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NIA REYES STUDIES PATTERNS for a living. Threat clusters. Traffic spikes. Ghost accounts. The tiny flaws hidden inside systems built to look clean.

Then she finds one that should not exist.

A buried data thread links a dozen atrocities across Earth, Luna, and orbit—bombings, station breaches, transport massacres blamed on radicals and separatists. Different targets. Different methods. Same invisible signature. The attacks were not prevented because they were never meant to be. They were designed.

Before Nia can get the proof out, her access is burned, her partner is killed, and every security channel on the Moon brands her a traitor.

Then the man sent to bring her in steps out of the dark.

Gabriel Reyes died in a launch disaster three years ago. Nia buried an empty casket and built her life around the hole he left. Now he is alive, armed, and working for the machine trying to silence her.

As riots spread from the lunar south pole to low Earth orbit, Nia and Gabriel are thrown into a running war through maglev tunnels, crater cities, and collapsing stations. To expose the truth, they will have to survive each other first.

And if Nia is right, the next attack will not be a warning.

It will be a beginning.
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I stopped trusting official stories the day my husband exploded in the sky.

After the launch, people looked at me with that soft, careful pity reserved for the newly broken. They called me brave. They said I was handling it well. What they meant was that I did not scream in public. I signed the forms. I stood through the memorial. I let them lower an empty casket into lunar soil and call it closure.

They thought I was a widow.

I knew I had been processed.

The report hit my inbox before the smoke was gone from the feed. Shuttle failure. Cascading engine breach. No survivors. No recoverable remains. The language was smooth enough to skate over a life. But Gabriel’s last transmission was twelve seconds long, and in the final second there was a sound that did not belong there.

A man’s voice.

Low. Blurred. Close.

I heard it because Gabriel heard it. His breath caught. Tiny, but I knew him well enough to feel the shift in my own body, like some hidden wire between us had pulled tight. Then the feed cut.

That was the part I could not bury.

Not the blast. Not the funeral. That last breath.

Still, the image that stayed lived a few minutes earlier, on the launch platform. My palms were flat against the observation glass. It bit with cold. The shuttle stood white and clean under the floodlights, all hard lines and sealed promise. Families pressed around me, shoulder to shoulder. Somebody nearby tore open a citrus sweet, and the smell turned sour in my mouth because Gabriel had skipped breakfast again and joked he would eat in orbit.

Then the engines lit.

The deck shivered under my shoes. White fire swallowed the base of the craft. The shuttle rose smooth and hard, and my lungs loosened because this was his world. Pressure. Speed. Risk. Gabriel made dangerous things look ordered.

Then the ascent broke.

A flash snapped above the engine bloom. Wrong place. Wrong shape. The sound came a beat later, a blunt hit through the glass and into my ribs. Someone screamed behind me. Metal flooded the back of my tongue. The shuttle opened into fire and spinning shards bright enough to look beautiful for half a second.

Half a second. That was all it took.

Afterward, they told me what happened as if I had not watched it happen wrong. Review board. condolence packet. sealed findings. Hands on my elbow. Eyes slipping away when I asked for raw telemetry instead of summaries. Each answer arrived polished. Each one closed a door.

So I changed.

I went back to work because work was the only place systems still had seams. I stopped sleeping through 02:13, the timestamp on Gabriel’s final message. I started saving anomalies the way other people kept love letters. Corrupted logs. Mismatched clearances. Voiceprint fractures. Small errors. Hidden joins. The body learns before the mind does; mine tightened every time a report looked too clean.

Three years passed like that.

I got useful. Sharp enough to spot a lie in the spacing of a file. Quiet enough that people mistook distance for recovery. Men asked me out and I turned them down before they could offer comfort. Friends stopped trying. My mother kept saying I was young enough to begin again, and my throat would close so hard I could barely swallow.

Because begin again with what?

What life had taken from me was not only Gabriel. It was certainty. If he died in a random failure, then I had built myself around a phantom sound and a refusal to let go. If he did not, then someone had hidden the truth in plain procedure and expected me to live inside it.

Either way, I had become the kind of woman who trusted glitches more than people.

By the time Tycho moved me to terror-pattern analysis, they called me relentless. They meant I stayed with ugly data longer than anyone else. They meant I could find the fracture line after everyone smarter gave up.

They did not know why I was so good at it.

The morning everything changed, a priority ping hit my private channel before shift.

Three words. No greeting. No warning.

You need this.
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*NOT HIM. NOT THAT NAME.*

My pulse slammed once, hard enough to smear the numbers on the screen.

The archive hummed around me. White light. sealed glass. recycled air so cold and dry it scraped my throat raw on the inhale. Twelve windows floated over my station, each one trimmed in the same clean government blue. Twelve incidents across three years. Twelve official conclusions. Twelve tidy lies with different paperwork.

Too neat.

Tycho’s deep archive sat three floors below the public analysis decks, buried in the crater rock behind pressure doors and biometric locks and enough legal warnings to make most people behave. No windows. No clocks. Just rows of translucent workstations, glass walls, and server stacks behind opaque shielding that gave off a low mechanical purr you felt in your teeth if you sat with it long enough.

I sat with it every day.

Tavi dropped into the chair beside me and slid a protein bar across the desk. “You forgot breakfast.”

“I remembered to avoid it.”

“Same thing, if you’re trying to die interesting.”

The wrapper crackled under my fingers. Citrus.

My stomach turned so fast I had to set it down.

Tavi’s eyes flicked to the bar, then to me. He kept his face neutral. That was one of the reasons I trusted him more than most people in this building. He noticed everything and made you earn the question. “You good?”

“Perfect.”

He leaned back. “That one was weak.”

“Then ask a weaker question.”

A corner of his mouth moved. Not quite a smile. He turned back to the model suspended between us, and I let my breath out slowly through my nose until the smell from the wrapper thinned.

Cheap citrus and launch platforms. My body linked them now whether I wanted it to or not.

The model rotated in the air like a broken halo. Twelve red markers glowed over Earth-Moon space. Nairobi launch district. Quito ring habitat. Mare Serenitatis freight spur. Pacific Arcology transfer station. New Mumbai dock spine. Three more on Earth. Four in orbit. One on Luna. A commuter bombing. A pressure breach. A fuel-line fire. A docking collision. A systems blackout. Separate events, separate culprits, separate jurisdictions.

Same seam.

I leaned closer. The desk edge bit my ribs. “Pull the response trees again.”

“I already pulled them.”

“Pull them better.”

He exhaled through his nose, amused and irritated in equal measure, then expanded the response layer. Secondary windows bloomed open. Jurisdiction transfers. emergency powers. contractor dispatches. casualty triage routing. Most readers would have seen noise. Most analysts would have seen overlap. I saw choreography.

The attacks were ugly.

The cleanup was elegant.

That was what made my skin prickle.

Emergency authorities spun up too fast. Security budgets unlocked before casualty confirmation. Civilian transit lanes closed in patterns that benefited the same private enforcement firms across unrelated sectors. The names changed. The shell companies changed. The boilerplate changed. But the timing held.

Tavi rubbed at his jaw. “Tell me I’m overfitting.”

“You are.”

He looked at me.

“And this is still real,” I said.

“That’s rude.”

“That’s why you keep me.”

He zoomed deeper into the mirrored contractor pathways. Data lines braided through one another, split, vanished under redaction panels, and reappeared in other departments wearing new labels. Disaster response. infrastructure stabilization. casualty processing. Counter-separatist containment. Different doors to the same room.

My shoulders tightened.

There.

A relay handshake flickered inside the Nairobi response chain for less than a second. Buried. Mirrored. Then gone.

“Freeze,” I said.

He froze it.

“What am I looking at?”

“That latency.”

He squinted. “Three milliseconds.”

“Two point nine two.”

“You memorized it.”

“I noticed it.”

“In one pass.”

“Yes.”

“That’s not normal.”

“Neither is this.”

He dragged the model sideways and checked Quito. Same flicker. Same mirrored relay. Same latency. Mare Serenitatis. Same. Pacific Arcology. Same.

His chair creaked as he sat back. “No.”

“Yes.”

“That node is internal.”

“Yes.”

“No.” He jabbed a finger at the display as if that could bully it into changing. “That’s internal lunar security architecture. Not public-facing. Not contracted. Internal.”

“Then somebody spent a lot of money dressing internal architecture in civilian clothes.”

He stared at the model, and I watched the idea settle behind his eyes. Tavi loved patterns the way some people loved gambling. The first hit always looked like delight. The second looked like fear.

He scrubbed backward through Nairobi’s post-incident routing tree. “If this is one relay chain, then the response isn’t reacting to the attack.”

“No.”

“It’s meeting it.”

“Yes.”

His throat moved as he swallowed. “That’s not one planted leak.”

“No.”

“That’s twelve.”

“At least.”

The archive around us stayed ordinary in the most insulting way possible. Two overnight analysts three stations down murmured over a transit fraud audit. A service drone glided past the outer glass with its cleaning lights dimmed to night setting. Coolant clicked once in the ceiling. Somewhere farther back, someone laughed at something soft enough not to travel.

Shift change sat twenty-two minutes away.

Enough time to be safe.

Not enough time to be safe if I was right.

Tavi dragged a hand through his curls. “We take this to Selene.”

The name landed in my chest like a dropped tool.

Director Selene Ward. Precise voice. immaculate cuffs. a stillness so complete it made everyone around her feel guilty for breathing too loudly. She built careers by teaching analysts not to fall in love with their own instincts. Data first. Story later. If a pattern wanted to be found, it would survive scrutiny.

Usually, I agreed with her.

Usually, my body did not tell me to run.

“No,” I said.

Tavi turned. “No?”

“Not yet.”

“She’s our division head.”

“She’s also the first place a compromised system routes panic.”

He studied me, the way he did when he thought the conversation had shifted into older territory. More dangerous territory. “This is because of Gabriel.”

My jaw locked hard enough to ache.

He saw it. His expression changed. Not sorry. Tavi was too smart for useless apologies. More like he had dropped a tool and was gauging whether it had broken the floor.

“I’m saying you get sharp in weird ways when clean reports start to smell bad,” he said.

“My weird ways are why we’re sitting here.”

“That’s not a rebuttal.”

“It’s enough of one.”

He folded his arms. “You think this goes higher than one bad node.”

“I think all clean stories rot from above.”

“That’s not evidence.”

“No. It’s survival.”

The word slipped out before I could stop it.

Tavi heard it. Of course he did. He always heard the thing under the thing.

I looked back at the display before he could answer. In the reflection on the glass wall, my face looked pale and cut thin by the overhead light. The same face that had stared at launch footage until the pixels broke. The same face people kept calling composed because they had never seen what it looked like at 02:13.

I could hear Gabriel’s last transmission if I let myself.

Twelve seconds.

The almost-laugh in his voice. The fatigue under it. The tiny catch of breath in the final second when some other man said something off-mic and too low to parse.

*Stay where I can find you.*

Then static.

Then fire.

My throat tightened.

Not now.

Tavi’s tone softened. That was almost worse. “Nia.”

“Don’t.”

He held up his hands. “Fine. No dead husbands before coffee.”

“Excellent policy.”

“But you know what this looks like.”

“Yes.”

“A fixation.”

“To people who don’t know how systems lie.”

He leaned in. “And to people who do?”

I met his eyes.

He did not flinch. That was the other reason I trusted him.

“To people who do,” I said, “it looks timed.”

“Timed how?”

“Like someone expected these records to survive just long enough to be useful to the right person.”

“That’s paranoid.”

“Yes.”

He looked back at the model. “And?”

“And paranoia is only embarrassing when nothing is hunting you.”

For a second, neither of us moved.

Then Tavi straightened. “Okay. Assume you’re right. What do we do?”

I opened a side panel. “We verify the relay chain across all twelve, pull a local ghost, then request legal freeze authority before the archive notices what we touched.”

His brows climbed. “Before it notices?”

“If this architecture is alive, it’s already noticed. I want paperwork in motion before it decides to erase itself.”

A beat.

Then he nodded once.

That was Tavi at his best. Argument first. Speed second. Once he committed, he moved like guilt had teeth.

He split the incident map into six layers and sent half to my station. “I’ll run shell-firm overlap and maintenance access.”

“I’ll pull relay route inheritance and dead cert residue.”

“Dead cert residue,” he repeated. “You say romantic things.”

“I save my good lines for internal inquiries.”

He got to work.

So did I.

The next six minutes vanished.

That happened sometimes in deep analysis. The room dropped away. The body disappeared except for pain. Fingers moving. eyes burning. data narrowing into pattern and pressure and instinct. I mapped the hidden relay across Nairobi, then Quito, then Mare Serenitatis. Tavi cross-linked shell companies against emergency maintenance contracts and found seven shell layers all folding back toward the same legal trust in Geneva orbital. I stripped back two generations of infrastructure updates and found ghost permissions left behind by an obsolete flight-certification system no one had used in years.

My breathing went shallow.

Legacy architecture was where people hid things they wanted to survive audits.

“Got a contractor loop,” Tavi said.

“Got dead cert hooks.”

He looked over. “How dead?”

“Pre-redesign.”

“That dead?”

“Yes.”

He whistled under his breath.

I expanded the cert residue into a narrow data branch. Most of it was corrupted junk. Half-burned hashes. broken keychains. references to inaccessible archives. Then, at the base of the mirrored relay, I found one sealed compartment with a biometric stamp still attached.

Not public.

Not active.

Not scrubbed.

Waiting.

My pulse kicked again.

The symbol was half-garbled by migration decay, but I knew the shape before the system finished redrawing it. A crescent slash through a circle. Old flight operations certification. Retired model. Pre-Tycho.

I had seen that stamp on Gabriel’s launch packet.

A chill slid between my shoulder blades.

Tavi caught the change without looking up. “What.”

I enlarged the compartment until the stamp floated between us.

He squinted. “That’s ancient.”

“Yes.”

“Ancient can mean debris.”

“It can.”

“But?”

“But that cert system shouldn’t still have inheritance privileges in an active relay chain.”

He looked at me now. “Open it?”

I checked the shift timer in the corner of the station.

Sixteen minutes.

If the archive caught the query before we filed the freeze, we lost the file. Maybe more than the file.

“First freeze authority,” I said.

He was already moving. “On what grounds?”

“Undeclared duplication inside emergency contractor architecture with unauthorized legacy inheritance.”

“That’s ugly.”

“Good. Ugly scares legal.”

He threaded the request into internal compliance and piggybacked it on a routine audit sweep. Clever. Maybe not clever enough. His fingers moved faster as the request path multiplied through approval gates.

“Someone built this to survive scrutiny,” he muttered.

“Then let’s be ruder.”

I went after the compartment seal.

It resisted immediately. Multi-factor lock. dead-key cipher. biometric mismatch. legal oversight check. Whoever hid this had done it properly once and then trusted neglect to do the rest. Tavi shot me a sidelong look as my hands hovered over the override panel.

“That trips alarms.”

“Then trip them fast.”

He bared his teeth. “That’s terrible advice.”

“You asked.”

He routed me a shadow credential. I piggybacked it into the dead-key layer and forced a partial handshake. The compartment shuddered but stayed closed.

“Again,” I said.

“Still terrible.”

“Again.”

He stacked a compliance bridge under my path. I hit it. The dead-key cipher peeled one layer back, enough to expose the biometric wrapper beneath. Corrupted. decayed. but still checking against something live.

Live.

The word made my stomach dip.

Tavi saw the color leave my face. “Nia.”

“Don’t.”

He did not. He just worked.

Another bridge. Another strike. On the third pass he did something with cached security ghosts from the last archive update that was illegal enough I did not want details while the cameras still pretended not to care. The compartment trembled. Progress spun.

Come on.

My fingers dug into the desk edge until the composite bit my skin. The room felt too bright now, every line too hard, the cold air sharpened to a metallic taste at the back of my tongue.

The seal broke.

The file opened in pieces.

First static.

Then a text header so corrupted half the letters collapsed into blocks.

Then an embedded audio icon.

Then the voiceprint hash.

My chest went tight enough to hurt.

Tavi read faster than I did. “No.”

The hash belonged to Gabriel Reyes.

Not approximate. Not legacy bleed. Not a ghost from some recycled directory. A live match against archived biometric certainty.

Dead men did not leave active voiceprints inside sealed internal relay compartments tied to twelve terror events.

Dead men did not authorize hidden files.

I braced one hand on the desk. The room tipped half a degree and settled again.

Tavi was talking. His voice sounded thin, far away. “Could be credential reuse. Could be layered spoofing. Could be a plant aimed at you specifically.”

The last part cut through.

“Aimed at me.”

He nodded once, quick. “If someone knows your access habits—”

“No one builds a twelve-event relay chain to spook one analyst.”

“You don’t know that.”

“No. I know scale.”

The metadata line beneath the audio icon kept rendering, one corrupted segment at a time. Authorization field. timestamp. inheritance marker. cert origin. My eyes snagged on each piece and refused the whole.

Gabriel.

Three years dead.

Three years buried in a box with nothing inside.

Three years of people telling me to heal around a lie neat enough to print on a condolence card.

My breath caught in the top of my chest.

*Not possible.*

That thought lasted less than a second.

Possible had never been the standard. Only true.

Tavi checked the freeze request.

His face changed.

“What?”

He did not answer right away. His fingers moved across the panel, calling up the approval chain. “That’s odd.”

Ice touched the base of my spine. “Tavi.”

“Legal bounced it.”

“No.”

“It never reached legal.”

I turned.

The request path had been denied at system level before human review. No note. No routing explanation. Just a hard red refusal stamped by archive security.

No human could have seen it that fast.

A soft chime sounded over our stations.

Not loud.

Worse than loud.

The two overnight analysts down the row looked up from their work. One frowned at her suddenly blank screen. The service drone beyond the glass stopped in the corridor as if it had been told to hold its breath. Overhead, the server hum dipped, then came back at a higher pitch.

My skin went cold.

“What did you touch?” Tavi asked.

“Everything.”

“Nia.”

“Not enough to do this.”

Another chime. Sharper.

Every display on my station flashed amber, then white, then amber again.

Tavi half-rose. “That’s containment preamble.”

He was right. I had heard it once before during a malware quarantine drill. Slow system alerts first. Then isolation. Then purge.

Across the archive, steel shutters began sliding down over the corridor windows.

No one on night shift moved fast enough. The two analysts were still staring, confused, as the first shutter cut them off from sight. One slapped a palm against the glass. The motion vanished behind steel.

Not routine.

Not drill.

The overhead voice came on calm and sexless.

“Secure containment in progress. Remain at your assigned stations.”

My mouth went dry.

Tavi looked at me. “That’s us.”

I was already pulling a local ghost of the file onto my slate. “Yes.”

Transfer bar: two percent.

Too slow.

He killed his external feeds and started scraping the contractor trees into dark storage. “If they purge, the active logs go first.”

“I know.”

“Tell me you know.”

“I know.”

The archive doors sealed with a deep magnetic thud that I felt through the floor.

A verdict.

Somewhere to our left, one of the overnight analysts started shouting. Muffled now. Useless behind glass and steel and protocol.

The transfer bar crawled. Four percent. Five.

Tavi swore under his breath. “If this locks to room scrub, we’ve got maybe ninety seconds.”

“Ninety if they’re lazy.”

“You always say the comforting thing.”

I forced myself to breathe through my nose, slow enough to keep my hands steady. My palms were slick. The cold room smelled suddenly hot, like heated circuitry and dust burned off metal. The amber warning strip over the main server wall pulsed once. Twice.

“Pull the node map to your slate,” I said.

“Already done.”

“Good.”

“You think we’re walking out?”

“No.”

He glanced at me. “Excellent.”

The metadata line kept resolving under the voiceprint hash. Characters snapped into place through blocks of corruption. Cert class. archive lineage. authorization origin.

My pulse pounded in my throat.

Tavi saw the line before I did. He stopped moving.

“No,” he said again, softer this time.

I looked.

The final field rendered all at once, clean where the rest of the file was scarred.

And there it was, impossible and precise and waiting for me like a hand reaching up through three years of dirt.

The authorization stamp belonged to Gabriel Reyes.
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THE KNIFE STOPPED A breath from his eye.

He did not blink.

Neither did I.

The training bay lights burned off the blade and the sweat on his scalp. He had one fist twisted in my sleeve and a live shock baton jammed against my ribs, humming through the fabric. Another half second and he might have turned the angle.

Might have.

The overhead klaxon cut once.

Match halt.

The man under me blew out his breath and let his head hit the mat. “You cheat.”

I stood and took the blade away. “You lost.”

“That first opening was yours.”

“You missed it.”

“That’s training.”

“That’s why you’re alive.”

He took my hand when I offered it and let me haul him up. His palm was slick. Mine was dry. Men noticed that. They always noticed that.

The bay smelled of rubber flooring, old oil, and bodies pushed past useful. Around us, the rest of the unit drifted toward the perimeter stations, helmets under their arms, chests still heaving from the block. Black Veil liked us tired. Tired operators stopped hiding what hurt.

Above the floor, Colonel Mirek stood on the observation deck with one hand on the rail. He never leaned. Never folded. He held himself the way some men held grudges.

A wall panel flashed my ID in red.

REPORT TO COMMAND.

NOW.

That was wrong.

Training blocks ended with bruises, not summons.

I crossed to the weapons bench and set the blade down. The baton strike in my ribs had started to throb under the cooling sweat. Old scar tissue dragged tight across my right shoulder when I rolled it back into place. The body keeps old damage on quick recall.

A medic drone skimmed toward me. I waved it off.

“Reyes,” Mirek said from above.

I looked up.

He curled two fingers once.

Not here.

I took the stairs.

The command corridor above the bay felt colder than the room below. Black glass. white strip lights. sealed doors. Every surface built to show you your own reflection and give you nothing back. By the time I reached Mirek’s office, the fight had burned out of my muscles and gone somewhere deeper. Breathing lower. pulse slower. edges sharper.

That was the useful part.

Mirek did not ask me to sit.

He liked the advantage of standing men.

A wall screen floated over his desk, stripped to abstract security geometry. Sector map. resource movement. authorization tiers. No names. Names created memory. Memory complicated orders.

Mirek kept his hands clasped behind his back. Small man. compact frame. nothing wasted. He had the stillness of a weapon left on safe.

“How many openings did you pass tonight?” he said.

“Three.”

“Four.”

“He didn’t earn the fourth.”

His mouth shifted by half a degree. “You make preference sound like principle.”

“They overlap.”

He tapped the desk.

The wall screen changed.

A personnel file opened, and something in my chest drew tight before the image resolved. I knew the shape of civilian intelligence files. Lunar internal. Tycho clearance. analysis division.

Then her face appeared.

Nia.

My pulse hit once, hard enough to feel in my throat.

I did not move.

Three years had taught me that much. Three years of hearing her name nowhere but inside my own skull. Three years of cutting every memory loose before it could become leverage. Three years of carrying a marriage like contraband because the wrong pause, the wrong look, the wrong change in breath could be turned into a weapon by men who measured people by pressure points.

Mirek watched me watch the screen. “You know her.”

Not a question.

“Yes.”

“Define the connection.”

“My wife.”

“Legally inaccurate.”

The words landed flat and cold.

I kept my eyes on the file. “Formerly.”

“Emotionally?”

I lifted my gaze to his. “Irrelevant.”

“If she were irrelevant, you’d have used her name.”

The old anger came up clean and bitter. Not heat. Heat burned fast. This was colder than that. A pressure under the sternum. A tightening in the jaw. The kind that made violence feel organized.

He liked that too.

Of course he did.

Nia’s file scrolled. Terror-pattern analysis. Deep archive privileges. compliance access. a stack of recent queries the system had already tagged out of band. I tracked the lines automatically. So did the part of me I had spent three years starving.

*Not her. Anyone else.*

Too late.

Mirek brought up a second screen beside hers. Archive security. Tycho containment cascade. Live.

The drop in my stomach felt physical, like missing a stair in the dark.

“She found something,” I said.

“Potentially.”

“Or you want me to think she did.”

“Both can coexist.”

The timestamp in the corner pulsed. Containment had started less than two minutes ago. Tycho only scrubbed rooms for three reasons: malware, uncontrolled leak, or internal discovery nasty enough to disappear before shift change.

Nia was in that room.

The back of my neck went cold. A memory moved there before I could stop it. Her fingers hooking two through my belt loop in a crowded station corridor so I would stop walking and listen. The look she used when she was frightened and refusing to grant the fear any authority. Quieter, not louder.

The last thing I had said to her before boarding.

*Stay where I can find you.*

I had meant it as a joke.

I had meant it as a promise.

I had meant it while already lying.

“Target is Reyes, Nia Elena,” Mirek said. “Primary objective: containment and retrieval. Secondary: copied material. Tertiary, if required, termination.”

My breath caught before I could stop it.

He heard that.

“Containment means alive,” I said.

“It means useful.”

“And termination means cleaner reports.”

“It means the material matters more than the analyst.”

He enlarged the schematic of the archive floor. No direct visual. Tycho compartmentalized its cameras. Smart design. Bad timing.

“What did she touch?” I asked.

“A relay inheritance anomaly linked to twelve historical incidents.”

The words hit harder than they should have.

Because I knew the incidents.

Not the public versions. The other ones. Nairobi. Quito. Mare Serenitatis. Pacific Arcology. Civilians folded into strategic math and dressed afterward in language about extremism and instability and unfortunate necessity. Black Veil did not invent every disaster. It steered them. Fed them. Made sure the aftermath served command.

Most days I survived that distinction by calling it policy.

Tonight it tasted rotten.

“She shouldn’t have been near that chain.”

“She wasn’t meant to be.”

“Then someone got sloppy.”

“Or someone wanted to know who would notice.”

There it was.

Not a leak. A trigger.

Something had been left deep enough that only the right analyst would find it. Then command had waited to see who reached for it.

And Nia had.

My teeth touched. Just once.

Mirek saw. “You trained her well.”

“No.”

“Not formally.”

Heat climbed under my collar. Not shame. Closer to sickness. “She was better than your files understood.”

“I’m sure that comforts you.”

I said nothing.

Because Nia had always been good. Better than the room around her. She noticed timing, omission, sequence. The hidden move registered before the obvious one. It was one of the first things that pulled me toward her. That sharpness. That impatience with polished lies.

It was also why command had liked her profile.

Not as an asset in motion. As adjacency. Someone whose existence changed mine. Someone they could fold into a pressure plan if the need ever came.

I had told myself that need would not come.

Then the shuttle burned.

Mirek folded his hands in front of him. “You deploy with Kestral and Venn.”

“No.”

His brow lifted. “Quick.”

“She knows my face.”

“She knows a dead one.”

The room narrowed.

“You staged my death to keep the line clean,” I said. “You don’t get to spend the cover and keep the fiction.”

“The fiction is already compromised.”

“Send someone else.”

“Someone else kills her in the corridor.”

The truth of it landed hard enough to make my gut clench.

Kestral killed because motion offended him. Venn killed because hierarchy did not. Between them, Nia would be dead before she understood the angle of the room.

Mirek let that sit.

Then, softly: “Bring her in, Reyes.”

Not the file.

Her.

He wanted to hear what that did to me.

“She remains useful,” he said. “That is why this order is yours.”

The route map came up on the wall. Archive to service spine. Service spine to med undercroft. Undercroft to chapel access. Three likely escape vectors. Whoever built the prediction tree understood Nia well enough to insult me.

“She avoids elevators,” I said before I could stop myself.

Mirek nodded once. Logged it. “Yes.”

“She’ll head for med access or neutral ground.”

“Yes.”

“Selene?”

“Still unconfirmed.”

Which meant close enough to yes.

I looked at the route map and felt the baton bruise waking in my ribs. The pain helped. Pain sorted the room. Pain made memory less dangerous.

Not safe.

Just less dangerous.

I remembered the first time I saw Nia. Not the official first contact. The real one. She was outside a transit kiosk with a dead tablet in one hand, staring at the machine like she was deciding whether to fix it or break it. She asked me for directions without preamble. I gave them. She looked over my shoulder at a maintenance crew faking a repair and said, quiet as a blade, “That bracket’s cosmetic.”

She was right.

That was the problem with women like Nia. Accuracy felt intimate around them.

Mirek touched the desk again.

A final screen opened.

Archive metadata. Corrupted. partial. enough.

Legacy flight cert inheritance. One active voiceprint match.

Mine.

The pressure in my chest turned sharp.

“She opened it.”

“She opened enough.”

“And now she thinks—”

“Now she knows a dead man’s credentials are alive inside a sealed relay chain.”

He took one step closer. “Your wife is now a variable.”

Inside Black Veil, the old word for that was *deviation.* Something alive where no one wanted life. Something human inside a clean plan. Deviation could be redirected, contained, erased.

Sometimes all three.

“What did you leave in that file?” I said.

“Less than you fear. More than she can survive alone.”

I wanted to break his mouth.

Instead I stood still enough to pass for obedient.

Because the worst thought had already arrived.

If Nia heard my voice, she would know it.

She knew the drag in it when I was tired. Knew when I was lying, not from words but from the half-second I bought before giving them. Three years did not erase that. It only starved it.

Mirek kept speaking. “Containment shutters have fallen. Internal response will drive her toward sublevel routes. Kestral and Venn are sealing two exits. You intercept at the third.”

He sent the route to my slate.

Archive corridor. Service spine. Med undercroft. Chapel access.

Alina Voss’s clinic if Nia still trusted old doors.

Of course she did.

My thumb closed around the slate hard enough to dig the edge into my palm. “Engagement limits.”

“Minimal spectacle.”

“That’s not a limit.”

“It is here.”

“If she resists?”

“Sedate.”

“If she runs?”

“Catch her.”

“If she won’t come in alive?”

He let the answer ripen before he gave it.

“Then the copied material takes precedence.”

There it was.

The room felt colder after that. The lights too white. Under all of it, my body had already started the old work. Breath lower. sight narrower. hands loose. Nothing emotional in the motion itself. The body saved that for later, if later came at all.

Mirek slid a compact sidearm across the desk. Beneath it, a black ampule case.

Sedative.

I looked at both.

Then at him.

“You think this is mercy.”

“I think this is efficiency.”

A beat.

“Don’t confuse them.”

My hand closed around the gun first. Cool metal. familiar weight. The ampule case went into my pocket after. It felt heavier.

Mirek keyed the office door open.

“Reyes.”

I stopped.

“If she says your name,” he said, “do not answer to it.”

The back of my neck went cold.

Because that was not advice.

That was warning.

He knew exactly how much damage her voice could still do.

I stepped into the corridor without replying.

The command level was all sealed glass and reflected light. Every footstep clicked once and died. By the time I hit the stairwell, Kestral’s status had already gone green on the east route. Venn’s on central. Mine blinked amber over the western service spine.

Intercept.

Contain.

Retrieve.

Below me, Tycho’s sublevels ran through stone, pressure shell, and enough maintenance arteries to hide a war. Somewhere in that grid, Nia was moving with a stolen file and my dead voice in her hands.

And every man on my team would kill her if I gave them the time.

I took the stairs two at a time.

On the first landing I stopped long enough to kill the visible tracker in my comm rig and replace it with a movement loop. Thirty-seven seconds of false compliance down the assigned route.

Not much.

Enough.

Kestral pinged me. **Moving.**

I answered. **Copy.**

Lie one.

Venn pinged a second later. **Seal in ninety.**

**Understood.**

Lie two.

The stairwell air smelled like coolant and stone dust. Lunar architecture always did at depth. Dry. metallic
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