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      This book is for those who’ve been told they’re too much. Too intense. Too difficult. Too…anything.

      

      And for those who stand up for others. Who put themselves between the vulnerable and danger.  Who fight for what’s good and right and just.

      

      But those who prey on others? On the weak? On anyone who can’t fight for themselves? Who use systems and power to destroy?

      

      Well, you can fuck right off.
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      This book is a little different. Raine is autistic. It’s never stated outright, but that makes it no less true. Autism looks different for each person. Raine is disciplined, thinks in patterns, has sensory issues, and is extremely intelligent. She feels her emotions deeply–though she can’t always process them in the moment. Because of this, she’s often been told she’s too much and too intense. She’s struggled with friendships and relationships her entire life. For some readers with autism, her lived experiences might not all ring true. For others, they will be exactly on point.
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        If you love sexy romantic suspense, I’d love to send you a short story set in Dublin, Ireland. Castles & Kings isn’t available anywhere except for readers who sign up for my mailing list! Sign up for my newsletter on my website and tell me where to send your free book!

        http://patriciadeddy.com.
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One Year Ago

      

      

      

      The op is running long. It’s been nothing but endless problems, though no one’s saying the words out loud. 

      We’re three days past the extraction window. If we don’t get the target out of here in the next twenty-four hours, he’ll be dead, and the past week camping out in grimy, abandoned buildings will have been a waste. 

      Our cover identities are wearing thin. Every time I have to answer to a different name,  hold an expression I don’t feel, or lie down on that dirty floor, my jaw aches. 

      I’m still alert, but that’s not the same as fresh, and the distinction matters. 

      Especially on overwatch. 

      The wall gives me enough cover no one notices me up here, but I still feel too exposed. And the target should have made contact with Martinez an hour ago.

      The rooftop is unbearably hot. My shirt sticks to my back—a sensation that makes my skin crawl—and everything feels wrong, all the way down to my toes against my socks. And these are my favorite socks. My go-to pair when the days run on and masking is more than I can handle.

      On the street below, something’s…off. It’s too quiet. No overlapping voices, no shoppers, no traffic surge where there should be one. 

      I shift my weight on the balls of my feet and press my fingertips hard against one another. 

      Recalibrating angles is instinctual. A habit burned into me over more than fifteen years in the field. I can almost see the problem. The space where people should be that’s simply…empty.  

      A figure moves below, just long enough to register. Bulky jacket. Wrong for summer in the middle of Romania. He’s moving awkwardly. Shoulders hunched. Gait stiff. 

      There you are. 

      Another man emerges from the darkened doorway a second later. He’s less than half a step behind. 

      “Central,” I murmur, keeping my voice low. “Asset is mobile. They’re moving him.” 

      “Copy that,” the low voice in my ear says.  

      “If he just disappears,” I add, even though the last time I made this argument, I was shut down hard, “the threat vector shifts to his associates. I flagged that risk during planning.” I scan the street, then refocus on the asset. “Anyone he worked with who doesn’t vanish with him is going to get burned. Not tonight. But eventually.” 

      “We’re not staging a death,” Central cuts in. “That decision’s been locked for a month and signed off at the Director level. Exfil only.” 

      “Acknowledged. Moving to extract in⁠—” 

      The impact comes from behind me. A sharp, burning pain rockets through my shoulder, the percussive crack almost an afterthought. 

      I tuck and roll without thinking. Training takes over, guiding me into a safer position. “Contact,” I say into the comm, my breath steady. “I’m hit.”

      “Can you move?” the agent in charge—a senior operative with the Global Security Directorate—asks. 

      I check my fingers first. Then my wrists, my elbows. The left arm responds cleanly. The right lags when I try to lift it, heat spiking along the back of my shoulder.

      That isn’t optimal.

      I file it away as the pain deepens, a hot poker now instead of a needle.

      “Yes. Right posterior shoulder is compromised. Shot came from my oh-seven-thirty. You have eyes on him?” 

      “Negative,” the steady male voice says. 

      If the shooter was still in play, Central’s drones would have locked onto him already. He’s in the wind. That tells me more than the hit. 

      This wasn’t suppressive fire. It wasn’t meant to end me. They want me on the move, not bleeding out. 

      I crawl, reposition, and fight through the onslaught of sensation—sirens overlapping, my heart beat too loud in my ear, the sour stench of trash rising from somewhere below.

      My focus blurs for half a second, until discipline takes over. 

      Locking my breathing down to something sustainable, I check my sightline again. The asset is still moving, shepherded now, pace quickening.

      “Central,” I say. “Escort just changed cadence. They know we’re here.”

      “Copy,” another agent says. “Adjusting approach vectors.”

      A drone hums overhead, barely audible, its shadow sliding across the street like a magician playing with vapor. The second man glances up, just once. Enough.

      Despite the protest from my shoulder, I push myself upright and shift position. “Central, there’s a window in five, four, three, two, one…” 

      Every word costs me something, but when the flash-bang goes off at street level—and the crowd that never existed bursts from doorways—it’s worth it. 

      The asset disappears into the confusion. 
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      We extract under cover of the chaos left from the flash-bang.

      I keep moving until the adrenaline drains enough for my body to collect its due.

      My arm hangs loose. Dislocated—or close enough.

      The medic swears quietly as he assesses me. “You didn’t say it was this bad.”

      “I said it was compromised,” I reply. “You didn’t ask for details.”

      He snorts despite himself, popping the joint back into place with practiced efficiency. I breathe through it, teeth clenched, eyes unfocused until the pain fades to a dull throb and the bulkhead comes into view again. 

      “Don’t move it,” the medic says as he immobilizes my arm in a sling. 

      I bristle, the rough fabric scraping my neck. If he hadn’t given me a shot of morphine, I’d be a lot less forgiving. But for now, I shove the sensation down where it can’t distract me—or make the rest of the flight unbearable. 
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      Back in Seattle, nothing feels right. The pain isn’t sharp anymore. It’s structural. Something fundamental has shifted and isn’t interested in shifting back. Stillness isn’t enough. My shoulder is unstable—even trapped in this irritating brace. Like it doesn’t trust itself any longer. 

      At first, everyone’s optimistic. They schedule surgery in two weeks—once the swelling goes down—but ten days later, the orthopedic surgeon calls me in. He studies my scans too carefully. Flipping between images. Making soft, repetitive sounds in the back of his throat that scrape at my nerves. 

      My thumb traces the edge of the ring on my left index finger. The rough texture of the tiny diamonds in the pavé band helps me focus when everything around me feels like it’s spinning out of control. 

      When he finally turns to me, his expression is neutral in a way I’ve learned to distrust.

      “You’re lucky, Agent Calder.”

      I don’t respond. Luck is irrelevant.

      “If the bullet had hit an inch lower, you’d have lost fine motor control in your right hand. But the cartilage that keeps your shoulder seated hasn’t healed as well as we’d like. I’m afraid surgery is no longer an option.” 

      I flex my fingers. They respond. I rotate my wrist. Fine.

      I lift my arm a few inches against the brace, testing gently—and feel the hitch. Not pain. A brief, unmistakable slip. Like the joint is deciding whether to cooperate.

      I stop before it finishes the thought.

      “Long term prognosis?” I ask.

      He blows out a breath, checks the report in front of him, then meets my gaze. 

      “You’ll regain range of motion,” he says. “Strength, too. With rehab.”

      There it is. The pause. 

      “But?”

      “But high-impact activities could be an issue. If your arm is raised overhead, and placed under strain, it could dislocate again.” He scribbles something in my chart I can’t read, then leans back in his chair.

      “Will I be cleared for fieldwork?” I ask.

      He glances at the door before answering. Not because he needs to keep this a secret. Because what he says next becomes part of the permanent record. 

      “No,” he says. “You can return to duty pending reassignment to a less…physically demanding role.” 

      I blink twice as I take in his diagnosis. The field is the only place I’ve ever belonged. What am I supposed to do now?

      I shove the thought aside for later. For when I’m alone and don’t have to control my reactions. There’s only one question that still matters. 

      “Timeline?”

      “Two more weeks in the brace. Then physical therapy. We’ll see how much stability you can get back.” He hesitates, his gaze pinned to my chart. “You’ll need to modify certain activities. At least temporarily.” 

      “I’m not broken,” I say.

      “No,” he agrees quickly. “Not broken. Just…changed.”

      Changed. A word that means nothing and everything.
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      After another week, my handler calls me in for a meeting.

      She brings coffee. Sits at an angle that isn’t confrontational. She’s known me for years. Knows better than to pretend everything’s fine.

      “Here are your options for reassignment.” She slides a tablet across the table. Training. Advisory. Systems analysis. “You’ve always had a talent for seeing how things connect,” she says. “These are all excellent choices. You won’t lose your clearance or rank. Compensation stays the same.” 

      I scan the list. Both training and advisory require a version of me I’m too tired to maintain. Rooms full of people. Constant interaction. 

      “Systems…could work.” 

      I’d spend my days behind a desk. Filing reports, searching for discrepancies, and reading about outcomes. But I’d still be making a difference. 

      Relief flickers across my handler’s face for a moment before she schools it away.

      “Good,” she says. “You’ll excel there.”

      Later, alone, I work through my rehab exercises with mechanical precision. The shoulder holds. Mostly. There's a hitch at certain angles, a hesitation my body didn't have before. The pattern doesn't change, so I do what I always do. 

      I adapt.
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        Present Day

      

      

      Time is harder to track when I’ve been inside too long. On Friday afternoons, minutes slip into hours, and my equilibrium tilts just enough for me to notice. 

      The air in the building goes stale. People leave early, and everything slows in uneven increments. Approvals stall. Messages queue. Small inefficiencies stack until the waiting becomes the work.

      I don’t mind it most of the time. The quiet of Systems makes patterns easier to see. But by the end of the week, I’m ready for my favorite socks, a mug of tea, and two solid days where I don’t have to manage every expression, every reaction. 

      I open the next report in my queue and scan it once.

      Then again. Slower.

      There’s a timestamp mismatch in the metadata. Three seconds. Too small to matter on its own. Or for anyone else to notice.

      I correct it, add a brief explanation the program requires—even if no one will ever read it—and save my changes. The system recalculates, spinning for longer than it should, and I turn my gaze to my office window. 

      The mountains on the other side of Puget Sound have a fresh dusting of snow that wasn’t there this morning. I may not have wanted a desk job, but the view helps. 

      The Global Security Directorate runs ops all over the world. But Cyber and Systems both operate out of GSD’s main hub in Seattle. Cyber hunts live threats in real time. Systems audits the aftermath–tracking decisions, flagging inconsistencies, and making sure nothing in the official record contradicts what actually happened. 

      I don’t miss the field. Much. 

      I miss being trusted without having to explain why I’m right.

      Patterns make sense to me—unlike so many other things. They’re logical. Consistent. They either hold or they don’t. 

      I rub my eyes, then turn back to the laptop. 

      The next file is clean. The one after that, too. I settle into the rhythm of review, fingers moving without conscious thought, my brain already half a step ahead.

      Until another anomaly flickers on the screen.

      A contractor ID I recognize scrolls by for the second time today. I stop and look back at my last few files. 

      The same ID appears days apart, attached to unrelated ops. That’s not unusual. A good contractor can be reused time and time again. 

      What’s strange is the timing. The first assignment hadn’t been closed out when the second one opened.

      That should have triggered a review. It didn’t.

      Systems generate noise—small inconsistencies that mean nothing on their own. Noise isn’t unusual. It only matters when it repeats. So I don’t stop or chase down why it happened. I make a mental note that it did, and move on. 

      My shoulder twinges as I reach for my mouse, and my thumb moves to the edge of the ring on my index finger, tracing the line of tiny diamonds until my pulse settles. 

      A shadow crosses the frosted glass wall of my office. Tessa, the junior analyst I’ve been mentoring for the past few months, peeks her head in, then drops into my guest chair with a dramatic sigh. “You look like you’re about to argue with a spreadsheet,” she says.

      “I already won.” I offer her a small smile. “The spreadsheet just doesn’t know it yet.”

      Tessa chuckles. She’s younger than me by a decade, maybe more. Still green, but also smart and observant. The kind of analyst who’ll be very good once she learns which questions belong on the record—and which don’t. 

      No one teaches you how much damage can come from caring about the wrong thing. You figure that out by watching who stops showing up to briefings. 

      “What are you working on?” she asks.

      “Clean-up,” I say. “End-of-week triage.”

      She makes a face. “I hate triage.”

      “That’s because you still think everything deserves saving.”

      Her expression shifts to mock outrage, then laughter. “Fair.”

      She swivels in the chair, twirling a pen in her hands. “Can I ask you something?”

      “You just did.”

      She gapes at me for a beat. “You’re always so literal.” 

      “Occupational hazard.” I soften my expression into something socially…acceptable. “Go on. Ask.” 

      “When you see something that’s…off, but not incorrect, how long do you wait before you care?”

      My lips curve into a frown. “That depends. Does it repeat?”

      She picks at a piece of lint on her sleeve. “Yes.”

      “Then you document it,” I say, my voice even. “Carefully. Don’t escalate until you’re certain, and make sure whatever you write down is defensible.”

      Tessa nods slowly, not quite meeting my eyes. I’m about to ask her what she found when she pops up from the chair. 

      “Thanks, Raine. I should get back to work.” She plucks a mint from the small jar on my desk and heads down the hall. 

      I return to my own queue.

      Half an hour later, the contractor ID shows up again, this time attached to a field op in Barcelona. That’s not possible. No one can be on site in Seattle and halfway across the world simultaneously. I check the activity log. All the timestamps are blank. Not redacted. Blank. 

      Contractors don’t teleport. Every assignment has to log arrival and departure time. It’s a rule no one violates. 

      I open a private note. It isn’t something I’ll send. Not yet. Just a scratch pad I keep on my laptop to help me organize my thoughts. I enter the contractor ID and the codes for all three ops it's linked to. No conclusions. I don’t know enough yet.

      As I type, a memory surfaces unbidden.

      A debrief from years ago, when I was still in the field. The final report listed our team as “on location” for six hours. We’d been there for twelve. I pressed my handler to correct the discrepancy. A week later, I was sent back to Seattle for two days of training on “proper escalation procedures.” 

      That taught me something important. 

      Not every mistake warrants formal documentation. 

      I save the note and move on. 

      My system lags, blank fields taking several extra seconds to populate. A resource allocation column fills with a code I don’t recognize, then clears again. Odd. 

      But it resolves itself in the next breath, and I finish the last of my assignments without issue. By the time I log off, the floor is quieter, the building settling into its after-hours hum.

      I pack up, sling my bag over my shoulder, and pause with my hand on the light switch.

      Monday, I’ll pull the archived activity logs tied to that contractor ID. Just to confirm the scope of the problem. 

      I don’t like unanswered questions.
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      I always come in early on Mondays.

      The building is calmer before it fills—no overlapping conversations, no phones ringing, only the low murmur of everything waking up.

      My office lights are off, the door closed, and my coffee mug on the warmer. I pull a granola bar from my purse and place it next to my keyboard. 

      The laptop hums softly as it boots. I didn’t think about work over the weekend. Much. 

      Patterns don’t clarify under pressure. They do it when I give them time to breathe.

      Now I need to know whether what I saw was real—or just my brain doing what it does when there’s nothing else to chew on.

      The archived logs open quickly. No system lag at all. Almost like they’ve been waiting for me. I run a search for the contractor ID in my private note–G-96. 

      That same contractor ID is tied to forty-three different ops over the past few years. That shouldn’t be possible. GSD has safeguards in place to stop field teams from being pushed so hard they burn out. 

      I scroll through the list, and find an op I recognize. I was on that team, with Marisol Vega running point. She brewed coffee strong enough to strip paint, and cracked jokes through a hostile checkpoint like a stand-up comedian. Our team leader gave her hell for it, but he couldn’t deny she’d kept us alive—and out of a Russian prison—that day. I always hoped I’d work with her again, but she retired a few months later. 

      Huh. More blank arrival and departure fields. That can’t be right. I would have noticed them during the debrief. I scroll down to the after-action notes, hoping to find an explanation. Most of them are boilerplate. Standard. Medical sign-offs, fitness summaries, affidavits. Then I find a status I don’t expect.  

      External mitigation.

      Mitigation doesn’t simply exist. It happens. Leaves traces. Approvals, methods, follow-ups. There should be a report explaining what was mitigated, why, and who signed off on it. And everyone on the op should have been notified. 

      Instead, the field agent ID tied to the status is missing, and their physical location is set to something I’ve never seen before. 

      RJ-3.

      I try to search for the code. The system spins, then returns me to the previous screen. No error message. No access warning. Just a clean reset, as if the request never happened.

      That’s unusual. GSD’s databases are many things. Defensive. Redundant. Occasionally petty.

      But they don’t ignore you.

      I go back to the activity log and compare the personnel list at the beginning of the file with the individual debrief summaries in the after-action report. Six agents started the op. Only five are listed at the end. Marisol is missing. 

      Two hours later, I sit back and let my gaze unfocus, keeping my expression neutral while my thoughts race ahead. I smooth my sleeve where the fabric sits flush against my wrist. My body wants to react, but I haven’t decided how yet.

      I’ve gone through eight of the forty-three ops tied to the contractor ID in question. Six of them reference RJ-3 and external mitigation. Two of those link to agents who’ve retired—including Marisol. Four of them list personnel who aren’t on any active duty roster. They’re not marked retired. No separation paperwork or disciplinary actions. 

      They’re just…gone.

      Four women. Different areas of operation. Years apart. The same abrupt endpoint.

      Whatever RJ-3 is, it doesn’t behave like any status code I’ve worked with before. I don’t know who authorizes it. I only know when it appears.

      A soft knock sounds on my door.

      Tessa sticks her head in. “You busy?”

      “Depends,” I say. “Are you about to make me so?”

      She smiles and steps inside, her Systems Superhero mug clutched in her hands. “I was pulling comparative outcomes for last quarter…” She hesitates for a moment. “And I ran into something strange.”

      “Define strange.”

      “I was looking at aggregate recovery timelines,” she says. “Time out after injury. Return-to-duty rates. Where people land afterward. No names. Just trends.”

      That’s standard. Exactly the kind of thing she should be doing.

      “And?”

      She hesitates again. “The last file in the dataset was…different. Every employee ID in it had an injury code, then a role change, but the medical reviews were incomplete. They all ended with some obscure reference and a note about Occupational Health requesting reassignment. That’s strange, right?”

      My pulse ticks up sharply. She’s still a junior analyst. She shouldn’t have access to medical reviews. You need senior-level clearance for that. “Maybe,” I say lightly. “But it’s not something you need to worry about. I’m sure that last file was just glitchy. It happens sometimes.” 

      She frowns. “But⁠—”

      “Send it to me. I’ll take a look. If it’s a bug the programmers want to see, I’ll loop you in.”

      She pauses, then nods. 

      When she leaves, I sit very still and let my thoughts settle. 

      Tessa isn’t cleared for Medical. There are only two analysts in the building who are. I’m one, and my supervisor, Claire, is the other. Whatever file Tessa found shouldn’t have been there in the first place. 

      The whoosh of a new email breaks the silence. I open the file and stare at the screen for several seconds. The obscure reference before the update about Occupational Health? It’s one I recognize.  

      RJ-3.

      I reopen the private note I started on Friday and strip everything related to RJ-3 down to dates, time stamps, and op codes. After another hour, I’ve found two more field agents whose personnel files end abruptly. 

      I don’t know what any of it means yet. So I save the note off the network and turn back to my queue. I can’t make sense of the pattern yet, and without context, conclusions are meaningless. 

      Ellen might have seen this type of thing before. She spent nearly twenty-five years at GSD before she retired. Half of it in the field, the rest in Systems. I’ll call her tomorrow for a sanity check.

      The building hums around me, a constant vibration of air and electricity that’s peaceful and almost reassuring, as I lock my screen and head for the break room to get another cup of coffee.
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      It’s been a day of noise I can’t tune out. Conversations that demand more than I have to give. Too many moments where I have to stop myself from saying the obvious out loud. 

      Something inside me slips. Not in the office. Not while I’m closing files or listening to the building ease into its evening quiet. It happens in the parking garage, where the concrete throws every sound back at me. 

      I’m halfway down the first ramp before I realize my radio is still off.

      I always turn it on.

      Not for music. Not for news. For the steady, predictable buffer between me and my own thoughts. A low hum that keeps my brain from racing ahead of itself. 

      I stop at the bottom of the ramp, foot on the brake.

      My routines matter. They keep me grounded. Let me function in a world that so often feels too loud and too intense. I don’t deviate from them. Ever. I once drove myself to the hospital during a brutal bout of food poisoning and still turned on the radio first.

      I stare through the windshield, counting the painted lines on the asphalt until the pressure in my chest sharpens into something I can’t ignore. It takes me a few more seconds to figure out why I’m feeling this way.

      Too much input. Not enough resolution. 

      I’ve been carrying questions all day with nowhere to set them down. My focus is slipping because nothing has settled yet.

      It will. 

      Eventually.

      The low, familiar voices of NPR fill the silence, and I pull out of the garage, driving without thinking, following familiar streets until I pass my exit. Not by accident. I keep going north until Seattle thins. Until the buildings give way to wider roads and fewer cars.

      At a grocery store not far from the freeway, I park in the far corner of the lot. No foot traffic. I’m not sure why I came all the way out here, except if I have this conversation at home, I’ll carry it with me all night. 

      I leave the engine running—it’s the only noise besides the radio I can tolerate right now—and pick up my phone.

      Ellen answers on the second ring.

      “Raine.” She sounds tired. “It’s late.”

      “I know.” I wince as I check the clock on my dashboard. “I’m sorry. Do you have a minute?”

      A pause. Then the soft rustle of movement, and a chair scraping over tile. I picture her kitchen without meaning to. The chipped counter. The vase of sea glass by the sink. The light that hums faintly when it’s been on too long.

      “I have ten,” she says. “Talk.”

      I don’t start with conclusions, names, or codes. I give her the structure first. 

      “I noticed a single contractor ID linked to multiple overlapping ops. Different teams, different locations, different operational mandates.” 

      “That’s not unusual,” Ellen says, her voice measured.

      “No. But what I found at the end of those ops is. The after-action reports didn’t line up properly.” 

      “In what way?”

      I tighten my grip on the phone until the edges bite into my palm. “Some of the agents from those ops aren’t on the duty roster anymore. No retirement paperwork, no transfer orders, no notes from medical. They’re just…gone. And most of them are women.”

      This pause lasts longer. 

      “Raine, be careful. If you don’t have context, you could be missing something obvious. Or seeing a pattern where there isn’t one.” Ellen’s voice takes on a slightly rougher tone. I shouldn’t have called this late. 

      “I know. That’s why I reached out. This has been going on for years. I wanted to talk to you before I escalated anything.”

      “That was the right instinct.” She sighs, the sound weary. “You’re not wrong. And you’re not the first to notice it.”

      Something inside me steadies at that.

      “You?” I ask. “How did you handle it?”

      “I didn’t have to. I was reassigned to budget forecasting and didn’t have access to personnel files anymore. That wasn’t the right fit for me, so I retired a few weeks later.” 

      I run my left hand over the steering wheel, taking a small bit of comfort from the texture of the vinyl against my skin. “If I wanted to understand this better without drawing attention⁠—”

      “Don’t intervene,” Ellen says quickly.

      She’s always careful. Predictable in the way that makes her almost unshakable under pressure. It’s why we worked well together when she was still in the field.

      “Watch the pattern,” she continues. “See who moves. Notice what should be there and isn’t. But don’t take risks. You’re useful where you are, Raine. Stay that way.”

      It’s a reminder of the rule she taught me years ago.

      Watch. Listen. Act only when you’re certain.

      “I should have known you’d say that,” I murmur.

      Ellen chuckles softly. “Yes. You should have.”

      We hang up a minute later. No plan or next steps, just a shared understanding that some things are better observed than confronted.

      I sit there for time, forearms resting on the steering wheel, engine humming softly beneath me. I don’t move until my breathing evens out and my thoughts settle back into something orderly.

      When I get home, I open my private note again, stripping out anything that sounds like a conclusion or assumes motive. All I have left are dates, codes, and phrases that mean nothing. For now. 

      I encrypt the file, then shut the laptop and make myself a cup of tea. Maybe it’s nothing. Or maybe tomorrow, it’ll all make sense.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Traffic was heavier than usual this morning, and I’m already off my rhythm as I rush through the rows of cubicles on the way to my office. My travel mug wobbles in my hand when I see Tessa’s empty desk.   

      She’s always early. Not eager, exactly. Steady. Pours coffee before her computer boots up. Sets her chair to the same height no matter what shoes she has on. Wears her badge clipped to a pink lanyard, not the standard-issue blue like everyone else. 

      By 9:20, her absence starts to worry me. 

      At 10:00, I close my office door and send her a text message. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Everything okay? 

      

      

      

      

      

      Half an hour later, with the message still unread, I check the internal calendar. 

      No leave planned. No training. No off-site meetings. 

      At 10:43, Claire, our Assistant Director, emerges from her office, followed by two security officers I don’t recognize. Their uniforms are…off. A dark blue rather than GSD’s usual gray. But their badges are in full view as they turn toward the row of cubicles where Tessa sits. 

      That’s when I finally move. My thoughts misfire as I reach the end of the aisle, refusing to line up the way they should. 

      Tessa looks from one officer to the other, her brows pinched together, eyes shimmering. She’s still wearing her coat, but her bag lies half-open on the floor.  

      One of the men leans closer, his voice too quiet for me to hear. I recognize the posture. Polite and non-threatening, but firm. Authority that expects to be obeyed.

      “I’m fine,” Tessa says. Her voice carries more than she probably intends. “I don’t need⁠—”

      The officer lifts a hand. “This is just a formality, Ms. Hale.” 

      She closes her mouth, and her fingers curl around her bright pink lanyard, then loosen again. 

      Claire steps forward, tucking a lock of graying hair behind her ear. “Tessa, I’m sorry, but you’ve been placed on medical leave. Effective immediately.”

      The apology and Claire’s soft tone make her words hurt that much more. 

      “For what?” Tessa asks.

      “Occupational Health requested the review,” Claire replies, even more gently now. “They’ll follow up with you directly.”

      Occupational Health? Why are they involved?

      “I didn’t do anything wrong.” Tessa turns to Claire. “Tell them. Please?”

      “I know you didn’t, dear.” Claire pats Tessa’s arm. “These things always sound scarier than they really are. I’m sure you’ll be back to work in no time.”

      Tessa peers over one of the officer’s shoulders to meet my gaze. “Raine?”

      “It’s probably nothing,” I offer. “An ergonomic assessment left unfinished or overtime logged incorrectly. Text me once you’ve talked to Occupational Health.” 

      She nods, trusting me like she has so many times before. 

      The officers flank her, close enough to guide without touching, and one picks up her bag before they head for the rear elevator. I watch them the whole way down the aisle.

      Tessa’s hands hang at her sides, empty. 

      She always carries something. A notebook. A jacket. That silly ceramic mug she stole from Ops and never gave back. 

      But now…there’s nothing. Just her and two security officers in a white-walled elevator. 

      Only when the doors slide shut and the elevator starts to descend do I realize my own hands are clenched hard enough my nails are digging into my palms. I force myself to loosen them one finger at a time, relying on the ache to steady me.

      Sometimes, pain can be useful. 

      I don’t have language yet for what I’m feeling. So I do what I always do—set it aside and keep moving. 

      Back in my office, I close the door and pull up Tessa’s personnel file. 

      Her credentials are already inactive, her status listed as Pending Medical Review, with a time stamp less than two minutes ago. 

      The speed makes it clear this wasn’t a sudden decision. No one updates credentials that quickly. 

      I look over Tessa’s last two weeks of activity. Not because I think she did anything wrong. Because I want to know if someone else does. 

      The log is ordinary. The kind of work that fills most weeks. Cross-checks. Summaries. Small cleanups meant to catch errors before they matter. She was efficient, getting through her queue every day, even working ahead a little. 

      There’s nothing to indicate a health issue or the need for a security escort out of the building. 

      Then, one line stands out.

      Compliance review requested.

      My breath catches before I can stop it. That status was logged two days ago. The same day Tessa brought the medical file to my attention. 

      I copy the timestamp and paste it into my private note without commentary.

      The screen refreshes on its own. A code appears in the corner of the pane for all of two seconds before disappearing again.

      RJ-3.

      That’s not a label. It’s a trigger. One that just noticed me.

      I pull my hands away from the keyboard, pressing my thumbs together until my pulse settles. Ellen’s words come back to me. 

      “Don’t take risks. You’re useful where you are, Raine. Stay that way.”

      For now, I’ll leave it alone. Do my job. And hope I hear from Tessa soon.  

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Right before lunch, Claire calls me into her office.

      She doesn’t offer coffee. Odd. She always offers me coffee. 

      I take a seat, crossing my legs with my tablet balanced on my knee. 

      “Raine,” she says, pushing a stack of folders aside with a smile, “I want you to hear this from me first. Tessa’s taking a month of medical leave. She’s been under a lot of stress lately, and GSD takes the health of its people seriously. You don’t need to worry. She’s getting the care she needs.”

      The guilt hits the center of my chest, settling under my ribs with a low, shallow ache. I should have noticed Tessa was under strain. Spotting inconsistencies in data is easy. Human variables are harder. My thumb drifts to the edge of my ring, the rough texture helping me focus on what to say next. 

      “I hope Tessa’s okay. She loves this job. And she’s good at it, too.” 

      Claire studies me for a moment, then nods. “She is. She’s lucky to have you as a mentor.” 

      I don’t know what to do with the compliment, so I focus my attention on Claire’s shoulder. Safer than making eye contact, but close enough Claire doesn’t notice. 

      “We’re reshuffling some assignments this afternoon. Temporarily. Since we’re down an analyst until Tessa gets back.”

      “All right.” 

      She taps her keyboard a few times, and her printer whirs to life. The smooth, practiced sound of paper sliding into the tray fills the pause she doesn’t. 

      “There’s a short-term need at the Portland field office,” she says, handing me the printout. “Systems support and training. Two or three days. Your skill set fits what they’re looking for.”

      My face wants to react in a way that isn’t socially…acceptable. Portland is far enough away I won’t be home tonight. I don’t like hotels. The sheets are always too scratchy and the pillows too firm.

      “I’m not field-certified anymore.” I touch my right shoulder out of habit. There’s no pain, but my heart rate spikes anyway. 

      “This isn’t fieldwork,” Claire replies. “The Portland analysts are falling behind on their deliverables. That’s why they want you down there. The process improvements you’ve implemented since you joined Systems have made us twenty percent more efficient. If you can do the same thing in Portland, they’ll catch up in no time.

      “All the details are on the form,” she continues. “They need you there before the end of the day. Will that be a problem?”

      I glance down at the printout. The assignment is already approved. Travel authorization, lodging, and per diem. 

      “What prompted the request?” I ask.

      Claire shrugs, then shakes her head with a soft chuckle. “The director probably got raked over the coals after last quarter’s numbers came out. If you need anything while you’re down there, give me a call.” 

      “Okay. You can let them know I’ll be there by four.” 
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      I bring only what the assignment calls for. Two changes of clothes. Toiletries. Phone, laptop, credentials. I leave the overnight bag in the trunk. I’ll grab it when I get to the hotel.

      The Portland office is small. Older paint. Dimmer lights. The air carries a faint chemical scent, like the carpet was recently cleaned and hasn’t quite dried.

      I give my name at the desk.

      The receptionist checks her screen. Frowns. Checks again.

      “One moment,” she says.

      She reaches for a clipboard with a pen tethered by a string. I sign where she points.

      A button clicks beneath the desk, and a loud buzzer sounds from the door to my left. It’s so close, it feels like it’s rattling my skull from the inside. 

      My shoulders jump before I can stop them. I still my hands, slow my breathing, and bring myself back under control.

      “Go on through,” she says. “You’ll be met.”

      The door opens to a short hallway. Two men are waiting on the other side. Uniformed. Wearing the same dark blue as the officers from this morning. 

      “Agent Calder,” one of them says. “Occupational Health requires a brief intake interview before all temporary assignments.”

      An intake interview?

      “I’m here for training and systems support,” I reply. 

      “We’re aware. You can get started after you complete the interview.” 

      The words arrive a beat late. Not because I don’t understand them, but because they don’t match what I’m expecting. I don’t let that show. Worry changes how people treat you. And once that happens, you lose leverage you don’t get back.

      They don’t take me to the elevators. We pass them instead. Then a door marked Storage. Then another unmarked door.

      The room they guide me into is small. No windows.

      It’s colder than the rest of the building. I shouldn’t have left my coat in the car. 

      “Someone will be right with you,” the other man says.

      Three chairs sit around the table. A clipboard is centered carefully at the far end. Paper forms. No computer.

      I sit, and the door closes behind me.

      Alone, I scan my surroundings. A camera’s red light watches steadily from the corner. A low, mechanical whir sounds as it sweeps the room. I look away and pull out my phone.

      The message to Ellen is short. Factual.

      
        
          
            
              
        Junior analyst placed on medical leave this morning.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Her activity log showed a request for a compliance review.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I was sent to Portland for a temporary training assignment two hours later.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        This feels adjacent to what we discussed. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Am I reading too much into it?

      

      

      

      

      

      I lock the phone and set it face down on the table. If there’s anything to worry about, Ellen will let me know.

      The metal back of the chair is cold even through my jacket. I fold my hands in front of me. I don’t know what this is yet. A department-wide review? Is someone upset that I didn’t notice Tessa was struggling?

      I run my thumb along the edge of my ring to stop my thoughts from racing. Whatever it is, someone will tell me soon. Until then, all I can do is wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      No one comes right away.

      The room stays cold, quiet, and unchanged. The camera light doesn’t blink. My heart rate wants to tick up, so I curl my toes against the soles of my shoes, then rub the edge of my ring over and over again. 

      Time passes. I count it by the HVAC cycles, by the subtle ache in my shoulder as the room cools another degree.

      What’s taking so long? I’ve never had an intake interview before—a gap in my knowledge that feels acutely relevant right now. 

      Eventually, the door opens.

      Two people enter. Different than before. No uniforms this time. Plain clothes. Neutral expressions. The man carries a tablet. The woman carries nothing.

      “Agent Calder,” the woman says, her tone professional. “Thank you for your patience.” Her badge is clipped in a way that makes it impossible to read her name. 

      “Our intake interviews always begin with a brief medical review,” she continues. “Routine questions. Nothing to worry about.”

      Routine is a word that depends on repetition.

      At least the medical review part I understand. Though I’ve only been through one of those before. When I left the field. But that took place in a doctor’s office, not a windowless room at a field office with two people I’ve never met.

      She slides the clipboard across the table to me. “We’ll start with a few confirmations.”

      I swallow the reaction my face wants to show. Confirmations of what?

      I glance at the form. Boxes to check. Questions that could be answered more efficiently on a screen.

      “Why paper?” I ask.

      She smiles. “Redundancy.”

      That’s not an answer. It’s a conversation ender. I don’t push. 

      The questions themselves are broad. General enough to be harmless if answered carefully.

      Sleep: adequate.

      Stress: within normal limits.

      Pain level: minimal.

      Workload: stable.

      I answer the way I’ve been trained to. Simply. Nothing false. Nothing that creates room for interpretation.

      When the last box is checked, I pass the clipboard back across the table.

      “I’m fine,” I say, because that’s the answer that keeps the process moving.

      My phone vibrates.

      The woman slides it away from me, still face down. “I’ll hold on to this so we can focus.”

      “I’m waiting for a message.” 

      She smiles again. “We’ll make sure anything important is handled.”

      That feels wrong. But the questions continue so quickly, I don’t have time to dwell on it. 

      Range of motion. History of injury. Current limitations.

      The man gets to his feet and asks me to extend my arm. I comply. He watches closely, hovering, but not touching.

      When I lower it, my shoulder slips a fraction. I don’t let myself react. 

      “Any instability?” he asks.

      “Only if I’m reaching for something overhead,” I say.

      He makes a note.

      “How long ago was the original injury?”

      “Eleven months.”

      They exchange a look I don’t know how to interpret.

      “This next part is precautionary,” the woman says. “For everyone’s comfort.”

      She reaches into her pocket and withdraws a set of restraints. I recognize their subtle shift in posture. They expect me to resist. 

      I stay calm. “Is this necessary?” 

      “It’s standard,” she replies. “For transport.”

      Transport is new. Though if it gets me to a doctor who can clear me, I won’t complain.

      “Transport where? I drove here. My car is in the lot. Wouldn’t it be easier if I met you⁠—” 

      “This is procedure, Agent Calder. Your vehicle will be safe here, as will your bag. We’ll keep them safe until the review is complete.” She smiles, as if I’m supposed to take comfort from her words while she’s holding a pair of restraints. 

      I let the woman cuff my wrists to the arms of the chair, check the fit, and adjust. The pressure isn’t uncomfortable. Yet. When I test my very limited range of motion, no one reacts. 

      The door closes, leaving me alone, and time begins to stretch in a way that feels intentional. 

      No one’s accused me of anything, explained why this was necessary, or returned my phone. 

      I settle back in the chair and test the restraints again, just enough to map them. My breathing stays even. My pulse doesn’t spike.

      The cold works its way through me, as does the certainty that this was never a training assignment. Nor is it a standard medical review either. And I have no idea what comes next.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      When the door opens again, they move quickly.

      Too quickly for my body to catch up.

      The man releases the cuffs from the chair and half a second later my wrists are locked together behind my back. The metal tightens, and my shoulders tense.

      Another man grips my arm and pulls me to my feet. A low ache starts in my right shoulder. I stumble, my balance off because my hands aren’t where my body expects them to be.

      “Watch it,” the second man snaps.

      “I need a moment,” I say. My tone isn’t defiant. Or panicked. “My hands⁠—”

      He doesn’t seem to care, and drags me through the door and around a corner. I misjudge the distance, my shoulder clipping the wall. 

      The response is immediate. He yanks my arm up and back to counter my momentum.  

      Something in my shoulder gives.

      The sensation is wrong before it’s painful. But when the pain comes, it’s all at once, sharp and white-hot, flooding down my arm. 

      My vision grays at the edges. A roar fills my ears. I cry out, the sound tearing free before I can swallow it. 

      “Stop resisting,” the man snaps. 

      “I’m not—” My voice fractures. I bite down hard enough to taste copper.

      They don’t slow. They don’t look at me. We keep moving as if nothing happened.  

      My body scrambles for balance and order, but everything hurts. Then the pattern snaps into place. This is order. Just not mine. They’re not reacting to a misstep. They’re following a plan.

      One of them keeps my cuffed hands lifted too high between my shoulder blades, using the chain to steer me. The pressure drives straight into the displaced joint, forcing my shoulders into an angle they shouldn’t hold. 

      My nervous system scrambles for regulation. For a pause. For a single moment to orient.

      I plant my feet. Reflex. Muscle memory from a life I don’t officially have anymore.

      The man holding the cuffs loses patience. The shove hits my back inches from the dislocation. I can’t stop myself from falling. 

      My left side hits first. Then my cheek scrapes the concrete. Air rips from my lungs in a sound I don’t recognize as my own. Pain lances through my ribs, sharp enough the world simply stops for half a breath.

      “Get her up,” another man mutters. 

      Hands on both arms now. Too many. Pulling without coordination. Without care. “I told you she was resisting,” the first man says.

      “I wasn’t,” I manage, gasping. “My shoulder’s dislocated.”

      No one responds.

      They haul me upright. The movement sends my vision washing out. My arm hangs at a terrible angle, unmistakably out of place, every step jarring the joint until it feels like it no longer belongs to me. 

      An engine idles nearby. I blink hard, forcing the world back into focus.

      A gray van. Unmarked. Mud-smeared plates. One of the rear doors is open, revealing a metal bench bolted to the floor. No padding. Nothing to brace against.

      They push me inside, then let go. 

      I hit the bench sideways. The pure agony ripping through my already throbbing ribs steals what little breath I had left. Curling inward only makes it worse.

      The door slams shut.

      The compartment is fully armored. No windows. No access to the cab. The air hums faintly with the engine, a steady vibration that travels through the walls and into my bones. 

      When the van lurches forward, I slide off the bench and onto the floor.

      For several seconds, I don’t move.

      I can’t.

      Breathing comes in shallow, uneven gasps. The space feels smaller without sight lines, the air thick with the smell of metal and oil. My vision tunnels, dark pressing in at the edges as pain crowds everything else out.

      Focus, Raine.

      Shoulder first.

      I’ve reduced dislocations before. But only in controlled environments with adequate space and both hands free.

      Not like this.

      I push myself onto my knees, slowly. Deliberately. Guided more by pressure than sight. The floor vibrates beneath me. I find the bench with my shin, then the wall with my shoulder. I widen my stance for balance, brace hard, and angle my torso so the movement will track cleanly.

      Drawing in a breath I don’t really have, I roll my shoulder forward and down, forcing it through the arc my body remembers.

      The sound is wrong. Wet. Grinding.

      I scream. There’s no stopping it.

      The floor rushes up to meet me, and I gasp as sweat breaks across my skin. The pain doesn’t vanish, but it changes. Loses its edge. Becomes something dense and punishing instead of blinding.

      Workable.

      I take inventory. 

      Ribs. Shallow breaths only. I shift carefully to the left. Then right. The pain is sharp enough to make my vision blur.

      At least one fracture. Possibly two.

      Don’t twist. Don’t cough. Don’t give them another reason to put their hands on you.

      My thoughts start to scatter, edges fraying as my body fights for priority. I rock back and forth by inches. Just enough movement to stay oriented. To remind myself where I am.

      Portland was supposed to be a training assignment, not whatever this is. Not pain and broken ribs and restraints and a windowless van taking me somewhere I could simply…disappear. 

      The vehicle skids around a hard turn, and I slam into the wall. A fresh wave of agony flares along my left side. The sound that claws up my throat is something between a scream and a whimper. I force it back down. 

      I won’t give them anything else they can call resistance. 

      I focus on the rumble of the engine, using the low, constant background noise to help settle my thoughts. Whatever this is, I have to stay conscious if I have any hope of learning the shape of it.

      They didn’t expect cooperation. They expected confusion. And I gave it to them. Just enough to justify the injuries.

      That cold realization is worse than the pain. Because now I know this was all intentional.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The van doesn’t stop for a long time.

      Long enough for the vibration of the engine to sink into my bones and the pain in my ribs to dull into something heavier. Meaner.

      At first, I count the seconds between turns, track the shifts in speed, and the grade of the road, building a map the way I was trained to. 

      My injuries keep interrupting, stealing my focus so I lose the thread and have to start over again. We hit a pothole, and my vision collapses inward. It’s not worth trying again. The effort costs more than the information is worth. 

      When the van finally slows, we could be anywhere. 

      The doors open, and air rushes in, cold enough to burn my lungs.

      An older man grips my arm and pulls me forward. “Step down.”

      Gravel crunches under my shoes. My gaze sweeps automatically, searching for edges, landmarks, exits—but we’re moving too fast. I register a harsh glow cutting through the night, industrial concrete, and the sour tang of oil.

      Then a hood drops over my head.

      The world simply…disappears into total darkness. 

      My pulse spikes.

      The fabric presses close to my face, damp with the faded smell of detergent and the pungent odor of old sweat. 

      Reused.

      Stiff from someone else’s fear. 

      Seams press against my nose, my lips, and my neck, the sensation scraping my nerves raw. 

      Hands guide me forward, pressure landing at my elbow and shoulder. They adjust automatically around the dislocation.

      A door shuts behind us.

      The air changes. Filtered. Warmer. Almost thick under the hood. My lungs don’t think they’re getting enough oxygen, and they try to compensate with deeper breaths, but my ribs lock in protest.

      The bottom drops out of the floor for a moment. An elevator. We’re going down. I count twelve seconds before we move again.

      Without sight, my sense of distance collapses inward. I start tracking my steps anyway. Ten. Fifteen. At twenty-six, we turn. I almost miss it until my shoulder is redirected. Then we stop.

      “Stand still for intake,” a calm voice says.

      They don’t rush the pat-down. 

      Hands sweep from my shoulders to my arms, along my ribs, over my hips and thighs. Fingers press at specific points, deliberate enough that I gasp, despite my control.

      My eyes strain uselessly beneath the hood, my brain reaching for a frame of reference that isn’t there. With vision gone, everything else rushes forward to fill the gap. The rough drag of fabric against my cheek. The way my bra strap bites into my injured shoulder. The sharp, chemical edge of cologne from one of them that burns my nose.

      Someone lifts my bound wrists. Pain flares down my arm, but I’m braced for it. I keep my breathing even.

      Fabric tears, the sound too loud in the small space. Cool air brushes the back of my neck. Two more rips, and the skin on my arms prickles as my jacket is pulled free and dropped behind me.

      My shirt is next. Cut straight down the front, then at each shoulder.

      Breathe. Focus.

      I press my thumbs together until I can feel my pulse.

      Scissors bite through my bra straps. Metal scrapes briefly over my sternum. 

      I flinch. My eyes sting beneath the hood.

      My nervous system lights up all at once, heat and static racing under my skin.

      There’s no commentary. No lingering. No attempt at humiliation. Just removal.

      My pants and underwear are next. Cold air hits my thighs, and I fight the urge to curl inward. If I tried, the restraints would stop me anyway.

      Hands wrap around my hips to steady me. Someone lifts my left foot, then my right, stripping away shoes and socks, leaving me standing on a cold, concrete floor.

      The pat-down starts again. A gloved hand at my ribs. Pressure where the swelling has begun. Not enough to hurt. Enough to assess.

      They take my ring. Reach under the hood and remove the tiny gold hoops from my ears.

      The grip on my wrists loosens.

      “Don’t move,” a man says from in front of me.

      The restraints unlock.

      I don’t fight. 

      I’m blind. Injured. Outnumbered. Any move I make would end quickly, and not in my favor.

      Compliance keeps this contained.

      Survive first.

      Assess second.

      Act third.

      The words surface without effort. Old training. Still intact.

      My arms drop heavily to my sides. Pins and needles flood my fingers. I sway, just slightly. Someone steadies me again.

      “Put this on.”

      Thin fabric is pressed into my hands. It takes a second to register what it is. A shirt. Lightweight and rough, like it’s been washed with too much detergent.

      I lift it carefully, clumsy without sight, the hood turning each breath into a shallow negotiation. The fabric smells faintly of storage. Old. Stale. When I raise my arm too high, pain flares through my shoulder, sharp enough to blank everything else out for a beat.

      I adjust. Smaller movements. Slower. I thread one arm, then the other, keeping them tight to my body. The fabric rasps as it slides over my skin, seams dragging, catching where sweat hasn’t dried yet. 

      Every contact point registers at once. The sensation is wrong in a way that’s almost instantly destabilizing.

      “Now this.”

      Pants. The same material. Elastic waistband. No ties. No weight to them at all—like they aren’t meant to belong to anyone for very long.

      The floor is cold beneath my bare feet. The chill works its way through my soles and into my calves, patient and invasive, stealing warmth faster than I can generate it.

      I step into the pants without bending more than necessary, bracing through my ribs as I pull them up. 

      “Shoes?” I ask.

      The word comes out hoarse. Smaller than I expect.

      “No.”

      Hands pin my arms behind me. Metal closes around my wrists, heavier this time. Then my ankles.

      A chain drops and strikes the floor. The sound rings too loudly in the small space, harsh enough to make my shoulders twitch before I can stop them.

      They guide me forward. The chain is long enough to shuffle, short enough to make anything faster impossible.

      My gait is wrong. Every shift of weight pulls at my shoulder, sending a ripple of pain down my side.

      I compensate, instinctively. But every correction costs me something new.

      The walk feels long. Endless. Or maybe it isn’t. Under the hood, distance loses its edges.

      I stumble. Hit the wall before they yank on my arm to correct my trajectory. The second misstep is worse. My knee buckles, but I catch myself before I go down.

      We stop abruptly, and I’m maneuvered until my back is pressed against a wall. Cold bleeds through the thin fabric, leaching the heat from my body.

      “Don’t move.”

      The hood is yanked away, snagging strands of my hair. I hiss as light slams into my eyes.

      Too bright.

      I squeeze them shut on instinct, then force them open again. I need information. Layout. Exits. How many people are in the room.

      The space resolves in fragments. Concrete walls. A single bench bolted to the floor. No windows. A drain in one corner. A camera in another.

      By the time my vision settles, the door is already closing. The lock engages with a dull, heavy sound that travels through the wall and into my spine.

      I’m alone. Restrained. Watched.

      The scrubs are too thin for this room. Too little barrier between me and the cold. My shoulder has begun to swell visibly now, heat trapped beneath the fabric.

      Hot and cold compete for space. Neither wins.

      “Don’t move.”

      Did he mean don’t move at all? Or just long enough for them to leave?

      My vision starts to dim at the edges. The pain is building faster than I can regulate it.

      I have to decide.

      Sit, or fall.

      Falling would cost more.

      I lower myself onto the bench an inch at a time, moving slowly enough to keep the pain just below the point where it takes over. When I finally sit, I let my head tip forward for a breath. Just one.

      They haven’t told me anything. No accusations, no questions, just…silence. 

      That’s the worst part.

      My hands tremble behind me. I press them together as best I can and rock forward, then back. Once. Enough to keep myself from drifting.

      You’re here.

      You’re conscious.

      You will survive this.

      I catalog what remains steady. The low hum of the ventilation system. The faint mechanical whir of the camera. The rough scrape of fabric against my skin when I shift.

      Time blurs.

      Long enough for the cold to stop biting and start settling in. Long enough for my calves to tremble when I shift my feet. Long enough for the room to stop feeling temporary.

      Shock drains away in pieces, leaving something heavier in its place. I don’t name it. Naming it gives it power.

      When the door opens again, I lift my head. My neck protests. My eyes lag behind the movement.

      Whatever happens next, it isn’t time to fight.

      Not yet.

      First, I need to understand the rules.
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