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NADIA SERRAT BUILT the machine that decides who gets through.

Airports. Borders. Banking. Policing. Hospitals. Her identity lattice was sold as safety: faster screening, cleaner data, fewer ghosts in the system. It made nations feel sealed. It made ordinary people feel protected.

Then one morning, it deletes her.

Her passport fails. Her bank account vanishes. Her face returns no match. Armed police treat her like a forged person wearing stolen skin. Within hours, Nadia is locked out of her own life and hunted across a continent by operatives who move through checkpoints without leaving a trace.

The man behind it is Silas Reeve, the legendary security visionary who taught Nadia everything she knows. He says he didn’t erase her to destroy her.

He erased her so she could finally see what she built.

Because somewhere inside Nadia’s architecture is a hidden pathway — a dark corridor no government knows exists — and in less than three days it will deliver a covert kill team into the heart of Europe, where one spectacular act of terror will justify a permanent new age of control.

To stop it, Nadia will have to break the system she worshipped, outrun the states that trust it, and decide whether the man she wants dead is the only one telling her the truth.
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IF A UNIFORM LOOKED at us too long, my mother stopped breathing.

Nobody else saw that part. They saw a woman with smooth hair, clean cuffs, and a plastic sleeve of documents held flat to her chest. They saw a quiet girl beside her with a zipped coat, tied shoes, and both hands still. We looked prepared. Respectable. The kind of people a clerk could process and forget.

They did not see the pulse beating in my mother’s throat.

I was eight when I learned how fast a person could become unreal.

We were in a bus station outside Marseille under yellow lights that made everyone look tired. The floor smelled of bleach and wet coats. My mother had my wrist in one hand and our papers in the other. Her thumb kept rubbing the edge of the plastic sleeve. Back and forth. Back and forth.

Three border officers came through with a dog.

Nothing around us changed. A baby cried near the ticket windows. A man at the vending machine kept feeding it coins. Somewhere behind us, someone laughed. Then one of the officers stopped in front of my mother.

She smiled.

That was the worst part. Not because it calmed me. Because it didn’t.

The officer scanned our documents.

Once.

Twice.

A red bar flashed on his screen.

My mother’s nails bit into my skin.

He looked at me next. Not angry. Not suspicious. Blank. Like he was waiting for a machine to tell him what I was.

“Step aside,” he said.

My mouth filled with metal.

He pointed us toward a gray door beside the ticket desk. No sign. No window. The dog pressed its nose to my coat and breathed hot through the fabric. I heard radio static. Smelled aftershave and wet fur. My heart hit hard enough to hurt.

My mother bent down so fast our foreheads almost touched.

“If the system can’t see you,” she whispered, “it can do anything to you.”

Then she pushed me behind a row of lockers and told me not to move.

I watched through the gap.

She started toward the gray door. Shoulders straight. Papers in hand. Smile gone.

The scanner chirped again. Louder this time.

An alarm. Every head turned.

My mother ran.

Not away from them. Toward me.

The plastic sleeve split in her hand. Papers skidded across the wet floor like white birds with broken wings. Her face changed as she ran. No calm left. No mask. Just terror stripped bare.

Someone grabbed my coat. My mother shouted my name. The dog barked. A chair scraped. Then her hand found mine, hard and shaking, and we were moving.

We got out.

That should have been the end of the damage. It wasn’t.

After that came borrowed addresses and rehearsed birthdays. School forms left half blank. Clinics avoided until fever got dangerous. Rooms where my mother slept in her clothes. Doors opened by men who wanted payment in something other than cash. Offices that needed one more document. One more code. One more proof that we were people.

By fourteen, I could spot a checkpoint before anyone else on the street.

By seventeen, I knew the look adults wore right before they said policy was policy.

By twenty-two, I had built my life around one private vow: no machine would ever decide I was unreal again.

That vow made me useful. It made me precise. It made me the woman governments invited into clean rooms with sealed glass and blue screens. I built systems people trusted because they were fast, exact, and hard to fool. I told myself certainty protected the weak.

The truth sat lower than that.

I wanted something no system could promise: to be recognized so completely I could never be pushed outside again.

Now, descending toward Vienna, I sat with my passport on my lap and pressed my thumb into the cover until the edge dented my skin. The cabin lights were low. The air smelled like stale coffee and recycled breath. Beneath the steady engine hum, my pulse kept slipping.

Everything still worked.

My credentials. My accounts. My face. My name.

For eight more minutes.
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*NOT HERE. NOT NOW.*

The glass gates stayed shut.

I pressed my passport to the scanner again. The chip chirped. The ring around the reader flashed a quick clean green, then died into red. Behind the glass, the customs hall rolled on without me under white lights and polished steel. A man in a charcoal coat crossed through the next lane with his carry-on trailing behind him. The doors opened. He never looked up.

Mine didn’t move.

IDENTITY NOT VERIFIED.

The words sat in the center of the screen in calm black type.

My throat tightened.

I stepped back and looked at the passport in my hand, though I already knew what I would find. Valid cover. No warping. No chip damage. I had used it in Geneva two days ago, Brussels last week, Cairo the week before that. This terminal ran a gate family my team had benchmarked during procurement. I knew the recognition stack. I knew the fallback loops. I knew what random failure looked like.

This wasn’t random.

Heat crept down my spine.

The arrivals hall pressed at my back in small, impatient sounds. Wheels knocking over tile seams. Fabric rustling. A child asking the same question twice in German. Somewhere near the coffee kiosk, milk screamed under steam. The air smelled like burnt espresso, deodorant, damp wool, and the faint ozone bite of overworked electronics.

I set my carry-on upright, smoothed my thumb over the passport cover, and tried again.

Red.

A little pulse started in my jaw.

I leaned toward the camera, letting it take a better angle. The lens reflected one hard slice of my face back at me—dark hair pinned low for travel, skin gone sallow from the overnight flight, mouth too flat. The ring light swept blue, amber, red.

No match.

“No,” I said under my breath.

The woman behind me clicked her tongue.

I moved aside half a step so the lane could breathe and opened my phone. The Helix travel app should have shown my landing profile, identity handshake, and host clearance package waiting in the local stack. Instead the app hung for a second, then dumped me back to login. I entered my password. Rejected.

My stomach dropped.

I entered it again more slowly, my thumb suddenly clumsy on the glass.

Rejected.

“Ma’am?”

I looked up.

A customer-service worker in airport beige was already walking toward me from the assistance podium. Blond hair in a knot. Tablet in one hand. Smile in place. Not warm. Not cold. Just ready.

“Problem with the gate?”

“Mismatch,” I said. “Chip’s live.”

I held out the passport. My fingers felt too dry, too light, as if my bones had hollowed out while I stood there.

She took it and ran a handheld reader across the cover. The device caught the chip at once. Her eyes flicked over the screen. Nothing changed in her face, but the smile went tighter around the edges.

“Please look at the camera.”

“I already did.”

“Again, please.”

I lifted my chin.

Blue. Amber. Red.

No match.

The woman glanced from her screen to my face, then back again. “Please step out of the lane.”

There it was. Soft voice. Hard instruction.

For one ugly second I was eight again in the bus station outside Marseille, staring at yellow light on wet tile while my mother’s nails bit into my wrist.

*If the system can’t see you, it can do anything to you.*

My chest hollowed.

“I’m Nadia Serrat,” I said. “Helix Border Systems. Strategic identity architecture. This is a cache problem or a federated mismatch.”

Her brows moved a fraction. Helix still opened doors.

Usually.

“Step out of the lane,” she said again.

I did, because refusing too early always made things worse. The pressure of people behind me eased as she waved the next traveler through another gate. I stood beside the assistance podium with my carry-on at my knee and watched her tap through screens she did not fully understand. Her fingernails were short and square. Her watch face was cracked. There was a coffee stain on the cuff of her blazer. My mind kept noticing details because if I kept noticing details, I did not have to name the feeling building under my ribs.

The handheld chirped.

She frowned.

“Can I see your boarding pass?”

I opened my airline wallet.

Blank white page.

Not loading. Not erroring. Blank.

My pulse climbed into my throat.

“That’s strange,” I said.

“Any secondary ID?”

I pulled up my government wallet.

Nothing.

No passport token. No health credential. No digital residency card. The app opened to a clean interface with no active documents attached, as if I had never enrolled.

Cold spread through my arms.

“Ma’am?”

I realized she had asked me something.

“Sorry.”

“Secondary ID.”

I reached into my bag and found my company access card in the inner pocket. Matte black. Executive tier. My name embossed in silver. I held it out. She took it, tapped it to her tablet, and got no response at all.

Her smile vanished.

Not quickly.

Worse. Deliberately.

“Please wait here.”

She pivoted toward the end of arrivals and lifted two fingers.

Two airport security officers started walking toward us.

Not running.

Not confused.

Certain.

I forced myself not to move.

The taller one had a trimmed beard and the compact, balanced posture of someone who spent more time in conflict than in customer service. The second was a woman with close-cropped hair and tired eyes. She touched her earpiece as they came, listening more than looking. Neither had their hands on their weapons.

Yet.

I felt my heartbeat under my tongue.

“This is unnecessary,” I said. “I can clear this through my network.”

The blond woman held out her palm. “No phone calls.”

I had already opened my contacts.

Petra Koenig sat pinned at the top of my secure list under EMERGENCY ESCALATION. Petra could bully an airport contractor into rebooting an identity node with one sentence and a legal threat. Petra could fix this before the officers reached me. Petra would laugh later and ask if I had remembered to sleep on the flight for once.

I hit call.

The line didn’t ring.

A synthetic voice slid into my ear almost at once. “Credential path unavailable.”

My chest seized.

I disconnected and tried her direct secure channel instead. That one didn’t even pretend. The call failed before the first pulse.

The two officers stopped in front of me.

“Passport,” the bearded one said.

I handed it over.

He scanned it with a terminal clipped to his wrist, then looked at me long enough for the skin between my shoulder blades to tighten.

“Name.”

“Nadia Serrat.”

“Where did you board?”

“Zurich.”

“Reason for travel?”

“Work.”

“Employer?”

“Helix Border Systems.”

The second officer touched her earpiece again. Her gaze sharpened. “Spell the surname.”

I did.

The bearded one’s eyes shifted to his screen. Something on it changed him. Not surprise. Not suspicion.

Sorting.

Like he was watching a category settle into place.

“I need you to come with us,” he said.

“There’s a synchronization issue.”

“Come with us.”

“My credentials are active across Schengen.”

His expression didn’t move. “Ma’am.”

A little silence opened around us. The kind crowds make when they smell trouble and want a cleaner view of it. I could feel eyes on the side of my face. A boy with a neck pillow hanging from his backpack. A woman in a green coat pretending not to stare. A man taking one half-step farther away than he had to.

The old relief on their faces when the danger belongs to someone else.

My mouth tasted metallic.

I opened the Helix identity app again and moved into the deeper admin layer through muscle memory. Password. Rejected. Fallback key. Rejected. Executive token. Processing. Processing.

No result.

The app blinked and returned a line of text so neat it felt cruel.

CREDENTIAL NOT FOUND.

For a second the hall went very far away.

Not panic.

Recognition.

That same dead drop from childhood, when a machine stops arguing and simply removes you.

I looked at my own name badge clipped inside my blazer and felt a stupid urge to laugh. Helix Border Systems. Vice President, Identity Architecture. The woman who spent eleven years building cleaner crossings, faster decisions, less human error. The woman who sat on panels and said confidence in a system was the first form of public safety. The woman who had designed around outliers because outliers were where people got hurt.

And now I was one.

*No. Worse.*

I was the blank field where one should have been.

The bearded officer shifted his stance a few inches wider. “Phone.”

I kept holding it.

“If I walk with you,” I said, “where exactly are we going?”

“Secondary review.”

“Run by whom?”

He didn’t answer.

The woman officer extended her hand. “Phone.”

I gave it to her because refusing that soon would trigger procedure I knew too well. Inventory. Temporary detention. Transfer. The phone left my hand and a small rush of nakedness went through me, hot and immediate. She looked at the screen, then at me.

“Unlock code.”

I entered it.

She scrolled. Frowned. Tilted the phone. Scrolled again. “No active identity wallet?”

“It was there ten minutes ago.”

“Do you have proof of that?”

The question landed so hard my chest ached.

I almost said yes on instinct. I almost became the kind of idiot who argues with a machine by describing what used to be inside it.

Instead I looked at her and said nothing.

The blond woman from assistance lowered her voice. “She claimed Helix.”

Claimed.

The word scraped.

I had spent most of my adult life trying to outrun that word. Claimed refugee. Claimed residency. Claimed legal work authorization. Claimed right of passage. Claimed identity. There was always a system on the other side of the claim, asking for one more proof.

My mother used to iron every form flat on the motel bedspread before an appointment, like wrinkles alone could get us turned away. Other people saw a woman who never seemed rattled. What I saw was the little twitch in her jaw when a uniform asked for our papers one second sooner than she expected. I learned to stand still because stillness calmed adults. I learned to answer clearly because doubt attracted scrutiny. I learned that recognition was not the same thing as safety, but it was the closest thing the world offered.

By twenty-two, I had turned that lesson into a career.

By thirty-four, I had sold it back to governments.

The bearded officer’s radio clicked. He listened. His gaze sharpened by one degree.

“Ma’am,” he said, “you need to move now.”

My palms started sweating at last. Too late. My body had finally caught up.

“Call your supervisor,” I said. “Or call Helix directly. Ask for Petra Koenig.”

The blond woman glanced at the officer. “Should I?”

“Do it.”

Thank God.

The relief was so sudden it almost made me weak.

Petra would answer. Petra always answered. She lived on emergency. She ate pressure and made jokes through it. We had worked together for six years, fought through three procurement wars, one ministerial inquiry, and a data-center flood in Rotterdam that had left us both ankle-deep in cold water at three in the morning. Petra knew every shortcut in our internal escalation tree. She knew my voice when I was two breaths from snapping. She knew my history in the broad strokes I let people know it.

Not the worst parts.

Enough.

The blond woman keyed something into her tablet and turned the screen away from me. Her fingers moved fast, practiced, then slowed. She looked down harder.

“That’s odd.”

The officer said, “What?”

“Her emergency escalation chain isn’t resolving.”

“It’s on a cached device,” I said. “Try voice.”

The blond woman switched to audio and spoke clearly. “Helix Border Systems priority contact request. Petra Koenig. Executive emergency chain.”

The tablet emitted one clean tone.

Then another.

Then a flat synthetic reply.

“Requested contact unavailable. Credential sponsor not found.”

The floor seemed to tip under me.

“No,” I said. “Again.”

The blond woman did it again. Same result.

I took one step forward before I could stop myself. The officers moved at once, not rough, but close enough to make the geometry plain. My breath caught high in my throat.

“Again,” I said.

The blond woman looked at the bearded officer.

He nodded once.

She retried the request through a different path, this time by ID code. Petra’s number. Petra’s clearance family. Petra’s personal sponsor string. Every route died the same way.

Credential sponsor not found.

Not unavailable.

Not delayed.

Not found.

My heartbeat hit once, hard enough to blur the edges of my vision.

Petra had not failed to answer.

The system was eating her name too.

Or using it.

Either option was worse than error.

The officer reached for my elbow. “That’s enough.”

I jerked back.

Not much. A reflex. But the woman officer’s hand dropped to her sidearm. The skin at the back of my neck turned to ice.

Every sound in the hall sharpened. Coffee steam hissing. A suitcase zipper rasping open. Rubber wheels ticking over grout lines. I smelled the officer’s aftershave, dry and peppery. Felt the rough seam of my passport cover still trapped in my left hand, though I did not remember taking it back from him. Tasted old coffee on my tongue and the copper edge of adrenaline behind it.

*If the system can’t see you, it can do anything to you.*

My mother had whispered it in a bus station with a scanner pointed at our papers and a gray door waiting nearby.

I had built my whole life to make sure I never heard those words in my own body again.

And here they were.

The blond woman lifted her tablet higher, angling it toward the officer. I saw the screen for less than a second. Long enough.

My photo was there.

Not my profile.

Just my face in a box ringed red.

And under it, where my name should have been, one word.

UNKNOWN.

The officer nearest me inhaled through his nose and changed his footing. Wider now. Ready. Across the hall, two more uniformed officers turned at some silent signal and started toward us. Beyond them, a pair of plainclothes men near the far checkpoint touched their jackets at the same time.

I did not run.

Not yet.

My body locked between the first pulse of fear and the second, the old childhood pause before everything broke.

The scanner said UNKNOWN, and every gun in the hall turned toward me.​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​
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TOO MANY GUNS.

I watched Vienna arrivals through three camera feeds and felt the old burn wake under my ribs. Nadia stood beside the assistance podium with her passport in one hand and every line in her body pulled tight. Four airport uniforms had turned toward her. Two plainclothes retrieval men were cutting in from the far checkpoint. The terminal had already reclassified her from traveler to anomaly.

Thirty seconds earlier, I could have pulled her clean.

Now I had a crowd, local police, contract muscle, and Karel’s team all collapsing on the same patch of tile.

I leaned toward the monitor wall inside the service van. “Freeze Gate Sixteen.”

Leon kept his eyes on the curb lane outside. “Trying.”

“Don’t try.”

His fingers moved faster over the portable stack. “Airport layer’s gone.”

Of course it was.

The center screen framed Nadia’s face in red under the word UNKNOWN.

Clean work.

Mine.

I had signed the deletion package at 05:12 from a relay in Linz after Petra advanced Renard’s timetable and Karel moved his probe team into Vienna ahead of schedule. Travel, finance, telecom, executive credentialing, health wallet. Broad enough to break Nadia out of the system before the system used her to open itself. Deep enough to shock. Temporary, if the rest worked.

The rest had not worked.

“Seal the plainclothes channel,” I said.

Leon swore softly. “Too late.”

One of the retrieval men had already shown his screen to the local officer. Transfer accepted. The officer stepped back.

Nadia saw it.

Even through grainy overhead footage, I knew the exact second it hit her. Her shoulders changed. Less faith in process. More attention to distance.

Good.

That thought sat badly in the mouth.

“Text her,” Leon said.

“I did.”

“Again.”

I picked up the burner and typed.

DON’T LET THEM WALK YOU INSIDE.

Her phone buzzed. Her eyes dropped, then swept the hall. Not for help. For geometry.

Still the fastest mind in the room.

I hated the flare of pride that came with it.

Leon switched camera angles. “She’s made.”

“She’s trapped.”

“Same thing.”

“No.”

There is a difference between being identified and being owned. Nadia still had a margin. Narrow. Dying. Real.

On-screen, she moved.

She drove a shoulder into the local officer and cut through the cleaner’s service door before the second retrieval man had a line on her. Brochures burst over the floor. A child cried. The airport kept breathing.

Leon let out one dry breath. “Still fast.”

“Yes.”

“You sound disappointed.”

“In me.”

Because I knew what that first red error would have done to her. Not the practical damage. The old one. Nadia did not fear pain the way civilians did. She feared removal. A screen refusing to see her. A uniform deciding she could be moved somewhere gray and windowless because a machine had cleared the conscience for it.

I had used that fear.

Necessary. Precise. Ugly.

The corridor feed came up on screen four. Nadia was running hard now, carry-on clipping the wall, hair coming loose at the nape. The airport uniforms followed. Seven seconds back. Too slow to catch her if she trusted herself. Fast enough to herd her if she looked for permission.

I switched to thermal.

Two colder signatures were moving to intercept at sublevel. Suits. Earpieces. Karel’s pair.

“Damn it.”

Leon saw them too. “How did they beat us downstairs?”

“Petra.”

“Or someone closer.”

I looked at him.

He looked back once, then returned to the road. Fair. In this business, paranoia is not a symptom. It is maintenance.

Nadia hit Stairwell C and bounced off the locked push bar. Good. The route had held long enough to funnel her. Bad. Not long enough to save her. She reached for her phone.

A trace spun up on Leon’s side screen.

He didn’t ask. He just said, “Petra.”

“Yes.”

Nadia tried Helix before family. Useful. Damning. It meant the machine had trained her exactly as designed: escalate internally, trust the architecture, solve the error from inside the error.

Petra’s line failed.

Nadia tried another route.

Failed again.

The line of my jaw tightened.

“Send one more,” Leon said.

“No.”

“What if she locks up?”

“She won’t.”

I watched her throw the phone at the keypad instead. Plastic cracked. Sparks flashed. The lock coughed open.

Leon almost smiled. “There she is.”

There she was.

The woman who wrote elegant systems and, under enough pressure, reverted to impact.

Below us, through the van’s side glass, Vienna kept moving. Shuttle buses sighed. A baggage tug rattled past. Somewhere overhead, a jet climbed with that long metallic howl that makes every terminal window tremble. The world loves continuity. Even when a life is being cut out of it by hand.

I tracked her down the stairwell.

Barefoot by the third landing. Smart.

Karel’s pair split at sublevel, one taking the freight lane, the other the side access. Not tackling. Containing. Karel liked assets unbruised when they still had use left in them.

Nadia dropped behind duty-free freight and started checking devices. Bank. Airline. Government wallet. I knew the sequence by the small changes in her face. Verification. Denial. Search for surviving seams.

There were none.

I had made sure of that.

A bitter taste climbed the back of my tongue. Necessary work often left one. Anyone who claimed otherwise had either never done it or had done too much.

Leon glanced at me. “You can still pull the wipe.”

“No.”

“She’s not in the corridor yet.”

“If I reverse now, Petra gets her first.”

“She may anyway.”

“Yes.”

That word sat between us like a tool put down too hard.

Because this is the part civilians never understand. There are no rescues at this level. Only exchanges of damage. You choose what kind you can still live with later. Nadia erased and moving was better than Nadia recognized and delivered. Both of us knew it. Neither of us enjoyed watching the arithmetic work.

A secure relay flashed on my screen.

RENARD ADVANCE CONFIRMED.

I opened it.

The message was short. Renard liked short messages when he was about to alter governments and call it necessity.

**SUMMIT PHASE MOVED FORWARD TWELVE HOURS. PROBE SUCCESS IN VIENNA REQUIRED. BRUSSELS SEALED AT 0400.**

My molars ground together.

Not enough time.

Not for persuasion. Not for measured proof. Not for letting Nadia hate me first and understand me later.

Leon read it over my shoulder. “He’s accelerating.”

“He’s scared.”

“Same outcome.”

On-screen, the local officer finished the handoff. The airport uniforms fell back. Karel’s men moved in.

I texted Nadia again.

THEY ARE NOT AIRPORT POLICE.

Then another line.

IF YOU WANT YOUR NAME BACK, LEAVE THE AIRPORT ALIVE.

Leon looked at me. “Gentle.”

“She responds to utility.”

“She responds to betrayal too.”

I did not answer.

A second feed blinked open on the lower screen. Tram exchange yard. Our courier route. Polymer case in motion. If the handoff completed, Karel’s probe team would test Nocturne before noon and Brussels would stop being a possibility and become a schedule. I had planned to intercept after Nadia was mobile. One problem at a time. Sequence. Control.

Renard had just killed sequence.

The decision landed in my spine before I spoke it.

“We move.”

Leon looked from the airport feed to me. “You’re leaving her?”

“Tracking and shadow only. We can’t extract from baggage level without shooting through civilians.”

“You’ve done worse.”

“I remember.”

He started the van.

The airport slid past in broken reflections through the tinted glass—concrete pillars, smoking zones, mirrored departures. On the console, Nadia stayed in frame another few seconds, hidden behind freight while the nearer retrieval man turned toward her position.

He smiled.

That told me more than the earpiece or the jacket cut. He thought custody was administrative now. He thought the hard part was over.

He did not know Nadia under pressure.

I opened a secure line to Mila in the sublevel parking bay.

“Status.”

Her voice came back at once. “Visual on target corridor. Two contract suits. No clean shot.”

“If she breaks left, let her.”

“And if she freezes?”

“She won’t.”

A beat. “You sound like a father.”

The comment hit low and unwelcome.

“I sound like a man who mistimed an operation.”

“You mean Brussels?”

“I mean everything.”

Silence. Professionals know when not to comfort each other. Comfort wastes time and weakens memory.

I cut the line and watched Nadia shift behind the freight. Not cowering. Measuring. Shoes in one hand. Weight forward. Looking for angles, not mercy.

Leon merged onto the service road and asked the question he had been holding.

“When do you tell her?”

I kept my eyes on the feed. “When it matters.”

“That you wiped her?”

“Yes.”

“That you did this to save her?”

I looked at him.

He held the road but not my gaze. “You’re asking a woman to trust the man who just erased her life.”

Trust. A luxury word. Something for peacetime and marriages and people with clocks longer than ours. Pressure required alignment, not affection.

Still, the muscles in my neck tightened.

Nadia moved.

She burst from behind the freight, feinted toward the loading lane, then cut between a tow tractor and a baggage cage. The nearer retrieval man got cloth, not skin. Her blazer tore free in his hand. She kept going.

Good.

The second man drew.

My hand clamped on the console edge. “No.”

He checked himself. Too many cameras. Too many witnesses. Even Karel’s people preferred deniability in logistics corridors.

Mila came back without prompting. “Target westbound. Heading service lifts.”

“Guide if needed.”

“You said no contact.”

“I said no clean shot.”

Leon threw the van around a fuel truck and onto the maintenance ramp. The suspension slammed once, hard enough to wake the ache in my bad knee. Old bullet. Old weather. Pain has excellent memory.

The route display flashed red ahead. Congestion near the tram exchange.

Leon cursed. “Of course.”

“Take the closed ramp.”

“It’s closed.”

“Only if the sign matters.”

He cut left.

On-screen, Nadia hit a service lift and found it dead. She pivoted at once. One retrieval man was behind her now. The other had circled ahead, softening the lane, steering her toward a narrower throat.

Containment.

Not arrest.

Good for me. Bad for her.

Mila’s voice sharpened. “They’re boxing her.”

“I see it.”

“You need me in?”

I read the geometry fast. One local baggage worker. Two luggage carts. Fire-suppression alcove. Camera blind strip. Mila could disrupt, maybe wound one, maybe die. Worse, if she exposed herself now, Karel would know I had airport assets seeded inside Vienna. That would poison every move after this one.

“No.”

A beat.

Then: “Understood.”

It is one thing to spend strangers. Another to ask good people to stand still while someone suffers because the larger board demands it. There should be a point where that costs less. I have not reached it.

A fresh encrypted burst hit from the courier line.

NOCTURNE IN TRANSIT. HANDOFF IN FOUR.

That was the real current under the airport panic. The line Nadia still knew nothing about. Somewhere ahead of us, a man with a polymer case was carrying the route that could walk armed ghosts through a continent’s border architecture. Probe in Vienna. Full corridor in Brussels. Blood on camera. Emergency law by dawn.

Nadia thought she was being punished.

She was being positioned.

If I missed that courier, there would be no world left where the difference mattered.

On-screen, the nearer retrieval man finally cornered her at a secured access bay. Hands half raised. Predator-soft. He was speaking now. Easy posture. Calm mouth. Men like that always pitch themselves as exits.

My skin crawled.

Mila said, “No audio.”

I didn’t need it. *Easy now. Come with me. This can be fixed.*

Nadia backed up one step too far and her bare foot slid on a thin sheen of hydraulic fluid. Her left hand hit the wall.

Then she did something very Nadia.

She snapped her gaze over the man’s shoulder, sharp and urgent, as if somebody worse had just arrived behind him.

He bit.

One glance.

That was enough.

She drove her heel into his knee, ripped an ID badge from a peg by the bay, slapped it to the side reader, and hit the door with her shoulder before it had fully unlatched. Cheap contractor hardware. Predictable failure point. A procurement compromise I had argued against three years ago.

She vanished inside.

Mila laughed once, short and stunned. “I like her.”

The retrieval man slammed into the door after her.

“Stay on her,” I said.

“Already there.”

We came off the maintenance ramp too fast, chain-link and concrete barriers flashing by. Beyond the yard, a commuter train screamed past in silver blur. Leon checked mirrors, then looked at me for half a second.

“You know what happens if you miss the courier.”

“Yes.”

“And if Brussels seals at 0400?”

“Yes.”

“Then say it.”

I looked back at the airport feed, where Nadia’s access door had shut behind her for the moment. Temporary. Measured in breaths.

Then I looked at Renard’s message again.

Twelve hours gone.

No more elegant sequencing. No more gradual reveal. No more chance to earn understanding in the least destructive order.

“She won’t need convincing now,” I said.

Leon’s jaw flexed. “That’s your comfort?”

“It’s what’s left.”

Ahead of us, through the armored windshield, the tram exchange catwalk came into view. A courier stepped out with a polymer case chained to his wrist.

Behind us, somewhere inside Vienna Airport, Nadia was running barefoot through the system I had just used to erase her.

The next move would decide which disaster reached her first.

I opened the lockbox under the console and checked the pistol, spare magazine, ceramic knife, pulse jammer. My pulse had gone steady. Not calm. Commitment.

I sent Nadia one last message before burning the phone.

KEEP MOVING.

Then I looked up at the courier and felt the truth settle cold and clean behind my ribs.

I had erased her to save her, and I was already too late.
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​CHAPTER 3 — Nadia
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THE SERVICE DOOR CRASHED open behind me.

I sprinted down the corridor with one stolen badge in my fist and one shoe in the other, my right foot bare and slicking red across the concrete. The passage narrowed between wire cages full of folded wheelchairs and shrink-wrapped supplies. Fluorescent light buzzed. Somewhere close behind, one of the plainclothes men shouted.

I didn’t look back.

The next reader flashed red, then green on the second swipe. I hit the door with my shoulder and burst into a vehicle lane just as a baggage tug screamed past. Wind slapped my hair into my mouth. I tasted dust and jet fuel. A second cart train cut across from the left. I jumped back, barked my shin on a bollard, and veered for a stairwell.

My phone buzzed in my bag.

I ignored it.

It buzzed again.

I climbed two steps at a time, dug the phone out, and looked.

WEST EXIT. BLUE BUS.

No number. No name.

I almost threw the phone down the stairwell.

Instead I shoved it back into my bag and kept climbing. On the fourth landing, something sharp sliced the ball of my foot. Pain flashed up my calf. I grabbed the rail, sucked air through my teeth, and looked down.

A neat bright line opened in the skin. Blood welled fast.

Not deep.

Enough.

I yanked the sliver free and kept moving.

Level G opened into a staff corridor with vending machines, dented lockers, and two flight
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