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The junkie was dying in Brianna Cole's ambulance, and he knew it.

She'd seen that look before—eight years running 911 calls through Onslow County taught you to recognize the moment a patient stopped fighting. His pupils were pinpoints despite the Narcan she'd pushed, his skin gray and clammy, breath rattling like stones in a jar. Fentanyl overdose. The synthetic shit flooding Jacksonville's streets was so potent that even Narcan couldn't always pull them back.

"Stay with me." Brianna adjusted the oxygen mask, her movements efficient despite the sweat trickling down her spine. Tuesday night in late summer, and the ambulance felt like a sauna even with the AC cranked. "What's your name? Can you tell me your name?"

His eyes found hers—brown, bloodshot, absolutely terrified. Not of dying. Something else.

"They're gonna kill me anyway," he rasped.

"Nobody's killing anybody. You're going to Onslow Memorial and—"

His hand shot out, skeletal fingers clamping around her wrist with surprising strength. Brianna's partner Timothy was up front driving, the siren wailing as they tore down Marine Boulevard toward the hospital. She was alone in the back with a dying man who suddenly had something urgent to say.

"Landry." The name came out as a wheeze. "Curtis Landry. He's the supplier. The big one."

Brianna's stomach dropped. She knew that name. Everyone in Jacksonville knew that name, even if the cops couldn't ever make anything stick. Rumors swirled around Curtis Landry like smoke—drug running, intimidation, people who crossed him disappearing or turning up dead.

"Sir, you need to save your strength—"

"Shipment." His grip tightened, nails digging into her skin. "This weekend. Saturday night. Warehouse off Henderson Road, the old fish processing plant. Millions worth. Fentanyl and coke."

"I need you to calm down." She tried to keep her voice steady, professional, but her heart was hammering against her ribs. "We're almost at the hospital. You can tell the police—"

"Cops won't help." He laughed, a horrible wet sound that bubbled with blood. "Landry owns them. Lieutenant Tremblay. County commissioner too. Everyone."

The monitor beside her screamed—V-fib. She reached for the defibrillator, but his hand caught hers again.

"Tell someone. Please." Tears streaked down his sunken cheeks. "He's killing this town. Someone has to stop—"

The flatline tone cut through his words like a blade.

Brianna worked him for twelve minutes. Chest compressions until her arms burned, defibrillator shocks that made his body jerk like a puppet, another round of Narcan that did absolutely nothing. By the time Timothy pulled into the ambulance bay at Onslow Memorial, she already knew.

"Time of death, 11:47 PM," she said quietly, stripping off her gloves.

The ER team took over, wheeling the body inside while Brianna stood in the harsh fluorescent light of the ambulance bay, trying to process what had just happened. A dying man had confessed to her. Named names. Given locations. Begged her to do something.

And she had no idea what the hell she was supposed to do with any of it.

Movement caught her eye.

A black SUV sat at the edge of the parking lot, engine running, headlights off. Two figures visible through the windshield. Watching.

Brianna's blood went cold.

She'd noticed the same vehicle when they'd responded to the overdose call forty minutes ago—parked down the street from the apartment complex, just sitting there. She'd assumed they were waiting for someone. Now they were here. At the hospital. Like they'd followed the ambulance.

Like they'd been watching the whole time.

Oh God.

If they'd been close enough to the scene, close enough to the ambulance with its back doors open while she worked... they could have heard everything. The dying man's confession. The names. The location.

The SUV's passenger door opened, and a man stepped out. Big guy, thick through the shoulders, moving with the casual menace of someone who'd done violence before and didn't mind doing it again. He started walking toward the ambulance bay.

Brianna forced herself to move. She grabbed her kit, ducked through the ER entrance, and kept walking until she found an empty hallway near radiology. Her hands were shaking. Her whole body was shaking.

Get it together, Cole. You don't know anything for sure.

But she did know. She'd grown up tough in rural Georgia, learned to trust her instincts, and every instinct she had was screaming that she'd just become a target. That dying junkie had handed her information worth millions of dollars—information that could destroy Curtis Landry's entire operation—and the men in that SUV knew it.

She pulled out her phone, then hesitated. Cops won't help. Landry owns them. Lieutenant Tremblay.

Was that true? She didn't know Tremblay personally, but the Jacksonville PD was a small department. If even one cop was on Landry's payroll, anything she reported could get straight back to him.

Think. She needed to think.

Brianna found a quiet corner and sat down on a plastic chair, forcing herself to breathe. Eight years she'd worked this job. Eight years of car accidents and heart attacks and gunshot wounds and overdoses. She'd seen the worst humanity had to offer, held people's hands while they died, told families their loved ones weren't coming home. None of it had prepared her for this.

A drug lord. Corrupt cops. A major shipment worth millions. And she was the only witness.

Her phone buzzed. Text from Timothy: You okay? Finishing paperwork. Meet you at the rig in 10.

She typed back: Fine. Just need a minute.

Fine. Right. She was the opposite of fine.

The smart thing to do was nothing. Forget what she'd heard, file her report without any mention of the dying man's confession, and go home to her apartment and pretend this night never happened. That's what a smart person would do. A person who wanted to keep living.

But Brianna kept seeing his face. The terror in his eyes. He's killing this town. Someone has to stop him.

How many overdoses had she responded to this year alone? Thirty? Forty? Young Marines from Camp Lejeune, their whole lives ahead of them. Teenagers from the poorer neighborhoods who'd gotten hooked on pills and graduated to something deadlier. Mothers and fathers and sons and daughters, all feeding money into Curtis Landry's pockets while he sat untouchable in whatever mansion his blood money had bought him.

She couldn't just do nothing.

But she couldn't go to the cops either. Not until she knew which ones she could trust.

Brianna pulled up the incident report on her tablet and started documenting the call. Professional. Clinical. Patient presented with apparent opioid overdose, Narcan administered, CPR performed, patient expired en route. No mention of confessions. No mention of drug lords or shipments or corrupt police lieutenants.

Not yet. Not until she figured out her next move.

She was just finishing the report when movement at the end of the hallway made her look up.

The big guy from the SUV. Standing thirty feet away, watching her.

Brianna's heart stopped.

He smiled. It wasn't friendly.

Then he turned and walked away, disappearing around the corner like he'd never been there at all. A message delivered without a single word: We know who you are. We know where you work. We're watching.

Her hands trembled so badly she almost dropped the tablet.

Two hours later, Brianna sat in her truck in the hospital parking lot, unable to make herself drive home. The black SUV was gone, but that didn't mean anything. They knew what she looked like now. Knew her face, her ambulance number, probably her name from the EMT patch on her uniform.

She'd filed her report. Said nothing about the confession. Smiled at Timothy and told him she was just tired, end of a long shift. He'd bought it because Timothy was a good guy who didn't look too closely at things, and she'd always been solid, reliable Brianna who handled everything with calm competence.

Except she wasn't handling this. She wasn't handling this at all.

Her phone sat in her lap. She could call her mom in Georgia—but what would she say? Hey Mom, I might have accidentally become a witness to drug trafficking and now some very dangerous people know my face. Her mom would have a heart attack.

She could go to the state police, bypass local jurisdiction entirely. But that meant trusting that Landry's reach didn't extend beyond Jacksonville, and from what the dying man had said about county commissioners, she wasn't sure she believed that.

She could run. Pack a bag, drive south, disappear into Georgia and hope they didn't follow.

But that meant abandoning her life. Her job. The patients who depended on her showing up when they dialed 911. Eight years of building something that mattered, gone because one junkie decided to unburden his conscience in her ambulance.

Brianna thumped her forehead against the steering wheel.

Think, Cole. There has to be someone. Someone outside the system. Someone who—

Her phone buzzed again. Unknown number.

She stared at it for three rings before answering. "Hello?"

Silence. Then a voice, male, gravelly: "The man in your ambulance tonight. What did he tell you?"

Brianna's blood turned to ice.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Miss Cole. Brianna." The voice was patient, almost friendly. "Let's not play games. You seem like a smart woman. Smart women don't repeat things that will get them killed. You understand?"

"I'm a licensed EMT," she said, hating that her voice shook. "Everything that happens with my patients is confidential—"

"Here's how this works. You forget what you heard. You file your little report about a tragic overdose and you go on with your life saving people. Everyone wins."

"And if I don't?"

Pause. When the voice came back, all the friendliness had drained away.

"Then you become another tragic story. EMT killed in carjacking. Hit and run on her way home from a shift. Terrible things happen to women alone at night." Another pause. "Or maybe we visit your mama in Valdosta instead. Doris, right? Nice house on Pinewood Drive."

The line went dead.

Brianna sat frozen, phone pressed to her ear, listening to nothing. They knew her name. They knew where her mother lived. They'd done their research in less than two hours.

She wasn't dealing with street-level thugs. This was organized. Professional. The kind of operation that made witnesses disappear and never got caught because they'd bought the people whose job it was to catch them.

She should be terrified. She was terrified. But underneath the fear, something else was building. Something hot and stubborn and Georgia-girl mean.

They thought they could threaten her. Threaten her mother. Thought she'd just roll over and let them keep poisoning her town because she was scared.

They had no idea who they were dealing with.

Brianna started her truck, pulled out of the hospital parking lot, and headed home. She needed to think. Needed to find someone she could trust, someone outside the systems Landry had corrupted. Someone who could actually do something about a drug lord who thought he was untouchable.

Somewhere in Jacksonville, there had to be someone who wasn't afraid to fight back.

She just had to find them before Landry's people found her first.
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Stitch saw her the moment she pushed through the ER doors.

Blonde ponytail swinging, blue eyes sharp and scanning, moving with the kind of purpose that said she knew exactly what she was doing and God help anyone who got in her way. EMT uniform stretched across athletic shoulders, Jacksonville County Emergency Services patch on her sleeve. She was barking instructions to her partner—a guy twice her size who jumped to follow them—while they wheeled in a trauma patient bleeding all over the gurney.

Something in Stitch's chest tightened.

He'd been volunteering at Onslow Memorial for three months now, ever since he'd come back to the brotherhood. Wednesday evenings in the ER, helping where he could, keeping his skills sharp. He'd seen plenty of EMTs roll through those doors. None of them had ever made him stop mid-step and stare like an idiot.

Focus, Delgado.

He shook it off and moved to assist, falling into the controlled chaos of the trauma bay. Gunshot wound, looked like a through-and-through to the shoulder. The blonde EMT rattled off vitals and mechanism of injury while the ER team took over, her voice steady even though Stitch caught the slight tremor in her hands when she stepped back.

Not from the blood. She'd handled that like a pro. Something else was eating at her.

"Good work," he said, stripping off his gloves. "Clean handoff."

She looked at him for the first time, really looked, and Stitch felt that tightness in his chest squeeze harder. Up close, she was even more striking—high cheekbones, stubborn jaw, eyes the color of a Carolina summer sky. But underneath the composure, he saw it. Fear. The kind you learned to hide but couldn't quite bury.

"Thanks." Clipped. Professional. Already turning away.

"Brianna, right?" He'd seen her name on the run sheet. "Brianna Cole?"

She paused, shoulders stiffening. "Do I know you?"

"Stitch." He offered his hand. "I volunteer here. Wednesdays."

Her handshake was firm, brief, designed to end the conversation. "Nice to meet you."

She was walking away before he could say anything else, heading for the ambulance bay with her partner trailing behind. Stitch watched her go, that instinct in his gut—the one that had kept him alive through thirteen years of combat medicine—screaming that something was very wrong.

He followed.

Not close enough to crowd her, just enough to keep eyes on the situation. She climbed into the back of her rig to restock supplies, movements jerky, distracted. Her partner said something about grabbing coffee and headed inside, leaving her alone.

That's when Stitch saw the black SUV.

It was parked at the far end of the lot, engine running, two figures visible through the windshield. Watching. The same SUV he'd noticed yesterday when he'd been leaving the hospital. Same position, same predatory stillness.

They weren't waiting for a patient. They were hunting.

Stitch's hands curled into fists. Thirteen years as a Navy corpsman, bleeding alongside Marines in every shithole the Corps
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