe lost herself in the familiar comfort of numbers and dosages. Math didn't lie. Chemistry followed rules. Unlike the chaos that had invaded her life when she'd witnessed something she was never supposed to see.

A parking garage. A man in an expensive suit. The wet sound of a blade sliding between ribs.

And the killer's face when he'd looked up and met her eyes through her car windshield.

Stop. She forced the memory down where it belonged—buried deep with all the other images that tried to surface during quiet moments. Mr. Wilton needed her focused, not reliving the moment her life had become a nightmare.

She'd tried to do the right thing. Went to the police, told them everything. Described the killer, the victim, the license plate she'd memorized. But when the detective had looked into it, the victim turned out to be a federal witness. And the killer?

The killer was a ghost with connections that reached into places she'd never imagined.

Two weeks after her police report, Detective Jameson had pulled her aside. "Miss Winters, I need you to understand something. The man you saw? He's a professional. And professionals don't leave loose ends."

That's when she'd learned that Kurt Austin wasn't just a murderer—he was a contract killer who'd built his reputation on never leaving witnesses alive. And she'd become his only failure, the one loose thread that could unravel everything.

"Chloe?" Jennifer's voice made her jump. The day shift nurse was early, her concerned expression too familiar. "You okay? You look like you've seen a ghost."

Close enough. "Just tired. Long night."

But as Jennifer took report on their patients, Chloe's gaze drifted back to the windows. The parking garage lights cast harsh shadows between the concrete pillars, creating a maze of hiding spots that made her chest tighten.

Six months of this. Six months of looking over her shoulder, of switching up her routines, of sleeping with a baseball bat beside her bed. Six months of refusing to run because these patients needed her, and she'd be damned if she'd let a killer turn her into a coward.

Mrs. Patterson stirred in bed three, her monitors showing signs of distress. Chloe moved immediately to her side, checking connections and adjusting settings with practiced efficiency. This was why she stayed. These people were fighting for their lives—they deserved someone who wouldn't abandon them just because her own life had become complicated.

"There we go," she murmured as Mrs. Patterson's vitals stabilized. "You're doing great. Keep fighting."

The older woman's eyes fluttered open briefly, unfocused but somehow seeming to find Chloe's face. Her lips moved soundlessly, but Chloe understood anyway.

"You're welcome," she whispered. "Rest now."

As dawn approached and the hospital began to stir with the changing shift, Chloe finally allowed herself to acknowledge the truth she'd been avoiding: she was exhausted. Not just from the night shift, but from six months of hypervigilance. Six months of existing in survival mode while trying to save other people's lives.

She gathered her things slowly, reluctant to leave the relative safety of the ICU. Out there, in the parking garage where her car waited, she'd be vulnerable again. Exposed.

But she couldn't hide in the hospital forever.

Jennifer appeared at her elbow. "Want me to walk you to your car?"

The offer was tempting, but Chloe shook her head. She wouldn't drag anyone else into her nightmare. "I'm fine. See you tomorrow night."

The elevator ride down to the parking level felt like descending into a tomb. The doors opened with a cheerful ding that seemed obscenely bright in the concrete darkness beyond.

Chloe stepped out, her sneakers silent on the polished floor, and felt that familiar sensation of being watched settle over her like a burial shroud. Her car sat exactly where she'd left it, but the space felt wrong somehow. Too quiet. Too still.

She walked toward her Honda with measured steps, keys already in her hand, thumb poised over the panic button on her fob. Fifteen feet. Ten feet. Five feet.

Her hand was on the door handle when she heard it—the soft scuff of a shoe against concrete somewhere behind her.

Chloe's blood turned to ice, but she didn't freeze. Six months of fear had taught her that freezing meant dying. Instead, she spun around, keys clutched like claws, and found herself staring at empty concrete and shadows that could hide anything.

"Hello?" Her voice echoed off the concrete walls. "Is someone there?"

Nothing. Just the hum of fluorescent lights and the distant sound of traffic beginning to build with the morning rush.

But as she slid into her car and locked the doors, Chloe caught a glimpse of movement in her rearview mirror. Just a shadow shifting between pillars, but enough to confirm what she already knew.

Kurt Austin was still out there. Still hunting.

And sooner or later, he was going to make his move.
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Danny "Viper" Cruz adjusted the scope on his Barrett M82, the familiar weight of the rifle settling into his shoulder like an old friend coming home. From his perch on the water tower overlooking the eastern approach to Savage Tide territory, he had a clear line of sight for two miles in any direction. Perfect killing distance.

The sun hadn't crested the horizon yet, painting the Outer Banks in shades of gray that matched his mood. He'd been up here for three hours, watching. Waiting. Looking for threats that might be stupid enough to test Savage Tide's boundaries.

His radio crackled to life. "Overwatch, this is Demon. Got movement on the south road. Unfriendly?"

Viper tracked his scope toward the coordinates, finding the target through muscle memory and years of practice. A black sedan with tinted windows, moving too slow and deliberate for morning commuter traffic. He studied the occupants through his crosshairs—two men in suits that screamed federal or corporate, either way trouble for his brothers.

"Negative on immediate threat," he transmitted back, his voice barely above a whisper. "Corporate suits, probably lawyers. Still tracking."

"Copy that. Wrecker wants all approaches monitored until further notice."

Viper didn't respond, already shifting his attention to catalog every vehicle and person moving through his sector. This was what he lived for—the patient observation, the tactical assessment, the moment when everything crystallized into a single perfect shot that eliminated problems permanently.

His phone buzzed with a text from Throttle: Fresh intel from Punisher's girl. Corporate bastards sniffing around the marina again. Eyes up.

The sedan continued toward town, and Viper made a mental note to follow up later. Savage Tide Marine Services provided good cover for club operations, but it also made them visible to outsiders who thought they could muscle in on local business. Those outsiders learned differently, usually through very permanent lessons.

He swept his scope back across the territory, cataloging everything that moved. A jogger on the beach—regular, had been running the same route for months. Fishing boat heading out early—Captain Morrison, legitimate local who paid his protection fees on time. Delivery truck approaching the medical complex—

Viper's scope stopped moving.

The hospital sat at the edge of his surveillance zone, its parking garage just visible through the morning haze. Something had caught his attention, some movement that didn't fit the normal patterns. He adjusted his focus, bringing the concrete structure into sharp detail.

There. A figure moving between the support pillars with too much stealth for an employee or visitor. Male, medium build, expensive clothes that didn't belong in a working-class hospital at dawn. The man moved with the careful precision of someone conducting surveillance, staying in shadows and avoiding the security cameras with practiced ease.

Professional.

Viper's jaw tightened as he tracked the figure through his crosshairs. In his world, professionals conducting surveillance meant one of two things: law enforcement or contract killers. And this bastard's body language screamed predator, not cop.

The radio crackled again. "Overwatch, we got reports of suspicious activity near the medical district. You see anything?"

"Affirmative," Viper replied, his voice deadly calm. "One target, male, conducting surveillance on hospital personnel. Appears professional."

"Rules of engagement?"

Viper's finger found the trigger as he centered the crosshairs on the stalker's chest. One squeeze and the problem would disappear permanently. Clean. Simple. Final.

But something made him hesitate.

Through his scope, he watched the target's attention focus on the hospital's exit, waiting with the patience of an experienced hunter. This wasn't random violence or opportunistic crime. Someone specific was being hunted, and that someone worked at the hospital.

"Overwatch, do you have a shot?"

"Affirmative," Viper said, his crosshairs steady on center mass. "But holding for better intel. Target is focused on specific prey."

He could eliminate the threat right now, but that wouldn't tell him who was being hunted or why. Better to observe, gather intelligence, then strike when he understood the complete tactical situation. Patience had kept him alive through three tours and countless club operations.

The hospital doors opened, and Viper shifted his scope to track whoever the stalker was waiting for. A woman emerged—young, dark hair pulled back, wearing scrubs that marked her as medical staff. Even at distance, something about her posture caught his attention. Alert but not paranoid, cautious but not cowering.

She moved across the parking garage with purposeful steps, keys ready, clearly aware of her surroundings without broadcasting fear. Smart. Experienced in staying alive under pressure.

The stalker shifted position, tracking her movement while staying concealed. Definitely professional. Definitely hunting.

Viper's scope followed the woman to her car, watching as she checked her surroundings with the trained awareness of someone who'd learned to expect danger. When she spun around at some sound, keys clutched like weapons, he felt something unexpected twist in his chest.

Recognition. Not of her face, but of her situation. She was prey being stalked by a predator, fighting to survive while trying to maintain her normal life.

He'd been there. Different war, different enemy, but the same desperate need to stay alive when death had marked you for elimination.

The woman reached her car safely and drove away, but the stalker remained in position, clearly planning to return. Viper kept his crosshairs centered on the bastard's head, finger resting on the trigger.

"Overwatch, status report."

"Target is professional contractor, hunting medical personnel," Viper transmitted. "Female victim appears aware but not adequately protected. Recommend close surveillance and elimination when tactically sound."

"Copy. Maintain overwatch and report developments."

As the morning progressed and the stalker finally withdrew, Viper remained at his post. But his attention kept drifting back to the woman in scrubs who'd faced down a professional killer with nothing but keys and backbone.

Something about her refusal to show fear, her determination to maintain her routine despite obvious danger, resonated with parts of himself he'd thought were dead. She was a healer surrounded by death, still fighting to save lives while someone wanted to end hers.

His radio crackled with routine patrol updates from his brothers, but Viper's mind was already working through tactical scenarios. The stalker would return—professionals always did until they completed their contracts. But next time, the bastard wouldn't catch his prey unprotected.

Viper had made a career of eliminating threats to innocent people. And something told him this particular innocent was about to become very important to him.

He settled back into position, scope trained on the approaches to the hospital, and prepared to wait. Patience was a sniper's greatest weapon, and he had all the time in the world to ensure that when the predator returned, he'd find more than helpless prey waiting for him.

He'd find Viper.
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Chloe's hands shook as she unlocked her apartment door, the memory of being watched in the parking garage clinging to her like smoke. She'd driven home checking her mirrors obsessively, taking three unnecessary turns to make sure she wasn't being followed. The paranoia was exhausting, but it was also keeping her alive.

Inside her modest one-bedroom, she double-locked the door and engaged the chain before allowing herself to breathe. Home meant safety, at least temporarily. She had security cameras now, motion sensors, and a baseball bat within reach of every room. Not much against a professional killer, but better than nothing.

Her phone rang, making her jump. Jennifer's name flashed on the screen.

"Hey," Chloe answered, trying to sound normal.

"Girl, you need to get some sleep. You looked like death warmed over when you left."

Close enough. "Just tired. You know how night shifts are."

"I know how being stalked by a psycho is," Jennifer said bluntly. "Don't think I haven't noticed. You're jumpy as a cat, you never eat lunch outside anymore, and you've been working nights for six months straight. What's going on?"

Chloe closed her eyes. Jennifer was too observant for her own good, and lying to her closest friend felt like swallowing glass. But the alternative was dragging an innocent person into Kurt Austin's crosshairs.

"It's nothing I can't handle," she said finally.

"Bullshit. You're handling it by working yourself to death and looking over your shoulder every five seconds. That's not handling anything."
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