
This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright ©2025 by Wilmar Luna. All rights reserved.

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the author.

THE SILVER NINJA® is a registered trademark of Wilmar Luna.

https://www.thesilverninja.com

ISBN-13: 978-1-7322213-8-3

Library of Congress Control Number: 2025907302

Published by: Silver Pencil Books
Book Artwork: Jade Law & Antoine Collignon

The Silver Ninja & Silver Pencil Books Logo designed by: Jackson Alves

THE SILVER NINJA®

A BITTER WINTER

2nd Edition

Written by: Wilmar Luna

Edited by: Ellen Brock

©2025

TABLE OF CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER 1: From Hero to Zero

CHAPTER 2: A Taste of Death

CHAPTER 3: Tissue engineering

CHAPTER 4: Fragmented

CHAPTER 5: Empty Apologies

CHAPTER 6: Washed Up

CHAPTER 7: A Future Foretold

CHAPTER 8: Tomorrow is Never Promised

CHAPTER 9: The Last Straw

CHAPTER 10: Once Human

CHAPTER 11: End of Watch

CHAPTER 12: Test Trial

CHAPTER 13: Invisible Hands

CHAPTER 14: Rumble in the Bronx

CHAPTER 15: A Subtle Seduction

CHAPTER 16: The Longest Night

CHAPTER 17: System Reformat

CHAPTER 18: False Narrative

CHAPTER 19: Brood Parasite

CHAPTER 20: System Recovery

CHAPTER 21: Hot Pursuit

CHAPTER 22: Echoes of the Past

CHAPTER 23: Separation Anxiety

CHAPTER 24: Apex Predator

CHAPTER 25: Killing Machine

CHAPTER 26: Red Silver

CHAPTER 27: The Shame We Bear

CHAPTER 28: Freefall

CHAPTER 29: A Dish Served

CHAPTER 30: The price of Failure

EPILOGUE

Narco Hotel Excerpt

Leave a review

Join the Newsletter

About Wilmar Luna

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​INTRODUCTION
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The first step in human evolution started with a woman. Dr. Ursula Wolf, recipient of the Kavli Award in nanoscience and the Russ Prize for outstanding achievement in bioengineering, was the first engineer to create a thriving, hybrid single cell organism. Made of both organic matter and cybernetic technology, her creation led to groundbreaking advancements in prosthetics.

Several years later, a team of engineers and inventors repurposed Dr. Wolf’s patents and accidentally created the world’s first superhuman.
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​CHAPTER 1: From Hero to Zero
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Three days ago, a member of the Muharib of Allah walked into a soccer stadium in France and detonated a homemade explosive vest of household products. He waited for the home team to score before pulling the detonation cord. Hospitals turned away patients holding onto their twisted limbs and told them there were no vacancies. The president of France denounced the attack and made empty promises to capture and bring justice to the terrorists who planned the attack. The week prior, in New York City, an MOA zealot barreled a van through Times Square and mutilated seven people. As police approached the van, the terrorist placed a gun under his chin and pulled the trigger.

It was the age of terror, and the world needed heroes. Cindy Ames wasn’t that hero. She lost her battle with evil and limped away with faded, subtle scars on her left cheekbone and the bridge of her nose. Every time she tried to put her keys in the police squad car, she realized she couldn’t turn the ignition. Her badge, previously a source of pride, now symbolized her downfall. She traded title and shield for a different badge, one printed on plastic and hung from a lanyard. A security badge.

Tonight, the Javits Center hosted a brand-new conference called Future Technology Expo. Prominent figures from the New York City executive branch were in attendance. On a normal day, Emergency Services Units would be all smiles and laughter when chatting with fellow law enforcement officers. Tonight was different. They kept their fingers near the trigger. MOA released a statement that there would be another terrorist attack. No one, not the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Department of Homeland Security, nor the National Security Agency, knew how or when the attack would happen.

Elite snipers perched around the perimeter. They were invisible from where she stood, obscured by the light snowfall. Two officers passed by, decked out in tactical gear, assault rifles, and bulletproof helmets. She craved a badass look, yet the uniform proved ill-fitting. It only fit individuals who had the courage not to run away from danger. Instead, she had to settle for the stupid lanyard around her neck and the oversized chartreuse jacket that spelled security across her strong back.

An officer from the K-9 unit crossed her line of sight. She smiled at the German Sheperd being led on a leash with its snout sniffing the freshly mopped floor. The K-9 unit would have been a fun team to join if she wasn’t so deathly afraid of being bitten. She had seen the grotesque scars some of the K-9 LEOs had and didn’t want to add more to her collection. Bite marks didn’t complement her style. It wasn’t a sexy look.

A young guy, a hipster type, with classic horn-rimmed glasses, thick beard, flannel shirt, and torn jeans, approached her checkpoint. He had a backpack strapped to his shoulders and had willfully ignored a sign which read: No backpacks, luggage, or bags allowed, no exceptions. He took out his cellphone and showed Cindy his barcode as if the black squiggles made him lord of the Javits Center.

“Sorry, Sir. No backpacks allowed tonight.”

“It’s just for my laptop,” he said with an attitude.

She took out a plastic bucket and sighed. “Leave your items here. Pick them up after the event.”

“Um,” He scoffed with an air of superiority about him. “I work for the press. Let me in.”

“Not tonight I don’t. Use your cell phone for notes, leave the bag and your laptop here.”

“This is ridiculous. I have a right to free speech. You ever heard of freedom of the press?”

“Look dude, I don’t make the rules. This is what my boss told me to do.”

He put his fists on his waist. “I want to speak to your manager.”

“Okay, well I tried to be nice.” She turned her head and clicked the radio.

“Fourteen to Command One.”

“Go ahead fourteen.”

“A gentleman tried to sneak past the east access point with a backpack. I need someone to take him over to the police checkpoint and give him a strip search.”

“10-4 we’ll send someone over.”

“A strip search, really?”

Cindy looked up at the mortified young man. “Follow the rules next time.” She faced the crowd and shouted, “next!”

By seven o’clock, the lobby of the Javits Center overflowed with attendees. If they weren’t drinking overpriced lattes from the cafe, they milled about the vendor kiosks on the exhibition floor and took photos of the gadgets on display. She expected this kind of turnout for Comic Con, not a technology conference. While she scanned guests with her barcode reader, a hand reached out from the crowd and tapped her shoulder.

She spun around and mentally prepared her usual speech, Bathrooms are downstairs to your right, the presentation is—her face suddenly brightened. “Jonas!” She threw her arms around his neck. “I’m so happy to see you.”

“Busy night, huh?” Jonas flashed his trademark boyish smile. His hair was jet black, freshly shaved on the sides, finger brushed with gel. His jaw was buttery smooth without even a hint of stubble, and he smelled like a man ready to work a crowd or seduce a bitch.

“It’s insane and exhausting.” She brushed his cheek with her fingers. “Why do you smell so good? You cheating on me?” she teased.

“Yes, with a skank that works security at the Javits Center. She has nice lips and beautiful brown eyes. She looks a lot like you.”

“You’re sweet.” Cindy blinked her lashes and bit her lip. “Are we getting dinner after this? I’m starving.”

“That’s all you think about, food.”

“Yes.”

“If things go well tonight, I’ll splurge on something fancy.”

“It will go well.” She fussed with his collar to make it straight and level. “You worked too hard for this.”

“Yeah,” He glanced away. “We’ll see.”

“What time is your presentation? I want to see it.”

“Really? You wouldn’t be interested in it.”

“I want to support you.”

“Thank you,” he said in earnest. “We should go up in about an hour. If it goes well, Raymond will cut me a fat check. Then you can quit this job and focus on your gym.”

“I can be a trophy wife?” She said with feigned excitement.

“If you want to.”

She tapped his chest. “You should go.”

“Yep.” He kissed her goodbye and said, “I’ll see you soon. Love you.”

“Love you too.” Jonas wasn’t like the other men she had dated in the past. None of her exes had the brainpower to potentially build a warp drive. His biggest flaw was that his definition of common sense didn’t align with the rest of us apes. And his ego could use a little trim off the top, but no one’s perfect. He had quirks she could tolerate, and she had plenty of baggage most men wouldn’t want to deal with.

The voice from the head of security blasted out of her radio. “Command One to Fourteen.” 

Cindy squeezed the radio, which had a number fourteen label taped on it. “Go ahead.”

“I’m reassigning you to the mayor when he gets here. Make sure he and his family have no problems getting where they need to go. If the mayor asks where the bathroom is, you will escort him there.”

“He has a security detail.”

“Doesn’t matter. You’re the tour guide.”

“Shouldn’t the shift supervisor—”

“They’re dealing with a vehicle situation down at the loading dock. Handle it.”

“Copy.”

The photographers circled around the mayor’s family like vultures eyeing a meal. His security detail, a group of NYPD detectives wearing suits and sunglasses, shoved away anyone not cleared by security. In the mayor’s entourage, a bored teenager scrolled through her phone. Her hair had accents of gold in a sea of black that was barely controlled by a scrunchie. Her name was Priscilla Montez, she was the mayor’s daughter, and a student at the gymnastics school where Cindy taught.

“Mrs. Ames?” Priscilla’s eyes snapped away from her phone. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m... working security,” she said with resignation.

“Cool! Wait...” Priscilla looked horrified. “Does that mean you’re not teaching gymnastics anymore?”

“It’s just a part-time gig. Don’t tell anyone, okay?”

“Why not?”

Cindy didn’t quite know how to withhold the fact that the security gig made her feel like a loser. So, she did the next best thing; she lied. “I’m on an undercover assignment for the police. No one’s supposed to know I’m here.”

“Oh okay, gotcha,” she whispered. Priscilla then waved her family over. “Mom, dad, come here. My coach is working security.”

“Great...” Cindy muttered.

Mayor Montez approached with a confident stride. He reached across his barrel chest and into his suit jacket pocket. He pulled out a printed ticket with a barcode and held it in front of his rotund belly. The photographers swooped in with their clicking shutters and flashing bulbs. Cindy covered her face and scanned the mayor’s ticket.

“Smile for the camera,” a photographer yelled.

“No, thank you.” She raised both hands to cover her face and turned away.

The photographers couldn’t believe it. No one turned down a photo op with the mayor. “Come on. Just a quick one of the two of you.”

Cindy shook her head no.

Mayor Montez leaned in with a practiced smile. “The sooner we take the photo, the sooner they’ll be out of your hair.”

Her stomach filled churned. Tomorrow morning, officers enjoying a cup of joe would see a picture of Cindy Ames, frumpy and unhappy, standing next to the mayor in a security guard uniform. They’d look at the photo and laugh at how a promising rookie cop became a loser. There wasn’t enough alcohol in the world to make her numb to the humiliation.

“Can we not take the photo, sir? I have personal reasons.”

The mayor nodded and told the photographers they would take a family photo instead. Mayor Montez blocked Cindy from view and held onto the shoulders of his wife and daughter. Once the flashes were gone, he turned around and introduced his wife.

“You remember my wife, Carmen?”

How could she forget Carmen? Priscilla often complained that her mother was too strict and forced her to work if she wanted something. Carmen said to her, “It’s my money, not yours. I give you food, shelter, love, and an education. If you want a two-hundred-dollar pair of earbuds for your phone, you can take the subway and get a job. Or you can study, or volunteer.” Carmen, unlike the other wealthy parents, showed up for Priscilla’s events. She wouldn’t dare let the nanny take her place.

“Mrs. Ames, it is absolutely delightful to meet you again.” She extended her hand. “Is Jadie here too?”

Cindy smiled and shook her hand. “She might stop by a little later.”

“Wonderful. Priscilla simply cannot stop raving about your gymnastics class. I knew once she started putting on her father’s underwear and tying a towel around her neck that gymnastics would be a perfect fit for her.”

“Mom...”

“She would lift the furniture and make-believe she had super strength.”

“Mom! Oh my God.”

Carmen waved her hand. “Oh honey, relax.”

“Priscilla, if that’s the most embarrassing thing you’ve done, I will happily trade places with you.”

“Me too,” Carmen added.

Priscilla shook her head. “Please kill me.”

Mayor Montez turned to Cindy. “How long has it been since you’ve left the force?”

She grimaced, hard. “Two years now, Sir.”

“That’s a shame. I thought the uniform suited you.”

“Me too,” she mumbled.

“I bet you were a badass cop,” Priscilla said.

The mayor’s security detail barged into the conversation and informed the mayor it was time to leave. Cindy radioed Command to let them know she had the VIP and led the family to the third floor, where Jonas’s big presentation would take place. The third floor was cavernous, filled with people as far as the eye could see. Near the end of the convention hall was the elevated stage where Jonas would make his appearance. Standing near the base of the presentation platform were two men surrounded by their own security detail. Senator James Albright and a man whom Cindy had hoped to never see again, Police Commissioner Patrick Gates.

The mayor invited the men over with a wave. Cindy’s eyes filled with panic as she searched for a place to hide. She didn’t know the commissioner would be here and didn’t see him check in. She tailed the mayor’s tall bodyguards and used them to mask her movements.

“Quite the turnout,” Senator Albright said. “I wish this many people would turn up to the polls.”

“Then we’d be out of the job,” Mayor Montez said.

They laughed as a formality. The joke wasn’t as funny as they made it out to be.

“You know,” Commissioner Gates lowered his voice, “I hear this demo is supposed to blow our socks off.”

“That’s what they all say,” Mayor Montez replied. “They over promise and under deliver.”

“Don’t be so quick to write this one off. I’ve heard they’re going to show a thin, lightweight, bulletproof combat suit. I would love to get my hands on one.”

Mayor Montez pointed a finger. “Don’t come crawling to me with a proposal to increase your budget.”

“Dad,” Priscilla whined. “Do you really have to talk about your boring politics right now?”

“It’s called work, Muñeca. Zip it.”

Cindy observed the commissioner through the gap between the guard’s arm and chest. Being short sometimes came in handy. Then Carmen unexpectedly walked up and tugged her hand.

“Why are you hiding, Mrs. Ames? Don’t tell me these men intimidate you.”

“No, no, I’m fine,” she stammered. “I don’t want to get in the way.”

“Nonsense.” Carmen took Cindy’s hand. “No need to be bashful. These men have the same flaw as you and I. They are human.”

She tried to squirm away. “No, Carmen, please. I don’t need to speak with them.”

As Cindy gently but firmly resisted Carmen’s nudging, a tall, blonde woman shoved her way through the crowd and made a beeline for the mayor. The guards spotted her right away. 

“We got incoming.”

The blonde woman stood at almost six feet tall. She twisted and side-stepped through the crowd while calling out, “Sis, Sis.” The two bodyguards tackled the woman to the ground and put her hands behind her back. “Ow. What did I do?”

“Leave her alone, she’s my sister!” Cindy grabbed the shoulder of one of the attacking guards and tried to pry him off, but he was so heavy. “Get off of her!”

The guards looked at Mayor Montez for instructions.

“Dad, tell your jerk bodyguards to let go of my coach.”

Mayor Montez waved his hand. “You don’t need to bully my constituents.”

The bodyguards raised her Amazonian sister to her feet. Jadie rubbed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “Eat my a—”

“Jadie.” Cindy gestured to Priscilla with her eyes. Jadie got the message and settled down.

The guards scattered and left Cindy with nowhere to hide. Commissioner Gates, the man she hated, glared at her with an equal amount of hatred in his eyes. He was the reason she lost her job. She was the reason he lost his son.

“I didn’t know they were hiring moro—” Commissioner Gates leashed his tongue in the mayor’s presence and his family. “—more personnel. You didn’t mention Cindy was with you, Manny.”

“She’s not technically—”

Cindy cut him off. “I’m with the Javits Center, Sir. They requested I escort the mayor.”

“Security.” Commissioner Gates smiled with a wolfish grin. “Good for you. It must have been difficult to find work befitting your skills. Being a part of New York’s finest is a demanding job. Not everyone can cut it. I think you’ve found your calling.”

This mother f—she swallowed her anger and added another penny to her jar of rage. It was impressive how easily the commissioner called her a piece of shit without anyone noticing. Yet, if she hit him, she would be wrong. Still, the thought of shattering his smug face with one of her kicks was dangerously tempting.

She swallowed her emotions and let out a deep breath. “Well... I should get back to my post. Enjoy the show.”

“You do that.”

“Bye Mrs. Ames.” Priscilla waved cheerily. “See you in class.”

Cindy left their line of sight and deflated. She didn’t even want to watch Jonas’s presentation anymore. She just wanted to go home and crawl into bed. The commissioner had stomped her last scrap of dignity under the heel of his glossy black loafer. 

“Hey, you okay?” Jadie put her hand on Cindy’s back. “Don’t listen to that prick.” Jadie waved her middle finger over her shoulder. “You want to hear something ironic?”

“What?” she said without enthusiasm.

“Mayor Montez said don’t bully my constituents, but I never voted for him.”

Cindy grinned, then looked around as a voice boomed through the loudspeakers.

“Standing behind me is a technology the likes of which you have never seen. It is both robotic and organic. And before anyone out there gets too worried, I promise it’s not a Terminator.”

“Jonas’s presentation,” Cindy whined. “I said I would go.”

“So, let’s go.” Jadie dragged Cindy over to the presentation stage. “Did Jonas ever tell you what it was?”

“Apparently, the stupid commissioner knows more than me.”

“Okay,” Jadie patted her shoulders to calm her down. “It’ll be a fun surprise for everyone.”

Jonas paced across the stage with a small cardioid microphone around his cheek.

“What are the biggest problems with ceramic bulletproof vests? They’re heavy, they lose durability after the first hit, and they only protect your chest and back. The worst part is, even after they eat the bullet, you still get hurt. My team at Lucent Labs wanted to find a solution to this. We set out to create a technology infused combat armor that can protect one hundred percent of your body and withstand damage from bullets, knives, and even explosions. Not only does the suit offer protection from damage, it also adds features that no traditional vest can provide. Imagine having an outfit that gives you the ability to lift a car.”

A black curtain rose behind him. He pointed to a giant silver capsule that spewed gases from its exhaust ports.

“I feel like I’m on a movie set,” Cindy said.

“It’s a little dramatic.”

“Go big or go home.”

Jonas strode to the right of the stage and gestured to the awakening machine. “Ladies and gentlemen, my team at Lucent Labs proudly presents the Stealth—” The lights suddenly went dark. Jonas’s voice lost its amplified volume. “—umm, hello? Can anyone hear me?”

The spectators turned on their cell phone flashlights and murmured amongst themselves. The Lucent Labs team joined him on stage and checked the cables to investigate the power outage.

Cindy squeezed the broadcast button on her radio. “Fourteen to Command One.” A loud buzzing rang from the speaker, possibly interference from all the cell phones nearby. She turned to Jadie and said, “Something’s up. Would you mind getting Jonas and his friends out of here, just in case.”

“You think it’s serious?”

“I’m hoping it’s not, but I don’t want to take any chances after all the terrorist threats.”

There was a sputtering, like a giant lawnmower spinning up its diesel engine, which vibrated the walls of the convention floor and the wooden kiosks. The auxiliary lights crackled on and cast a dim light over the crowd. Cindy turned to Jadie and said, “I’ll call you once I know what’s going on.”

She scurried down the stopped escalator and pushed through the locked doors of the Javits Center underbelly. Stacks of wooden pallets lined the walls; and a smell of dusty paint and diesel fumes lingered in the air. The feral cats employed by the Javits Center took notice of Cindy and followed her by climbing over the pallets. The loading dock workers preferred the meows of cats to the fearless rats who jumped out of boxes.

Cindy found a cat sitting atop a spilled puddle of red paint next to a Javits moving truck.

“Hey there.” She kneeled next to the animal and held out her hand. The cat meowed and rubbed its head against her fingertips.

“You’re cute,” she said in a gentle voice. “You don’t care that I’m a loser.”

The cat purred as it rubbed its body against her muscular calves.

There was blood stuck on its paws, but she didn’t see any signs of an injury. “Did you get in a fight with another cat?”

A strong, nauseating smell of copper wafted into her nose. She walked over to the puddle and coiled back when she realized it wasn’t paint.

There was a scarlet trail of paw prints leading from the puddle to a parked van in the garage. A body lay next to the tires. Her corpse showed bulging eyeballs, and a blouse stained with red ink. The shift supervisor ID badge dangled uselessly from her chest. Her name was Lannie, and she used to be Cindy’s supervisor.

“Oh, my God.”
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​CHAPTER 2: A Taste of Death

[image: ]


The cats huddled around the body of Cindy’s former supervisor and kept licking the blood off her face. Cindy’s body shifted in reverse without telling her brain. She tripped and when she fell, her fingers sank into something soft and squishy. She screamed at the sight of her finger inside the eye socket of the security second-in-command, Edwin. They were dead; they were all dead.

“Oh my God-Oh my God.” She squeezed the radio until the plastic cracked. “Fourteen to Command One. I need—I need police officers at the lower-level loading dock. 10-34 Young. Send a—” There was a hole the size of a quarter punched into Edwin’s head. She closed her eyes and held the radio with both hands. “—send a 10-54 Union.”

The radio whistled and popped over a bed of interference. “Hello? Command One, can anyone hear me?” Static crackled over the growling radio. “Are there any ESU officers on this frequency? Hello? Can someone hear me?” She checked her boss and the second-in-command’s body for master keys, but they were missing. The sound of whispering in the windless corridors made her freeze. There were voices speaking in hushed tones. Cindy pressed the radio to her chest and crouched next to the parked van.

“Did you hear something?” the voice said.

She tried to control her breath, but her pulse pounded with terror. Her neck and back ached from the stress flooding her system. She pushed against the driver’s side door and listened. Heavy boots thumped over the crunch of loose asphalt. Each step jingled like keys or handcuffs. Was it the police? She leaned past the headlights for a better look. 

A group of men, six from what she could gather, stood behind the open hatch of a delivery truck. A man wearing a bulletproof vest and gas mask pried open crates in the back of the truck. These guys weren’t police, but they didn’t look like Muharib terrorists either. MOA fanatics built their weapons from duct tape and salvage. These guys had high-end heavy machine guns and professionally made body armor. She had to call someone, fast.

She dialed 911 through her cell phone and it immediately disconnected. Her phone had Wi-Fi enabled calling and should have gone through. She tried the emergency call system through her phone and still nothing.

The thugs continued their stupid conversation. “Probably a cat. You see how many are down here? It’s like a cathouse. Get it? Cat... house?”

“No, was that supposed to be funny?”

Cindy’s radio squealed with warbles and pops of static. “—up *static* Rep—me—ge.” She fumbled with the volume knob and frantically twisted the radio off. If they didn’t know she was there, they did now.

“I knew there was something over there.” The mercenary raised his gun.

Her sneakers squeaked against the floor. There were mechanical clicks of pregnant ammo box feeders being snapped into their weapons.

“You were supposed to take out all the security guards.”

“I did!”

Cindy bolted from the van and ran as hard as she could. She slid around a corner and crashed into the wall leading to the stairwell. The march of footsteps nipped at her heels, and she didn’t dare look back. She scrambled up the stairwell and shouldered through the heavy doors, slamming them shut behind her. Her shirt darkened with fear as she waited for the doors to slam into her back. They never did. 

A German Sheperd lunged at Cindy with saliva spraying from its mouth. She blanked out from fear and started screaming while her body curled into a protective ball. The officer from the K-9 unit yanked on the dog’s leash and gave the command to stand down. The dog immediately sat with its ears pointed at full attention.

“Sorry about Bishop,” the officer said. “He’s been acting weird.”

“There’s six men—” she said, out of breath. “They’ve got guns, and—and I think they killed my boss, and they were chasing me—”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, slow down, take a breath, and tell me what you saw.”

“I-I-I saw shooters at the loading dock.”

“Shooters? Are you positive?”

She nodded.

His eyes went wide. “The mayor.” The officer called on his radio, only to be greeted by the same interference she encountered. “Something’s wrong with the radio. Can you lock that door?”

“They have the master key.”

“Christ. Okay. We need to find the mayor and get him out of here.”

“I don’t have a gun.”

“That’s okay, we got Bishop.” He scratched the dog’s neck. “Right boy? What’s your name, anyway?”

“Cindy.”

“Cindy? Yang. C’mon, let’s get going.”

“We have to block this door first.”

She grabbed a nearby vendor table and dragged it to the front of the door. Officer Yang joined her and helped create a stockade of upside-down chairs and plastic tables. 

“Why haven’t they barged through? They were right behind me.” It was supposed to be an inside voice rhetorical question.

“Could be some kind of strategy. Maybe they know the ESU guys can shoot them from the upper level. Either way, we’re moving out.”

Officer Yang went up the escalator and urged her to follow. She didn’t want to go, not without a gun, but he didn’t leave her much choice. Her job was to get to safety, call the police, and give them an incident report. But she was also obligated to assist local police if asked. Twenty paces away was the exit door to freedom. She could leave and Officer Yang would have no choice but to go on without her. It wasn’t her proudest moment to consider escape.

Ultimately, even though she had no gun, no badge, and no courage, she followed Yang up the escalator. Her hands were shaking and the sweat on her skin left her cold. Back then, her badge used to give her a false sense of courage. She believed the brass shield made her immune to bullets. Present-day Cindy knew it was all a lie. Age and experience disproved the myth of invincibility.

Gunshots rang from the floor above, followed by the screech of a thousand terrified guests. Somehow, their fear was the slap to the face Cindy needed to find her courage. The whole point of her becoming a cop was to save lives and catch the bad guys. This was the moment she had been waiting for her whole life. A chance to be a hero. 

A stampede of people rushed down the escalator, pushing and shoving each other out of the way. Some visitors lost their balance and rolled down the escalator, only to get trampled by the mob. She tucked her head and shouldered her way through the panicked herd. At the top of the escalator was the hall that hosted Jonas’s presentation. A mercenary walked up to a visitor crawling on the floor and shot him in the back.

The crack of gunfire followed flashes of light. People landed on their knees and cupped the blood spilling out of their stomachs. Officer Yang drew out his service pistol and fired at a gunman shooting from an emergency exit. The gunman fell through the door with a scattered array of quarter sized holes in his chest. Another exit door thundered open. A second shooter stepped through the entrance and aimed his gun at Cindy. All prior training had abandoned her. She froze in place as the gun barrel prepared to explode. Officer Yang dropped the gunman before he could fire a single shot.

“Don’t just stand there, Cindy! You’re going to get yourself killed.”

Another gunman at the far end of the hall readied his heavy machine gun. Officer Yang tried to take aim, but the hordes of panicked guests forced his trigger discipline. He kneeled beside Bishop and unhooked the leash from his collar. “Bishop, arrest!”

Bishop’s paws scratched along the carpet as he weaved between the legs of the running guests. The animal lunged at the gunman and chomped down on his arm. Bishop snarled as he savagely whipped the man’s arm and tore fabric and flesh like paper. Officer Yang aimed his gun and was sucker punched by a gunman who had been hiding near the vendor kiosks. 

Until this moment, the current of her nightmare had trapped Cindy into a cycle of useless inaction. The threat to Officer Yang’s life caused a feeble ember to land on the dead leaves of her warrior spirit. A spark of fire caused the leaves to burn and the flame to grow. Cindy’s mind switched from victim to warrior. She threw herself onto the assailant’s gun wielding arm and stretched his joint until the bones popped. She delivered a palm strike to his elbow and burst the joint forward with a sickening crack. His muffled howls bellowed from inside his gas mask. She tore off his mask and raked his face with her fingernails, kneed his stomach, and smashed his head with her elbows. Staggered and dazed, he fell to the floor. 

“Holy crap,” Officer Yang said. “You finally showed up to the party, thanks.”

“I’m going to need a gun.” Cindy bent down and picked up the gunman’s assault rifle. To her great surprise, the gun spoke to her.

“Security breach, unauthorized user. Weapon is now locked.”

“Are you kidding me?” She tried to pump the trigger, but it wouldn’t budge. “They have gun controls on this.” She dropped the rifle and found a flashbang grenade on the unconscious mercenary.

Officer Yang fired at the gunman wrestling with Bishop. With the suspect dead, the dog returned to Yang’s side. “Don’t worry about the guns.” He yelled over the screaming crowd. “We’re getting out of here as soon as we find the mayor.”

Officer Yang, in a lot of ways, reminded Cindy of who she had been, decisive, brave, willing to put his life on the line for others. Fighting by his side reminded her of how much she wanted to be like him again.

Bishop sprinted over to the presentation stage and led Officer Yang and Cindy to the mayor’s family and their security detail. Priscilla bawled inside of Carmen’s arms. “Why are they doing this? Why are they killing all these people?” No amount of comfort from Carmen could stop her tears. Mayor Montez sat between his guards and nervously rubbed his hands together. He was quiet and isolated, even from his own family. Officer Yang approached the bodyguards while Cindy hung back.

Priscilla saw Cindy and her face suddenly filled with hope. “Mrs. Ames,” she said as her cheeks glistened. “You used to be a cop. You can get us out of here, right?”

“We’re going to get you all out of here.” Cindy pretended to believe in her own words. She had to or else they wouldn’t make it out alive. Deep down, she knew their lives depended on Officer Yang and Bishop. They were the heroes who could lead them out of this frozen Hell. She wondered and hoped that Jonas and Jadie had made it to safety. Seeing her cellphone without signal made her realize the mercenaries must have deployed a signal jammer.

Officer Yang got in her face. “Cindy? Did you hear what I said?”

“What? I’m sorry. I’m worried about my family.”

“You got family here?”

“My husband and my sister.”

“Mayor takes priority, then we find your people. Okay? I need you with me on this.”

She nodded.

“We’re going to move out as a group and make our way to the second level exit. Got it?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Officer Yang turned to his dog. “Bishop, c’mere buddy.”

The dog’s ears perked up. Yang scratched Bishop’s neck and tousled his fur. “I need you to keep an eye out for bad guys, okay?” He patted Bishop’s belly, stood up, and gave the command. “Search.”

The group followed behind Bishop. He listened for the sounds of gunfire and kept the group away from those areas. As they walked past acres of dead bodies, Mayor Montez grabbed Priscilla and covered her eyes. The expo had become a warzone. Kiosks became useless forms of cover where people died from bullets piercing the flimsy cardboard. The entourage kicked aside brass casings covering the carpet as they moved through the smoke-filled hall. Cindy regretted not having done more to prevent the massacre. She should have known something was wrong at the loading dock, should have acted faster. It was such an obvious red flag.

Bishop stopped in the middle of the floor a mere twenty feet away from the fogged glass exit door. His ears stood alert; eyes locked in front of him. Officer Yang told the bodyguards to keep an eye out. Though the space looked empty, Bishop could sense something was wrong.

“What does he see?” Mayor Montez whispered.

“Trouble,” Officer Yang replied. He loaded a fresh magazine into his service pistol; the bodyguards did the same. The glass door opened. Seven gunmen stormed through the second level entrance with their guns pointed at the group. Bishop and Yang remained resolute and defiant. Cindy stuck her hand into her security jacket pocket and threaded her thumb through the hoop of the flashbang grenade.

The lead gunman took off his gas mask. He had a spiderweb tattoo over his eye and a bald head. The gunman addressed one guard protecting the mayor. “This wasn’t part of the plan. We lost too many guys.”

One of the mayor’s bodyguards replied, “Yeah, I know.” He pulled out a Gunther 6 pistol from his jacket, spun around, and blasted a hole into the forehead of the guard behind him. He shifted his aim, then exploded Officer Yang’s stomach. A second accomplice, disguised as a guard, shot and killed the last remaining bodyguard. With the security detail neutralized, the traitors focused their aim on Mayor Montez.

“Dad!”

Cindy lost feeling in her arms and legs. Her only shot at getting out of this place alive was dead. Officer Yang, her hero, gunned down in cold blood. Now the mayor was next in line to receive a bullet. Time seemed to slow. The metal spring of a striker coiled; cheap cologne lingered in the air. Salt entered from the top of her lip and stung her tongue. When found in an active shooter situation, the drills say to run, hide, and only fight as a last resort. Cindy knew she wasn’t coming home.

She pulled her foot back; the flashbang lay inert in her pocket; she wrapped her fingers around the smooth canister. With her fingers balled into a tight fist, she used her footing and hips to throw the fastest punch of her life. The assassin staggered back with a bruise forming on his cheek. His gun popped off and shattered one of the thousands of glass windows surrounding the Javits Center. Her act of defiance drew the attention of the hit squad. Their scopes lined up with her body. Cindy pulled the pin from the flashbang grenade and lobbed it into the group of killers.

“Grenade,” they yelled.

A metallic pop blasted everyone’s ears. A high-pitched ringing stabbed her eardrum. Her vision trailed into a smear of muddied colors and blinding light. After images, like ghosts, slowly faded from view. She pushed Mayor Montez’s back; unaware they were standing next to the stairs. They fell and rolled down the granite steps, which smacked into their bones and purpled their skin.

As the effects of the flashbang wore off, the criminals hollered from the level above with Bishop barking. “Get rid of the fucking dog!”

A dull thud echoed from the second level, followed by Bishop yelping in pain.

“Run,” Cindy yelled. 

Mayor Montez huffed as Carmen and Priscilla sprinted for the exit. The mayor, drenched in sweat, wheezed from the burden of his obesity, and stopped to take a break. She crashed into the winded mayor and shoved him forward. “You can’t stop. Let’s go, let’s go.” 

“I can’t breathe.”

A sharp, stabbing sensation punched her shoulder, followed by another. Her head snapped back, and liquid spilled from her lip. Mayor Montez’s suit jacket burst into several wet roses. His face smacked the floor as more gunfire filled the lobby. Priscilla screamed for her father as Carmen pushed her through the doors where the snap of cold air rushed in. Cindy’s legs weakened, and she stumbled until her bloody palms hit the floor. She looked over her shoulder with pain haunting her every breath. The bodyguard came down the stairs with smoke rising from his GR 6. The rest of his team remained on the second level with their guns at the ready.

Grabbing his own neck, the hitman, disguised as a bodyguard, ripped off his own face, revealing a mask. Underneath, the man had a peppery goatee, long, balding, stringy hair, and steely gray eyes. She remembered the man’s face from two years ago, burned it into her memory after what he had done to her. The man’s name was Ned Pickler, a.k.a. Death Dealer. He was the one who killed Cindy’s partner and turned her life into shit.

Despite the pain radiating from her wounds, she dragged herself across the floor and left a smeared trail of her own blood. She crawled onto Mayor Montez and shielded his body with her own.

“You,” she said to Ned.

“Am I supposed to know you?”

Strings of red spittle flicked out of her mouth. “You killed my partner.”

Ned shrugged. “I’ve killed a lot of people, hon. I don’t know you from Nancy.” He raised his gun and pulled the trigger. A hot punch burrowed into her belly, and it felt like someone had put a cold blanket over her. He fired again. Blood spurt from her chest. Her teeth chattered from the sudden chill spreading throughout her limbs. So, this is how it ends. Unceremonious and pathetic. One day, Ned. One day you’ll get what’s coming to you. I will haunt you until your last dying breath.
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​CHAPTER 3: Tissue Engineering
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Jonas stood frozen in the sterile hospital corridor, his senses overwhelmed by the scene unfolding before him. The nurses’ swift movements filled the air with the sharp, tearing sound of medical scissors slicing through fabric. As the shirt gave way, his wife’s torso spilled out and juddered to a stop. The metallic tang of blood wafted into the air as a curtain of crimson lay over her striated chest muscles and a soft set of six-pack abs. The smell of life leaving her body mixed with the antiseptic scent of the room. When she left for work this morning, he remembered her walking around in a white bra and underwear as she got dressed. Now her undergarments were a splotchy mess of sweat and dried blood. They jabbed an intravenous needle into her enlarged veins and pumped her body with drugs. He followed the stretcher to the boundary of the operating room where a nurse stopped him from going farther. This wasn’t the first time he saw his wife go into the OR, but it was the first time he worried it would be the last.

Jadie leaned against the wall with her arms crossed and her head down. Jonas offered her a seat in the waiting room, but she wasn’t interested. His mind raced with memories of those awful late nights when Cindy would be out on a dangerous night patrol. She would pack her lunch in an insulated lunchbox, and he’d kiss her goodbye and tell her to be safe. While playing video games or watching TV, he’d glance at his phone for new messages or missed calls. It didn’t matter how many times she told him not to worry, he couldn’t help it.

One night, she was late checking in and didn’t answer her phone. For five hours, he paced around the house and kept peeking out the window. What if tonight was the night he ate dinner alone? When Cindy came through the door, she looked like a cat that had been in a brawl. There were bandages wrapped around her burly arm and cuts on her fingers. “It’s not a big deal,” she said. “Got cut up during a vertical patrol.” Her experiences in the field motivated Jonas to spend every waking hour creating prototype iterations for SIRCA.

Before he married her, SIRCA existed as a pile of expensive electronics and buggy software. No matter how many prototypes he built, it was impossible to make the suit portable without a bag or suitcase. Once nanomachines became a reality, the suit became less fictional. He spent all his money and... unfortunately, all of Cindy’s money to build something that could define an era, like the wheel or the plane. If only he could have finished the prototype sooner. They would have been in a cab heading home, talking about the craziest night of their lives.

An hour later, Jonas’s friend and employee, Michael Dresden, arrived.

They met during a happenstance encounter at MIT. Michael wanted to develop software applications for the highest bidder. Jonas wanted to make new technology with a master’s in physics and a minor in mathematics. One day on his way to class, Jonas saw Michael trying to get a phone number from a girl. Michael fumbled over his words and said things that made him sound like a jackass. The girl shook her head with disgust and walked away, leaving Michael to die of embarrassment. He took Michael aside and told him the core tenets to impress a woman: look good, smell good, have confidence, be funny, don’t talk politics. Michael never got the hang of talking to women, but he enjoyed Jonas’s company and believed in his mission to create cool stuff. If it wasn’t for Michael—who’d known Cindy’s family since childhood—Jonas would have never met her. He still didn’t understand why Cindy and Jadie were the only women Michael could talk to. His only guess was that they saw him as a little brother.

“Hey,” Michael whispered. “Just got off the phone with Sid. Everyone made it home safe.”

Everyone, meaning the Lucent Labs team. The suit wouldn’t have been possible without them. “What about the prototype?”

“Back at the lab.”

“Did you bring what I asked for?”

“Yeah, I did.” Michael dug into his pockets and handed Jonas a brown bottle and a plastic bag filled with standard first aid supplies. “I want the record to state that I think this is a bad idea.”

Jonas studied the bottle Michael had given him. Inside the vial was an untested compound designed to speed up cellular regeneration to an extraordinary rate. The problem was they did not know what the side effects could be.

“Maybe I won’t need to use it,” he said to Michael.

“Even if it seems you need to, you shouldn’t. Do you know how illegal this is?”

Jadie barged into their conversation. “What are you guys talking about?”

Jonas slipped the bottle into his pocket while Michael changed topics.

“I was telling Jonas how grateful I was for you getting us all out of the building.”

“Not everyone.”

“Uh.” Michael cleared his throat. “Anyone want a coffee?”

“I’ll take one,” Jonas said.

“No, thank you.”

Hours went by with no news from the medical staff except that they were still operating on his wife. They paced around the waiting room and watched Impress News on the hospital televisions. All the news kept reporting was the Javits Center massacre. Every hour, the story changed. First, it was an MOA terrorist attack, then it became a botched robbery. Now it was an assassination attempt. No one knew what to believe. 

Eventually, after hours of sitting on uncomfortable waiting room chairs, the trio eventually dozed off.

“Mr. Ames?”

Jonas gasped and opened his eyes. A petite woman stood before him wearing a cardigan with navy blue scrubs.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“That’s okay.” He cleared his throat. “Are you...”

“Dr. Brock. I’m the trauma surgeon who operated on your wife.”

Jonas sat forward and wiped the drool from his lip. “What time is it?”

“It’s almost four in the morning.”

“Jesus.” He rubbed away the crust on his eyelids. Both Michael and Jadie were still asleep, with their heads resting against each other. “How is she?”

Dr. Brock answered in an assertive yet gentle manner. “She’s stable.”

“But?”

“She sustained a significant amount of damage to her torso. We extracted bullets from her large intestine, stomach, and liver, but there were some fragments we couldn’t remove for safety reasons.”

“What does that mean?”

“If I take the fragments out, she may hemorrhage.”

Jadie and Michael woke up from their nap.

“Is she going to be OK with the shrapnel in her?” Jadie asked.

“Most likely, there will be inflammation around the wound as the cells try to remove the foreign object. Since the enzymes won’t be able to break down the metal, it will form scar tissue, which will make the shrapnel harmless.”

Jonas nodded. “So, she can survive.”

“We’re doing everything we can to keep her alive, but it’s too early to give you anything conclusive. She lost a lot of blood before we could get to her. We don’t have enough information to make a prognosis. For now, she’s stable and asleep.”

Jonas wasn’t a medical doctor, but he understood the subtext. We’re not saying your wife is going to die, but we also can’t say her life would be back to the way it was. Cindy’s the type of woman that needs to go out for her morning jog and pump some iron. If she woke up paralyzed, she wouldn’t take it well. Old addictions would come back.

Jadie addressed Dr. Brock, “Can we see her?”

“Of course.”

________

The first thing Jonas noticed when entering Cindy’s room in the ICU was the yellowish pallor of her skin. There were bruises on her knuckles and machines connected to her body. Jadie rested her hand on Cindy’s forehead and said, “Stay strong, sis.”

Michael sat hunched next to the bed. Normally, he would fill the space with empty conversation, but this time, he was quiet. Cindy was supposed to be the last one standing. No one was prepared for the fighter to go down like this. Nasal cannula tubes fed oxygen into her nose while IV lines pumped her forearm with morphine and meds to reduce inflammation. An EKG monitor chirped beside her bed. Her heart rate and blood pressure were dangerously low. Cindy was in worse shape than Doctor Brock had let on. Technically she was stable, if clinging to life was another word for stable.

“Would you guys be OK with me having some alone time with her?”

“Sure,” Jadie took out her cell phone and headed for the door. “I should call my parents, anyway.”

“Wait for me, Jade,” Michael said.

“Thank you.” Jonas closed the door behind them and quietly turned the lock.

As he approached the bed, the smell of her perfume wafted into his nose: cinnamon, spruce, and pomegranate. She loved to smell like Christmas in the winter months. She said it was a scent that reminded her of family holiday parties and hot chocolate by the fireplace. It was something that kept her happy when she felt like the dying trees of fall. He kissed each of her knuckles and held her chilly hand against his cheek.

“I’m not letting you die.”

He emptied his pockets onto a nearby table. He laid out cotton swabs, an empty petri dish, scissors, latex gloves, tape, and an amber colored bottle. The sealed container had a handwritten label that read CRC-T298. Cellular Regeneration Catalyst Trial two hundred and ninety-eight.

After almost three hundred attempts, Jonas’s employee, bioengineer Dr. Charlie Hudson, successfully created a compound that regrew muscle and skin tissue on a nearly split mouse. In four weeks, the mouse scurried around as if it had been freshly born. The test was successful, except for one major obstacle. The mouse died of a strange cancer a few weeks later. Charlie iterated on the compound and claimed to have solved the tumor issue caused by his formula.

Jonas had to decide whether he believed Cindy was strong enough to recover on her own or give her a potentially dangerous compound to speed up her healing. They were still newlyweds of less than two years. There were so many things he still wanted to experience with her, so many places to visit. She understood him in a way other women didn’t. It wasn’t fair for her to be taken away from him so soon.

Jonas lifted Cindy’s hospital gown. There were several layers of bandages wrapped around her stomach and adhesive patches stuck to her chest. He washed his hands, put on gloves, and cut through the bandages with the scissors Michael brought. Removing all the layers of linen and gauze, the foul smell of her wound punched his nostrils. He wasn’t sure if they were giving her antibiotics or if the infection had just started. The nurse probably said what was in the IV bags, but he had forgotten.

He grabbed a cotton swab and carefully brushed along the circumference of her wound until the tip browned. Then he deposited the collected samples into the petri dish. With everything ready, Jonas unscrewed the formula cap and poured clear liquid onto the sample. Pink foam bubbled inside the disc and fizzed like soda. Jonas grabbed a new cotton swab and mixed the liquid until it solidified into a honey-like texture. The drug would only remain in this form for a short time. After a few seconds, the chemical will eventually harden into an unusable flaky crust.

As he carefully brought the formula over to Cindy, someone knocked on the door.

“Why is this door locked?”

Jonas didn’t respond and rushed to his wife’s side.

“Hello, is someone in there?”

“Just a minute.”

The petri dish had layers of crust floating on its surface. Barely two seconds had passed and already it was turning into useless powder. Jonas shot up from his seat with the cotton swab dripping into his hand.

The nurse banged on the door. “Open this door right now!”

Jonas slathered the honey-like mixture onto Cindy’s infected wound. A pink foam bubbled from within the hole and hissed. The EKG monitors spiked. Cindy’s heart rate escalated.

“Come on, come on, just a little more.”

“Is this Mr. Ames? Open this door or I will call security.”

The EKG chirped faster. As the formula boiled inside her wounds, Cindy writhed. Her head jerked from side to side with torture visible on her pinched face. Still, Jonas applied more formula to the wounds he could reach. The chemicals sizzled her skin like grease on a skillet.

“I’m calling security!”

The EKG alarm went off, notifying the nurse’s station of the patient’s deteriorating condition. He pet her hair and profusely apologized. “I’m sorry. It’ll be over soon, I promise.”

The formula dried into an elastic layer of skin as thin as soap scum. He restrained his wife and applied more formula to create a canopy of artificial skin. In a few seconds, the compound would distribute throughout her body and begin birthing new cells to knit her skin together. Cindy arched her back and screamed as if she were lit on fire. She thrashed and snapped the IV line out of her arm, which spewed morphine and blood all over her bed and gown. Jonas backed away to the wall, terrified of the spasms taking control of his wife. 

Cindy went limp. The EKG let out an unbroken tone.

“Cindy?”

A security team burst through the door, followed by the nurse. The nurse saw the flat line on the monitor and glared at Jonas as he stood against the wall.

“What did you do?”

“I tried to save her.”

“Get him out of here, now!”

***
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“Mayor Manny Montez is in critical condition after a terrorist attack at the Jacob K. Javits Center left sixty dead and at least a hundred people wounded. Officer Yang Shen from the K-9 unit was among those dead, survived by his K-9 partner, Bishop, who suffered a fractured rib. Counter terrorism experts suspect MOA, also known as the Muharib of Allah, may have been behind tonight’s attack. The Black Rook, leader of MOA, has yet to claim responsibility for the attack. After the break, we interview NYPD Police Commissioner Patrick Gates for more details on this horrific attack.”

“Jonas.” Cindy moaned while turning in bed. “It’s so loud. Turn off the TV.”

She awoke as if startled from a dream. TV commercials droned on in the corner of her room. Light stung her bloodshot eyes. The wind howled as it whipped crystals of snow across the windowsill. She noticed the tubes sticking out of her arm and quickly realized she wasn’t at home.

She had no recollection of how she got to the hospital. The last thing she remembered was a glass ceiling and the frigid temperature of a stone floor. Commissioner Gates appeared on TV featured in a side-by-side, two-box interview. Television anchor on the left, Commissioner Gates on the right. The lower third read: Massacre at Javits. Her memory returned, riding on a river of corpses. She remembered Officer Yang, the mayor, and how she had failed them all. Powerlessness, unlike fear, forces you to watch the catastrophe. A constant reminder that there is nothing you can do to change fate. Cindy raised the volume.

“I want to clarify that this was a well-coordinated, well-funded attack. They had jamming devices, body armor, and robust military grade equipment. These guys came to play hardball and slowed down our units with roadblocks and diversions, which significantly delayed our response time.”

The reporter asked, “How did the mayor stay behind while you and Senator Albright escaped?”

Commissioner Gates took a moment to think about his answer. “Senator Albright didn’t intend to stay for the presentation. I offered to walk with him to the exit, intending to return. By then, the shooting had started, and I could not return to
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