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            Chen Lin

          

        

      

    

    
      The first rule of prison was that somebody else decided when you ate. The first rule of freedom was that nobody did, and that was how you got murdered by breakfast. Chen Lin stood in front of Wu Jing’s buffet like it was a firing squad. Steam rose from silver trays in soft, expensive clouds. Eggs. Congee. Dumplings arranged like polite little pillows. A row of fruit she could not name without sounding stupid, and a row of fruit she could name but didn’t trust because it looked too clean. There were two kinds of noodles—one thin and slippery, one thick and comforting—and three different broths that smelled like someone had tried to cook love into liquid.

      Behind her, a security trainee cleared his throat.

      Chen Lin did not look away from the noodles. “If you’re about to ask me whether you can help, I will bite you.”

      “It’s—” the trainee began.

      She turned her head slowly, smile bright as a warning sign. The kid was maybe twenty-two, muscles and eagerness and a buzz cut that screamed I signed up for the good guys. He held a clipboard like it would protect him.

      He swallowed. “It’s not that. Ma’am.”

      Chen Lin’s smile widened. She hadn’t been called ma’am in prison unless someone was mocking her. Here they did it because they’d been told to respect her.

      Respect was just fear with better manners.

      “I’m not a ma’am,” she said. “I’m a problem.”

      The trainee’s eyes flicked to the chopsticks in her hand. She had picked them up without thinking—wood, not disposable, weighted like tools. In prison you learned to turn everything into a tool.

      The kid shifted his feet. “Instructor Lin said we should meet you at seven for the drill review.”

      Instructor Lin.

      That was funny. Darkly funny. The kind of funny that sat in the back of your throat and tasted like blood.

      Two months free and they’d already turned her into an instructor.

      Chen Lin glanced down at the buffet again. At the choices. At the soft violence of abundance. Her stomach growled like it didn’t trust her.

      “What time is it?” she asked.

      “Six fifty-eight.”

      “Great.” She reached into the steam, scooped a thick bundle of noodles into a bowl, then, because her hands didn’t know how to stop, she added two dumplings and half an egg and a ladle of broth that smelled like ginger and apology. She moved fast, like someone might slap the bowl out of her hands.

      The trainee watched, stunned, as she slid a second bowl across the counter and filled it too.

      “For you,” she said.

      His mouth opened. “I⁠—”

      “Eat,” she ordered. “You can’t learn to not die on an empty stomach.”

      He hesitated. Then took the bowl like it was a gift and a test.

      Chen Lin carried her own bowl toward the long dining table in the compound’s common room. The compound was always too quiet at this hour. Quiet meant safe, but it also meant listening to your own head. Chen Lin hated listening to her own head.

      The compound’s windows looked out over a courtyard slick with last night’s rain. Concrete, clean lines, security cameras like black beads on the corners. The city beyond blinked with early light—buildings catching dawn like knives.

      Wu Jing liked order. It was why his family survived. It was why his enemies didn’t.

      Protocol Kestrel had turned the compound into something tighter than usual. Doors checked twice. Guards posted where guards didn’t need to be. Radios low. Everyone speaking like sound could be traced.

      After Book 3’s fallout—after Marcus Chen’s legal architecture had finally collapsed and the Black Route had crawled out of the wreckage like a new nervous system—Wu Jing’s home had gone from fortress to paranoid organism.

      And Chen Lin had gone from guest to… asset.

      She sat at the edge of the long table. Not the head—she wasn’t stupid. Not the middle either. The edge meant she could leave fast.

      Her bowl steamed. She stirred the noodles with chopsticks, the motion soothing in a way she didn’t want to admit. Eat. Prepare. Survive. Those were rules her body understood.

      The trainee sat two seats away, still holding his bowl like he expected someone to accuse him of theft.

      Chen Lin took a bite.

      The noodles were perfect. The broth hot enough to hurt. The dumpling soft with pork and chives and something sweet at the end.

      Her throat tightened. Not from spice. From the fact that it was good.

      Good food was dangerous. Good food made you think you deserved it.

      In prison, you didn’t deserve things. You earned scraps. You traded. You fought. You survived. Deserve was a word for people who hadn’t been processed.

      Chen Lin chewed anyway. She ate like the meal might be taken away mid-bite, like the universe might remember she was an ex-con and correct itself.

      A child’s laugh cut through the room.

      Chen Lin’s eyes tracked automatically.

      Leo—one of the compound kids, one of the ones Wu Jing had pulled out of Marcus Chen’s reach months ago—ran through the doorway in socks, hair sticking up, face bright with the kind of joy that made Chen Lin uncomfortable. Joy was too exposed. Too loud. Too easy to steal.

      Leo skidded to a stop when he saw her. His grin widened.

      “Chen Lin!” he yelled, like her name was a toy.

      She lifted her chopsticks in salute. “Tiny menace.”

      He barreled toward her and climbed into the chair beside her without asking permission. He smelled like soap and sleep and expensive safety.

      Leo peered into her bowl. “Is that the thick noodles?”

      “Yes.”

      He looked at his own plate—toast, cut fruit, a bowl of cereal that looked sad beside her steaming broth. His face twisted like the universe had personally insulted him.

      Chen Lin nudged her bowl an inch toward him. “You can have one dumpling.”

      Leo’s eyes went huge. “Really?”

      “Don’t make it weird,” she warned. “Just take it like a criminal.”

      Leo giggled and grabbed the dumpling with his fingers like he didn’t know what rules were. He stuffed it into his mouth, cheeks bulging. He chewed with blissful violence.

      Chen Lin watched him, a strange pressure behind her ribs.

      In prison, children were stories. Pictures in letters. Ghosts in other women’s eyes. Mao had talked about her son like he was oxygen. Maya had fought like hell for hers. Chen Lin had listened and laughed and pretended it didn’t claw at her.

      Now there were actual children running around Wu Jing’s compound like they belonged here, and Chen Lin—who had once broken a man’s arm because he’d looked at her wrong—had become the one they ran to.

      It made her feel like a liar.

      Or worse.

      Like she could be something else.

      “Are you coming to the training yard?” Leo asked, mouth full.

      Chen Lin scooped more noodles into her mouth to buy time. She swallowed. “Why?”

      “Because the new guys are scared of you.” Leo’s eyes sparkled. “It’s funny.”

      Chen Lin huffed. “You have a cruel heart. I approve.”

      Leo leaned close and whispered like he was telling her a secret. “Mao said you have to be nice.”

      Chen Lin froze for half a second.

      Mao said.

      Mao Song had been Chen Lin’s cellmate. Her enemy and her sister and the only person who’d ever looked at Chen Lin in prison like she was human and not just an animal that learned tricks.

      Chen Lin turned her head toward the doorway.

      Mao stood there, holding a mug, hair pulled back, face bare of makeup in a way that made her look younger and harder. Her gaze met Chen Lin’s with that same prison-sharp intelligence.

      Mao’s mouth tilted. Not quite a smile. A warning. I see you.

      Chen Lin lifted her chopsticks at Mao too. “Don’t listen to her, Leo. Mao lies.”

      Mao walked into the room with calm ownership that came from being loved here. That was still new. In prison, Mao’s ownership came from fear. Here it came from the fact that Wu Jing would burn cities for her.

      Mao slid into the seat across from Chen Lin. Her eyes flicked to Chen Lin’s bowl, to the speed at which it was emptying, to the way Chen Lin’s shoulders stayed tight even while she ate.

      “You slept?” Mao asked.

      Chen Lin slurped a noodle like it answered for her. “Define slept.”

      Mao’s gaze sharpened. “Define.”

      Chen Lin gave her brightest smile. “I closed my eyes for several hours and did not commit any felonies.”

      “That’s rest,” Mao said. “Not sleep.”

      Chen Lin shrugged. “Freedom is loud.”

      Mao didn’t respond immediately. She took a sip of her coffee, then set the mug down like she was setting down a weapon. Her voice stayed casual, but her eyes were the opposite of casual.

      “You’re hoarding snacks in your room again,” Mao said softly.

      Leo perked up. “She is? Like squirrels?”

      Chen Lin shot Leo a look. “Traitor.”

      Leo giggled and stole another dumpling.

      Chen Lin leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs like she owned comfort. Her body didn’t believe it. Her body still woke at four a.m. expecting a guard to bang on metal.

      “I’m not hoarding,” she said. “I’m… diversifying my assets.”

      Mao’s eyebrow arched. “You have a full kitchen downstairs.”

      “Communal kitchens are dangerous,” Chen Lin said. “People see you wanting things. Then they think they can take them.”

      Mao’s gaze didn’t flinch. “No one here is taking your food.”

      That was the problem. Nobody was taking her anything. Nobody was forcing her to fight for space. Nobody was telling her where to stand.

      There were too many doors, too many options, too much air. The compound was safer than any cage, and it made her itch.

      Chen Lin stabbed her chopsticks into the last noodle like it had insulted her. “I like being prepared.”

      Mao’s voice stayed gentle, which somehow made it worse. “Prepared for what?”

      Chen Lin opened her mouth and almost said for the moment this disappears. For the moment Wu Jing realized she was more trouble than she was worth. For the moment some system—legal, criminal, cosmic—snapped shut and reminded her that she wasn’t built for soft things.

      Instead she said, “For the trainees to embarrass themselves in the yard.”

      Leo clapped. “Yes!”

      Mao’s mouth twitched, amused despite herself. “Go terrify them, then. But eat slower. You’ll choke.”

      “I have excellent choking skills,” Chen Lin said brightly.

      Mao’s eyes narrowed. “Chen Lin.”

      Chen Lin grinned. “Too far?”

      Leo laughed so hard he almost fell out of his chair.

      Mao shook her head, but there was warmth under the exasperation. “Go.”

      Chen Lin stood, grabbed her bowl, and—without thinking—moved to take Leo’s plate too.

      Leo held it up protectively. “Hey!”

      “I’m washing,” Chen Lin said.

      Leo frowned. “We have staff.”

      Chen Lin froze again.

      Staff.

      People who did things for you because it was their job. Because you paid them. Because this was a world where labor wasn’t always forced or traded for safety.

      Her throat went tight. She forced a laugh and snatched Leo’s empty bowl anyway. “Yeah, and I have hands. It’s fine.”

      Leo watched her like she was weird. He was right.

      Chen Lin carried the bowls to the sink and rinsed them quickly, movements efficient and sharp. Her fingers moved like they were still timing themselves. Still counting seconds before someone yelled.

      Mao appeared beside her, close enough that Chen Lin could feel her presence without seeing it.

      “Don’t volunteer to be useful just because you don’t know how to be,” Mao said quietly.

      Chen Lin kept her eyes on the water. “I’m not volunteering. I’m… existing.”

      Mao’s voice softened. “You don’t have to earn breakfast.”

      Chen Lin shut off the faucet too hard. Water droplets scattered across the steel sink like startled insects.

      She turned and flashed Mao a smile that could cut glass. “Then what do I do? Sit around and become a decorative trauma survivor?”

      Mao didn’t flinch. “You live.”

      Chen Lin swallowed. Living was the part she hadn’t practiced.

      Mao reached out and briefly touched Chen Lin’s wrist—light, quick, like a signal. Like a reminder that Chen Lin wasn’t alone. That someone else had crawled out and still knew the smell of cages.

      Then Mao stepped back, letting Chen Lin breathe again.

      “You’ve got training yard at seven,” Mao said. “Go be scary.”

      Chen Lin exhaled. “My favorite hobby.”

      She left the dining room and headed down the corridor toward the courtyard. The compound’s hallways were clean, minimalist, designed for visibility. No shadows. No hidden corners.

      Prison had been all shadows and corners. It had taught her to live in the angles.

      As she walked, her gaze skimmed the security cameras automatically. She couldn’t help it. She tracked their positions, their blind spots, the way the hallway lights reflected off their domed surfaces.

      Protocol Kestrel meant cameras were triple-checked. It meant the compound was running internal audits, monitoring for strange pings, scanning for unknown devices.

      The Black Route had changed everything.

      Chen Lin didn’t know code. Not really. She knew how people moved when they lied. How they breathed when they were about to hurt you. Code was Devon Park’s world.

      She’d seen him twice in the last week—passing through hallways like a ghost in a hoodie, headphones around his neck, eyes on a screen even while he walked. He was Wu Jing’s hacker, the quiet one, the pretty one who looked like he belonged in a clean apartment with plants instead of an underworld compound with armed guards.

      Chen Lin had filed him under soft-looking, dangerous in invisible ways and moved on.

      The training yard was open-air concrete, bordered by high walls and cameras and a strip of sky that looked like it had been cut out with a knife. Rainwater still clung to the ground in thin reflective sheets.

      A dozen trainees stood in formation, stiff as new suits. Wei was there—Wei Zhang, Wu Jing’s right hand, built like a tank and calm like a gun with the safety off. He nodded at Chen Lin as she approached.

      “You’re late,” Wei said.

      Chen Lin checked an imaginary watch. “I’m fashionably on time. This is an underworld compound, not a dentist appointment.”

      Wei’s mouth twitched. That was as close as he got to humor. “Protocol review. Defensive stance corrections.”

      Chen Lin clapped her hands once. The sound cracked through the yard.

      The trainees flinched. Good.

      “Okay,” Chen Lin said brightly. “Who wants to show me what you think a defensive stance is?”

      Silence. Eyes forward. Bodies tight.

      Chen Lin walked down the line like a shark in sneakers. She stopped in front of a trainee with broad shoulders and nervous sweat.

      “You,” she said. “Show me.”

      He stepped forward, raised his hands, bent his knees.

      Chen Lin tilted her head. “Cute. Now show me the version where you don’t die.”

      His jaw clenched. He adjusted, shifting his weight back.

      Chen Lin circled him, chopsticks in hand like she might eat him. “You’re leaning. Why are you leaning?”

      He swallowed. “For balance?”

      “For falling,” Chen Lin corrected. “You’re preparing to fall. Don’t prepare to fall. Prepare to win.”

      She tapped his knee with the chopsticks. Not hard. Just enough to redirect.

      He jumped like she’d stabbed him.

      Chen Lin sighed dramatically. “If a chopstick scares you, you are going to have a terrible time when someone brings a knife.”

      A few trainees looked offended. Good. Offense meant ego. Ego meant predictable.

      Wei watched, arms crossed, letting her run the show. Wu Jing had asked her to help tighten security, to teach his people how criminals moved. It was a legitimate role.

      Legitimate made her itch. It felt like putting on a clean shirt over bruises and pretending the bruises didn’t exist.

      Chen Lin stopped in front of another trainee, this one small and wiry, eyes sharp.

      “Better,” Chen Lin said. “You’ve been hit before.”

      The trainee’s nostrils flared. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Chen Lin smiled. “Stop calling me that or I will start charging you.”

      The trainee looked confused. Chen Lin leaned closer and lowered her voice.

      “Rule,” she murmured. “If you can’t laugh in a fight, you’re already losing.”

      The trainee blinked. Something eased in her shoulders, just a fraction.

      Chen Lin straightened and addressed the whole line. “Okay. Pair up. We’re doing close-quarters defense.”

      Wei’s gaze slid toward the courtyard gate. Chen Lin followed it instinctively.

      Someone was walking through.

      Three laptops stacked in his arms like a tower. Hoodie dark. Hair uncombed. Hands—long fingers, pale, tense—gripping the edges of the devices like he was afraid they’d fall apart if he relaxed.

      Devon Park.

      He didn’t look up. He walked like the ground belonged to him only because his brain was too busy to notice it didn’t.

      Chen Lin’s mouth curved. A trap was a trap even when you didn’t mean to set it.

      She stepped forward just as Devon crossed the yard’s edge, angling herself into his path.

      “Hey,” she called.

      No response. He kept walking.

      Chen Lin raised her voice. “Pretty boy.”

      Devon’s steps didn’t slow.

      Chen Lin timed it perfectly, sliding one foot behind his trajectory.

      Devon’s toe caught. His tower of laptops tipped.

      For one ugly second, gravity tried to make him a disaster.

      Chen Lin’s hands shot out. She caught the top laptop with her left hand, the middle with her right, and used her body to block the bottom one from slamming into the ground. Her reflexes were prison-fast. No hesitation. No thought. Just movement.

      Devon stumbled forward and caught himself, breath sharp. He finally looked up.

      His eyes were dark, ringed with sleeplessness. His expression was pure irritation, like she’d interrupted a calculation.

      He took the laptops from her hands carefully, as if touching her might contaminate him. Or as if touching her might do something worse.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      His voice was low, controlled, the kind of voice that assumed the world should make sense.

      Chen Lin beamed. “Saving your precious technology from your lack of situational awareness.”

      “I was aware,” he said flatly.

      Chen Lin glanced at the trainees watching with open curiosity. “Sure. You were aware of falling. Very prepared.”

      His jaw tightened. His gaze flicked over the yard—trainees, Wei, the cameras. He catalogued everything fast. Not street-smart fast. System-fast.

      “You’re in the training yard,” he said, like it was an accusation.

      “I live here,” Chen Lin said. “Sometimes I even eat here. Did you know there’s a buffet? It’s trying to kill me.”

      He didn’t smile. His eyes stayed on her, measuring.

      “You’re blocking the path,” he said.

      Chen Lin moved an inch, exaggeratedly polite. “Oh no. Your path. Forgive me. Please continue to haunt the compound like a sad, handsome software update.”

      Wei cleared his throat, a warning sound. Devon’s gaze flicked to Wei and back.

      “I need to get to the war room,” Devon said.

      Chen Lin leaned closer, just enough to invade his space. She watched his body react—the subtle stiffening, the micro-step back, the way his grip tightened on the laptops. He didn’t like unpredictability.

      Interesting.

      “War room,” she repeated. “That sounds exciting. Are we having a war?”

      Devon’s eyes narrowed. “We’re already in one.”

      Chen Lin’s smile softened, just a fraction. There was something under his annoyance—tension, urgency, a hum of fear he was trying to compress into logic.

      Before she could say anything else, a trainee moved too quickly behind her, losing balance in the spar setup.

      Chen Lin pivoted without looking, caught the trainee’s wrist, and redirected him to the ground in one smooth motion. The kid landed with an oof.

      Chen Lin didn’t even glance down. “Eyes up,” she told him. “Your enemy is not going to wait for you to finish being clumsy.”

      Devon watched that, something shifting in his expression. Not admiration. Not yet. More like recalibration.

      He adjusted the laptops against his chest. “I don’t have time for this.”

      Chen Lin shrugged. “Nobody does. That’s why it’s fun.”

      Devon started walking again, stepping around her this time.

      Chen Lin watched him go, then called after him, “Hey, Devon.”

      He stopped. He didn’t turn around.

      Chen Lin’s smile returned to full brightness. “If your plan requires everyone to act rationally, it is not a plan. It is a wish with spreadsheets.”

      Devon’s shoulders went tight. He turned his head just enough that she saw his profile.

      “I don’t make wishes,” he said.

      Then he walked away, disappearing into the compound like a swallowed secret.

      Wei stepped closer to Chen Lin, voice low. “Don’t poke him.”

      Chen Lin blinked innocently. “I didn’t poke. I saved his laptops. I’m a hero.”

      Wei’s gaze didn’t soften. “His sister is missing.”

      The words hit Chen Lin like a cold hand on the back of her neck.

      Chen Lin’s smile faltered. “Missing missing?”

      Wei’s jaw flexed. “We don’t know yet. He got a call this morning.”

      Chen Lin’s skin prickled. In the underworld, missing was rarely temporary.

      She looked toward the building Devon had vanished into. The war room. Wu Jing’s nerve center. The place where the compound’s calm was turned into action.

      Chen Lin’s appetite—the one she’d fed with noodles—turned into something else. Hunger for information. For threat. For structure.

      Danger was familiar. Freedom wasn’t.

      Wei watched her face shift. “Stay here,” he said. “Finish the trainees.”

      Chen Lin’s gaze stayed on the doorway. “I can finish them later.”

      Wei’s voice went harder. “Chen Lin.”

      She looked at him, meeting his stare. Wei didn’t scare easily. Neither did she.

      “I’m not saying I’m going to run into the war room and start stabbing keyboards,” Chen Lin said. “But if a girl is missing and our hacker looks like a ghost with anxiety, I should probably know. For… security reasons.”

      Wei’s eyes narrowed. He weighed her, the way everyone in Wu Jing’s orbit weighed assets and risks.

      Finally he said, “Ten minutes. Then you come back.”

      Chen Lin flashed her sharpest grin. “Yes, sir.”

      Wei exhaled like he regretted everything.

      Chen Lin turned to the trainees. “Pair up,” she repeated. “And remember, if you hurt each other too badly, I will laugh first and then maybe call a medic.”

      Groans and nervous laughter.

      Chen Lin left them with Wei and headed toward the building.

      As she walked through the corridor, the compound’s quiet shifted. Not audible. Felt. Like the air tightened around wires.

      Protocol Kestrel.

      She passed a guard station. Two guards nodded at her. Respect. Fear. Both.

      She reached the war room door and paused.

      The war room was behind biometric lock. Wu Jing’s inner circle only. Chen Lin had access because she’d earned Wu Jing’s trust—by surviving prison, by protecting Mao, by proving she could be useful without being a liability.

      Useful. Again.

      She pressed her thumb to the sensor. The light blinked green.

      Inside, the war room glowed blue with monitors and maps. Screens displayed city grids, camera feeds, code logs she couldn’t read, and a rotating list of names that looked like the compound’s security roster.

      Wu Jing stood at the central table, posture controlled, face unreadable. Maya was there—sharp suit, sharp eyes, the lawyer who could turn the law into a blade. Sophie sat with a tablet, expression tight. Ghost leaned against the wall like a shadow that had decided to become human, arms crossed, gaze amused in that unsettling way he had.

      Devon sat at a workstation, three laptops now connected to a larger monitor. His hands moved fast, fingers precise, like he was playing an instrument only he could hear.

      Mao stood beside Wu Jing, her arms folded. Her gaze landed on Chen Lin and held, a silent question: What are you doing?

      Chen Lin lifted her hands slightly, palms out. Security reasons.

      Wu Jing’s gaze cut to her. “You were in training.”

      Chen Lin walked in like she belonged. “I heard Devon got a call.”

      Devon’s hands stopped. For the first time since she’d met him, he looked… not controlled. His face was pale under the monitor glow. His jaw clenched so hard she thought his teeth might crack.

      Wu Jing didn’t tell her to leave. That meant whatever this was, it was big enough that he didn’t have time for politeness.

      “Sit,” Wu Jing said.

      Chen Lin sat at the edge of the table, the same way she sat at breakfast—positioned for exit.

      Maya’s gaze flicked over Chen Lin, assessing. “We’re still confirming details,” she said, voice clipped. “But⁠—”

      Devon spoke without looking up. “It’s Hana.”

      Chen Lin’s chest tightened. Hana. Devon’s sister. The niece of Rhen Park—the man whose betrayal had lit half of Book 3 on fire.

      “Missing,” Chen Lin said quietly.

      Devon’s voice went flat. “Taken.”

      A screen in the center of the room displayed a phone interface. A missed call log. The name at the top: HANA.

      Chen Lin stared at the name like it could bleed.

      Wu Jing’s voice was low. “We don’t have confirmation of her condition yet.”

      Devon’s fingers curled around the edge of his desk, knuckles whitening. “I do.”

      Maya’s gaze snapped to him. “Devon⁠—”

      He hit a key. The speakers on his workstation crackled.

      A voice filled the room.

      Not Hana’s.

      Male, distorted slightly, like a mask made of static. Calm. Almost polite. The kind of calm that meant the person on the other end believed they owned the situation.

      “Your sister is alive. For now.”

      Chen Lin felt every hair on her arms rise.

      Devon’s face didn’t move, but his eyes—dark, hollow—reflected the monitor like a bruise.

      Wu Jing’s expression hardened. “Did they ask for a ransom?”

      Devon’s jaw flexed. “No.”

      Ghost’s voice drifted from the wall. “That’s worse.”

      Mao’s gaze flicked to Chen Lin, then back to Devon. Mao’s face was controlled, but Chen Lin saw the anger underneath. Mao had survived being used as leverage. She knew that tone.

      Devon’s hands hovered over the keyboard, trembling almost imperceptibly. He hated that his body betrayed him. Chen Lin recognized it immediately—the rage at your own weakness.

      “Did they say anything else?” Sophie asked.

      Devon swallowed. His throat moved like it hurt.

      He played the recording again. The same words. Alive. For now.

      Chen Lin leaned forward. “That wasn’t a ransom call,” she said.

      Wu Jing’s gaze sharpened on her. “Explain.”

      Chen Lin’s voice stayed light, because if she let it go heavy it would become something else. “Ransom calls want money. That voice wanted fear.”

      Maya’s eyes narrowed. “You think it’s intimidation.”

      “I think it’s a countdown,” Chen Lin said.

      Devon’s fingers tightened into a fist. “They used my uncle’s encryption.”

      The room went colder.

      Rhen Park’s name wasn’t spoken, but it hovered anyway. The ghost of betrayal. The shame that Devon wore like a second skin.

      Wu Jing’s gaze went distant for a fraction of a second—pain, quickly buried. Lin Shao’s security doctrine still ran through this compound. Rhen had been inside it. The Black Route had been built from pieces of trust.

      Chen Lin’s stomach turned. Code or no code, she understood the shape of a network designed to survive a collapse. She understood revenge architecture. She’d lived inside systems that ate people and called it order.

      Devon’s voice dropped. “They spoofed Hana’s number. The caller ID was hers.”

      Sophie swore softly.

      Maya’s voice went razor sharp. “Can you trace?”

      Devon’s laugh was humorless. “I tried. It bounced through three relays I didn’t recognize and then… it disappeared.”

      Ghost pushed off the wall. “Disappeared how?”

      Devon’s eyes lifted to Ghost’s, and Chen Lin saw something like panic trying to claw out. “Like it wasn’t on the public network. Like it was routed through something parallel.”

      Chen Lin’s mouth went dry.

      Wu Jing’s gaze hardened. “The Black Route.”

      Devon nodded once, a small jerky movement.

      The Black Route. The Syndicate’s shadow nervous system. A communications network designed to survive Marcus Chen’s fall. Built from stolen identities and compromised protocols.

      Chen Lin didn’t know the technical details, but she knew the feeling: a system that didn’t want to be found.

      Wu Jing’s voice went low. “We thought it was dormant.”

      Devon’s fingers went back to the keyboard, movements sharp. “It’s not dormant. It’s awake.”

      Mao’s hand slid onto Wu Jing’s forearm briefly. A grounding gesture. A reminder that this wasn’t just strategy. It was family. It was children. It was cages.

      Chen Lin felt her own internal cage shift, walls tightening in response to the threat. Finally, something with edges. Finally, something with a rule.

      Find the missing girl.

      Break the people who took her.

      Simple. Terrible. Familiar.

      Wu Jing looked at Devon. “What do you need?”

      Devon’s voice was tight. “Time. Silence. Access to the compound’s full logs.”

      Wu Jing nodded. “You have it.”

      Maya glanced at Chen Lin again, calculating. “We may need external contacts.”

      Wu Jing’s gaze slid to Chen Lin. “We will.”

      Chen Lin’s pulse jumped, not from fear. From the sudden click of purpose.

      Useful.

      She hated how relieved she felt.

      Chen Lin leaned back in her chair, letting her smile return because it was armor and weapon both. “So,” she said lightly, “we’re hunting someone who can fake a phone call, disappear a signal, and make Devon look like he hasn’t slept since the invention of suffering.”

      Devon’s eyes flicked to her, irritation flashing. “This isn’t⁠—”

      Chen Lin held up a hand. “I know. It’s not funny. But if I don’t joke, I’m going to start breaking furniture.”

      Ghost’s mouth twitched. Mao’s gaze stayed steady—approval, worry, both.

      Devon’s phone, sitting beside his keyboard, lit up again.

      The screen flashed with HANA.

      For one heartbeat, Devon froze completely. His hand hovered above the phone like it was a live wire.

      The room held its breath.

      Devon hit speaker without thinking.

      A new voice filled the war room.

      Still not Hana.

      Still distorted.

      But closer this time. More intimate. Like someone leaning into his ear.

      “Your sister is alive,” the voice said again, almost gentle.

      Devon’s throat worked. “Who are you?”

      A pause. A soft sound, like a smile you could hear.

      “You have seventy-two hours before she becomes inventory.”

      Chen Lin felt the words slam into her gut.

      Inventory.

      Not hostage. Not leverage. Inventory.

      The voice continued, smooth as oil. “Tell Wu Jing the Black Route is live. Tell him his house still has doors.”

      Wu Jing’s face went still. Dangerous still.

      Devon’s fingers clenched around the edge of the desk. “If you touch her⁠—”

      The voice cut him off. “If you want her back, bring the code your uncle stole. And come alone.”

      Mao made a sharp sound, half rage, half fear. Sophie swore again. Maya’s face went white with controlled fury.

      Devon’s voice dropped into something Chen Lin didn’t like—too quiet, too precise. “I don’t have any code.”

      The voice laughed softly. “Yes, you do.”

      Chen Lin watched Devon’s face. The way shame flickered across it like a shadow. The way his eyes darted, as if running calculations, searching memory, searching for the moment he’d missed something.

      Wu Jing leaned toward the phone. “If Hana is harmed, you will not survive the week.”

      The voice didn’t react. “Threats are for people with certainty. You don’t have certainty anymore.”

      Then, almost casually: “Look at your cameras. Count to twelve.”

      The line went dead.

      For a fraction of a second, nobody moved.

      Then the monitors on the war room wall blinked.

      Every camera feed in the compound—courtyard, hallways, perimeter—went black.

      A collective inhale.

      Chen Lin’s body reacted before her mind did. She stood so fast her chair scraped. Her gaze snapped to the door, to the corners, to the angles.

      Prison had taught her exactly how much violence fit into a short amount of time.

      Twelve seconds could be a shiv in the ribs. A head slammed into concrete. A body dragged behind a door.

      Wu Jing’s voice cut through the room like a blade. “Lock down. Now.”

      Wei’s voice crackled over comms immediately, already moving. “All units, hard lock. Sweep all corridors. No one moves without visual confirmation.”

      Devon stared at the black screens, face pale in the reflected glow. His hands hovered over the keyboard, useless without signal.

      Chen Lin’s heart hammered. Not panic. Readiness. Rage.

      She counted in her head automatically.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      The compound’s silence thickened, becoming a physical thing.

      Four.

      Five.

      She imagined someone in those black seconds moving through a hallway. Picking a lock. Planting something. Taking someone.

      Six.

      Seven.

      Mao’s gaze met Chen Lin’s. Mao’s face was sharp, controlled, but Chen Lin saw the fear beneath it. Fear for Leo. For the children. For the family they’d built out of damage.

      Eight.

      Nine.

      Devon’s breathing turned shallow. His eyes were wide, fixed on the dead feeds like he could resurrect them by will.

      Ten.

      Eleven.

      Chen Lin’s hands curled into fists. She didn’t have code. She had knuckles. She had instincts. She had a memory of cages.

      Twelve.

      The screens flickered.

      Feeds returned in a rush—courtyard, hallways, perimeter—everything normal, everything still. No bodies. No obvious breach.

      But Chen Lin knew better than to trust “normal.”

      Wu Jing’s gaze was lethal. “Report.”

      Wei’s comm crackled. “Perimeter intact. No visible intruders. Sweeps ongoing.”

      Devon’s fingers flew across the keyboard again, pulling logs, timestamps. His face was a study in controlled collapse.

      Chen Lin leaned closer to the nearest monitor. She didn’t know code, but she knew dominance.

      That blackout hadn’t been about getting in.

      It had been about proving they could.

      Chen Lin looked at Wu Jing. “That was a message.”

      Wu Jing’s jaw tightened. “Yes.”

      Chen Lin’s voice stayed light, because her insides were not. “They’re inside your system.”

      Devon’s voice was strained. “Not physically. Digitally. The blackout wasn’t a power cut. It was a feed override.”

      Maya’s eyes narrowed. “Meaning someone has access.”

      Wu Jing’s gaze went distant again, pain sharpened into fury. “Lin Shao.”

      The name landed heavy. Wu Jing’s head of security. The woman who’d guarded this family for a decade. The one everyone trusted because she never smiled too wide.

      Chen Lin watched Devon flinch at the name, not because he cared about Lin Shao, but because betrayal was now a language he spoke fluently.

      Devon swallowed hard. “The call… used my uncle’s protocol signature.”

      Rhen Park again. The ghost. The shame.

      Chen Lin’s mouth tasted like metal. She didn’t know the whole story, but she knew the pattern: family exploited. Identity stolen. Trust used as a knife.

      She looked at Devon’s hands. They were trembling now, just slightly, like his body couldn’t keep up with his brain. Pretty hands, yes—but they were also the hands of someone who carried too much responsibility.

      Devon’s phone lit up again.

      Not a call this time.

      A text message preview slid across the screen.

      UNKNOWN NUMBER: Open your door, Devon. Your sister is waiting.

      Devon’s breath caught.

      Chen Lin’s gaze snapped from the phone to Devon’s face.

      He looked up slowly, eyes haunted, and for the first time since she’d met him, the annoyance was gone.

      Only terror remained.

      Outside the war room, somewhere in the compound’s quiet corridors, a door clicked.

      Chen Lin’s pulse slammed.

      Because the sound wasn’t loud.

      It was intimate.

      It was the sound of a lock deciding it didn’t belong to you anymore.

      And then Devon’s phone rang again—Hana’s name flashing bright on cracked glass—while the voice that answered wasn’t Hana’s at all.

      “Your sister is alive,” it whispered, close as breath. “For now.”

      Chen Lin moved toward the door, chopsticks still in her hand like a joke that had stopped being funny.

      “Devon,” she said softly, because she needed him to hear one real thing. “We’re not letting her disappear.”

      Devon’s eyes locked on hers.

      And somewhere beyond the war room, in the twelve seconds they’d stolen back, the compound’s safety felt like a lie that had learned how to smile.

      The call stayed open. Waiting. Demanding. As if the next words would be the ones that decided whether Hana Park lived. And whether Chen Lin’s new freedom would become another cage.
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      Devon Park had written code for hostage scenarios. He had built clean little frameworks for ugly human problems—decision trees, escalation matrices, probability weights. He had practiced how to keep his pulse steady when a voice on the other end tried to turn time into a weapon. He had designed scripts that could parse metadata from a video file in under a second and strip it down to the parts that lied.

      None of it mattered when the hostage had his sister’s face.

      “Open it,” Wu Jing said, and it was not a request.

      Devon’s hands hovered above the keyboard like they belonged to someone else. Fine-motor tremor. Adrenaline. Cortisol. His body did not care that he hated feeling. His body did not care that shame made him stiff and silent.

      His body cared that Hana’s name was still glowing on his phone screen like a brand.

      The compound’s war room was too bright—too many monitors, too much blue light, too much reflected on glass. The edges of the room felt sharpened, as if the architecture had decided to become a blade.

      Devon swallowed. His throat moved painfully.

      “I’m opening it,” he said, even though nobody had argued, even though his voice sounded like it was coming from a few inches behind his face.

      A file sat in his secure inbox now, delivered through a route that should not have existed. The sender label was blank. The encryption wrapper was not blank.

      It carried Rhen Park’s signature.

      His uncle’s old access key had a shape Devon could recognize in his sleep—an asymmetry in the checksum, a private joke Rhen had once made about “leaving a scar so you know it’s yours.” Devon had teased him for it. Rhen had laughed.

      Rhen had betrayed them anyway.

      Devon clicked.

      For half a second, the file didn’t open. The system hesitated, like it was afraid.

      Then Hana appeared on the largest screen in the room.

      A video window, compressed to hell and back, grainy like it had been filmed through a veil. Hana sat in what looked like a chair. Her wrists were bound in front of her with zip ties. A strip of gray tape covered her mouth.

      Her hair was pulled back the way she did when she studied—tight, practical, exposing the curve of her ear. There was bruising on her cheekbone. Fresh. Purple blooming under skin.

      Her eyes were open.

      Her eyes were alive.

      Devon forgot to breathe.

      It was a small thing—breathing—and his body treated it like optional. His vision tunneled. The monitor glow sharpened. His hearing narrowed until the room was mostly a soft roar, like ocean in a shell.

      Hana blinked once, slow.

      Her gaze was fixed on the camera, not on the person holding it. That was Hana. Defiant even when terrified. She had always hated giving an audience what it wanted.

      A man’s hand entered the frame from the left. Fingers, bare. The hand grabbed Hana’s chin and turned her face.

      Devon’s chair scraped as he surged half out of it. Something hot and stupid tried to rip through his ribs.

      Beside him, Maya swore under her breath—sharp, controlled, furious. Wei didn’t move at all, but the muscle along his jaw jumped once, like a trigger.

      Wu Jing stood at the center table, hands clasped behind his back. He looked like he was holding himself in place by force of will. His eyes did not leave the screen.

      Chen Lin was near the door. Devon had not heard her enter. He hadn’t heard anything except his blood.

      She watched the video like she was watching a knife demonstration. Not flinching. Not softening. Her mouth was set in a line that did not match the brightness she wore like a mask.

      Mao stood just behind Wu Jing’s shoulder. Devon saw her fingers curl into her palm and then relax again, over and over, like she was counting the ways to break someone.

      Sophie sat at one of the side stations with a tablet. Her face had gone pale, but her eyes were cold. Legal cold. The kind of cold that meant she was already building a case, already writing names in her head.

      Ghost leaned against the far wall as if he were bored, but Devon knew better. Ghost’s boredom was a posture. Under it, he was watching everything, including Devon’s hands.

      The hand in the video pulled away. A voice spoke off-camera, distorted, filtered through something designed to be untraceable.

      “Proof-of-life,” it said. Almost polite. “You’re welcome.”

      Hana’s nostrils flared. Tape still over her mouth, she made a sound—tiny, furious. A muffled curse, Devon would bet his own life.

      The voice continued. “Seventy-two hours.”

      Devon’s heart slammed. Seventy-two hours was long enough to plan. It was also short enough to fail.

      “Before she becomes inventory.”

      That word hit him like a fist.

      Inventory was not a ransom. Inventory was logistics. Inventory was a market that had already decided a human being was a product.

      “Show them the date,” the voice said.

      The hand returned, holding up a phone to the camera. The phone displayed a time stamp and today’s date.

      The voice said, “If you try to involve authorities, the next proof-of-life will be her finger.”

      Devon’s hands clenched around the edge of his desk so hard the tendons stood out. He tasted metal.

      Onscreen, Hana’s eyes flicked—not to the phone, not to the hand. To something beyond the lens, for a fraction of a second, like she was tracking sound or movement. Devon knew that look. Hana was counting people in the room. She was mapping exits. She was surviving.

      The video cut.

      The screen went black, then returned to the war room’s map layout.

      Devon’s lungs remembered their job and dragged air in with a rough sound he hated.

      He didn’t realize he’d made it until Chen Lin’s gaze snapped to him. She didn’t smirk. She didn’t joke.

      She just shifted, almost imperceptibly, as if she’d moved herself into the role of shield without asking permission.

      Wu Jing spoke first, voice steady as a locked door. “We assume it is authentic.”

      Devon swallowed hard. “It is.”

      Maya turned toward him. “You’re certain?”

      Devon hated that his voice wavered when he answered. He hated that everyone could hear it. “Her left ear. She has a small scar from when she was twelve. Dog bite. It’s there.”

      Maya’s expression tightened. “Okay.”

      Wei’s voice was low. “Where is she?”

      Devon forced his hands back to the keys. Forced his brain into something that resembled function.

      “I’m extracting,” he said. “Give me⁠—”

      “Now,” Wu Jing said.

      Devon nodded, too fast. He opened the file container again, not the video itself—he didn’t have the strength to watch it twice—but the wrapper. The envelope mattered. The envelope held mistakes.

      He ran his parser, the one he wrote two years ago because he’d once been asked, casually, if he could “help a friend” deal with extortion.

      The file’s metadata was… clean.

      Too clean.

      No GPS tags. No device signature that wasn’t generic. No camera model. No compression artifacts consistent with consumer apps. Whoever made it knew what to strip. They weren’t amateurs.

      The encryption layer around it was worse. It wasn’t just strong; it was familiar. Like someone had taken Rhen’s old work and polished it with a ruthless hand.

      Devon’s mouth went dry.

      Rhen had taught him how to build elegant locks. Rhen had been proud of his discipline, his paranoia, his insistence on “thinking like thieves.”

      Devon had thought it was just mentorship.

      Now it felt like inheritance, and Devon wanted to vomit.

      He ran a trace anyway, because he had to. Because his hands needed a job or they would shake apart.

      His code shot a request back through the path the file had come from, like a hook cast into darkness.

      The response came back immediately.

      A loop.

      Then another.

      Then nothing.

      Devon stared at the result, pulse stuttering.

      “They built a reflective chain,” he said. The words came out flat, clinical. He grabbed that tone because it kept him from screaming. “It bounces through internal relays that look like ours but aren’t. It’s⁠—”

      “A parallel network,” Sophie said quietly.

      Devon nodded once. “The Black Route.”

      The room went colder. Not temperature—attention. The way predators got still before they moved.

      Wu Jing’s gaze was on Devon. “You said they used Rhen’s signature.”

      Devon’s throat tightened around his uncle’s name. “Yes.”

      Maya leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Can they be spoofing it?”

      Devon’s fingers hovered above the keys. He didn’t like the question because it offered hope, and hope was fragile. Hope made mistakes.

      “It can be spoofed,” he said. “But… not easily. Not at this fidelity.”

      Wei’s eyes narrowed. “Meaning?”

      Devon forced himself to say it. “Meaning either Rhen is involved or someone has access to his private keys. Or both.”

      Mao’s voice cut in, sharp as glass. “Rhen is dead to us.”

      Devon flinched. Not because Mao was wrong—because he’d been telling himself the same thing for weeks, months—but because Hana’s bruised face had dragged Rhen back into the room anyway.

      Wu Jing said, “Rhen’s betrayal opened the first door. We are dealing with what walked through it.”

      Chen Lin shifted her weight. Devon felt it more than saw it, like the air moved differently when she decided something.

      “Fourteen,” she said.

      Everyone looked at her.

      Devon’s brain tripped. “What?”

      Chen Lin’s expression stayed bright in a way that did not reach her eyes. “They said inventory. Inventory means sale. Sale means auction. How many auctions are we talking?”

      Wu Jing’s jaw flexed. “We don’t know.”

      “Yes, we do,” Ghost said, voice lazy. “Book 3’s logs had a number. Fourteen routes.”

      Devon’s stomach dropped. He’d read those logs. He’d tried to forget.

      Fourteen parallel channels, dormant, waiting for Marcus Chen’s architecture to fall. The Black Route wasn’t just a server. It was a plan for survival. A nervous system designed to keep the Syndicate alive.

      Devon’s fingers went cold against the keyboard.

      Sophie’s voice was controlled. “If it’s live now, it’s because the migration has started.”

      Maya nodded. “And if it completes, we lose visibility. We lose leverage. We lose the ability to intervene.”

      Devon stared at the blank trace results. His code had hit darkness and come back with nothing but its own reflection.

      His internal voice—the one that sounded like his father’s disappointment and his own perfectionism—whispered: You should have seen it. You should have prevented it.

      He forced himself to speak. “They anticipated my trace method.”

      Wu Jing’s gaze sharpened. “How?”

      Devon swallowed. He could feel his shame crawling up his throat like bile. “Because I wrote it.”

      Silence hit the room, heavy as a shut door.

      Devon’s fingers clenched. “Not this exact script, but the logic. The way I approach unknown networks. I… I have patterns. Anyone watching me for long enough could build around them.”

      Ghost’s eyes flicked over Devon, not unkind, but evaluating. “You think they’ve been watching you.”

      Devon’s mouth twisted. “They’ve been inside Wu Jing’s organization for a decade. Yes. I think they’ve been watching all of us.”

      Mao’s gaze went to Wu Jing. Devon saw the flash of betrayal there—not just fear for Hana, but the deeper wound of realizing that family could be observed, catalogued, turned into an attack surface.

      Chen Lin’s voice broke through the silence, too light. “Okay, pretty boy. New rule. Stop blaming yourself. Save your sister. Then we can all sit in a circle and do guilt crafts.”

      Devon’s eyes snapped to her. His irritation flared automatically, a familiar reflex. He wanted to tell her she didn’t understand. He wanted to tell her she should leave the war room because this was family and code and shame, and she was—what? A violent joke with good instincts?

      But her gaze didn’t waver. She wasn’t mocking him.

      She was throwing him a rope and disguising it as an insult because that was her language.

      Devon’s hands trembled again. He hated that she saw it.

      Without looking away from him, Chen Lin reached toward the side table and slid a glass of water across the polished surface until it stopped near his elbow.

      No comment. No audience. No moment.

      Just… water.

      Devon stared at it. The small domesticity of it made his throat burn. He couldn’t drink in front of them; it would make his weakness visible. It would make him human.

      He curled his fingers around the glass anyway, more to give his hands something to do than because he trusted his mouth.

      The water was cold. It steadied him by force.

      Wu Jing spoke. “Devon. Tell me what you have.”

      Devon inhaled slowly, tasting chlorine and fear. “They have Hana. They have access to Rhen’s signature. They can route through the Black Route. They’re threatening to make her inventory in seventy-two hours.”

      Maya’s jaw tightened. “And they want code.”

      Devon nodded. The voice on the call had said it like it was inevitable. You have the code your uncle stole.

      Devon’s head ached. “I don’t know what code they mean.”

      Ghost lifted an eyebrow. “You’re the hacker.”

      Devon’s temper flickered, sudden and sharp. “I’m not omniscient.”

      Chen Lin made a small approving sound, like she liked that he could bite.

      Wu Jing’s gaze stayed steady. “They believe you have something. That means you likely do, whether you know it or not.”

      Sophie tapped her tablet. “Did Rhen have access to your systems? Your devices?”

      Devon’s stomach twisted. “He did. Last year. When he was—” He stopped. When he was still family. When he was still someone Devon tried to protect, even when the shame around him spread like oil.

      Maya’s eyes narrowed. “He could have planted something.”

      Devon forced himself to nod. “Yes.”

      Wei’s voice was low. “Or Hana did.”

      Devon’s head snapped up. “Hana wouldn’t⁠—”

      Wei held Devon’s gaze. “Not intentionally. But if she was asked to help her uncle with ‘work,’ she could have given access. Passwords. Devices. A login. Families do things without understanding the cost.”

      Devon’s throat closed. He saw Hana in his mind—sitting at the restaurant after closing, helping Rhen translate a document, handing him her laptop because he said his was broken. She’d trusted him. Devon had trusted him enough to let it happen.

      Devon stared at the dark screen where Hana’s face had been. His voice came out rough. “I should have⁠—”

      Chen Lin leaned forward. “Stop.”

      Devon looked at her. Her eyes were bright, almost cheerful, and it was a lie she used like armor.

      “You should have what?” she asked. “Predicted betrayal? Read everyone’s soul? Put your sister in a bubble?”

      Devon swallowed. His jaw clenched so hard it hurt.

      Chen Lin continued, gentle in the way she never sounded gentle. “You’re not God. You’re a hacker. Useful. Not magic.”

      Devon hated the relief that tried to loosen his chest. He didn’t deserve relief. Not when Hana was bound to a chair somewhere, bruised and taped and staring into a camera like she was daring the world to break her.

      Wu Jing’s voice cut in again, controlled fury. “We find her.”

      Maya said, “And we shut down the auctions.”

      Sophie added, “And we preserve evidence. Buyer identities. Financial routes. We can’t just rescue. We need to dismantle.”

      Ghost’s mouth tilted. “If we have time.”

      Wei looked at Wu Jing. “We need an operational plan now. Seventy-two hours is nothing.”

      Devon’s brain tried to sprint, but grief kept tripping it. He forced himself back to the technical. Back to the only language he trusted.

      “I need access to every compound log,” he said. “Network, comms, camera timestamps, biometric locks. The blackout—those twelve seconds—they weren’t just intimidation. They tested something.”

      Wu Jing nodded once. “You have full access.”

      Devon hesitated. Saying the next part felt like swallowing glass. “And I need Rhen.”

      Mao’s head snapped toward him. Her eyes went flat. “No.”

      Wu Jing didn’t speak immediately. His gaze held Devon’s like a weight. “Rhen is not in this compound.”

      Devon’s pulse spiked. “Where is he?”

      Ghost spoke, voice casual. “Being kept somewhere safe. From you.”

      Devon’s hands clenched. “I’m not going to⁠—”

      “You don’t get to make promises about what you’ll do to him,” Mao said, voice tight. “Not while Hana is missing because of him.”

      Devon flinched again. Because she was right. Because the image of Rhen’s hands, friendly on his shoulder, and the image of Hana bound to a chair had merged into something he couldn’t separate.

      Wu Jing held up a hand, silencing the room. “Devon. We will discuss Rhen later. For now, we move.”

      Devon’s throat burned. He nodded once, stiff. He couldn’t afford to fight about Rhen. Not yet.

      He pulled up the file again, this time not for metadata but for pattern.

      Code was memory. Even when it lied.

      He ran a spectrograph on the audio distortion—frequency bands, modulation curves. He compared it to known voice-changer profiles. The distortion wasn’t off-the-shelf. It was customized. That meant resources. That meant internal knowledge. That meant someone who had been watching Wu Jing’s operations and improving their tools for years.

      Devon’s fingers shook as he typed. He didn’t stop.

      He found something small—too small to be hope, but enough to be direction.

      A glitch. A single frame where compression artifacts formed a pattern that didn’t match the rest. A tiny stutter in the audio where background noise spiked.

      Devon leaned closer to the monitor until his nose almost touched the glass.

      The spike wasn’t random.

      It was… a hum.

      Electrical. Low-frequency. Like a transformer. Like industrial lighting.

      His heart kicked. “I might have something.”

      Everyone in the room leaned in—not physically, except Chen Lin, who stayed where she was, but attention leaned. Hunger.

      Maya asked, “Location?”

      Devon swallowed. “Not yet. But the background audio has a frequency signature consistent with certain industrial power grids. I can compare it to city infrastructure maps.”

      Sophie’s eyes narrowed. “That’s speculative.”

      Devon nodded. “Yes. But it’s a starting point.”

      Wu Jing said, “Do it.”

      Devon’s fingers moved faster. He built a quick comparison model, pulling municipal grid data, transformer station outputs, known noise profiles from public recordings—subway maintenance bays, warehouse districts, older buildings with outdated ballast lighting.

      He felt himself sink into the work, not because it was comforting, but because it was clean. Code was clean. Code didn’t look at him with grief.

      Then his screen flickered.

      A message appeared in a new window—no sender, no header, just text in stark white on black.

      YOU ARE LOOKING IN THE WRONG PLACE.

      Devon’s breath caught.

      The message vanished before he could capture it.

      His hands froze.

      Ghost straightened from the wall. “What?”

      Devon forced his fingers to move again, to check logs, to capture the window event.

      Nothing.

      No system event. No logged process. No trace.

      It had appeared like a thought.

      Devon’s voice came out hoarse. “They’re in here.”

      Mao’s face went hard. Wu Jing’s eyes turned lethal.

      Wei was already moving, speaking into his comm. “Lock the room. Sweep the internal network. Now.”

      Sophie’s fingers flew over her tablet, pulling up internal access lists.

      Maya looked at Devon. “Could it be a hallucination? Stress⁠—”

      “It wasn’t,” Devon snapped. His voice cut through the room, sharp and ugly. He hated that it sounded desperate. “It was an injected overlay. They have a foothold in the war room network.”

      Chen Lin’s laugh was soft, wrong. “Rude.”

      Devon looked at her. She met his gaze with that bright-eyed calm that made no sense and too much sense at the same time.

      “They’re not just threatening you,” she said. “They’re flirting.”

      Devon’s stomach turned. “This isn’t⁠—”

      “It is,” Chen Lin said, still light. “Predators like to talk. They like to remind you they can.”

      Wu Jing’s voice was ice. “Find the foothold.”

      Devon forced his mind to widen, to see the system as an organism. The war room network had redundancies. Segmented VLANs. Air-gapped backups. Hardware keys.

      Someone had slid between those defenses like they belonged there.

      Like they’d designed them.

      Devon’s fingers hovered over the keyboard again. He realized he was staring at the glass of water Chen Lin had slid toward him, the surface trembling slightly from his hand.

      He set it down carefully, as if it mattered. As if anything in this room could be handled carefully.

      He pulled system audit logs, deep scans, packet captures.

      The results were normal.

      Too normal.

      Devon’s pulse hammered. This was the horror of the Black Route—reality rewritten so smoothly you doubted your own senses. Logs could be altered. Time stamps could be shifted. Identity could be worn like a coat.

      He remembered the voice on the call: Threats are for people with certainty. You don’t have certainty anymore.

      Devon’s mouth went dry.

      He whispered, mostly to himself, “They want me destabilized.”

      Maya’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      Devon forced himself to speak louder. “Because if I doubt my own perception, I make mistakes. I chase decoys. I waste time.”

      Chen Lin’s gaze sharpened, approving again. “Yes.”

      Devon’s hands moved again, building a different approach. Not the one he always used. Not his patterns.

      He wrote a new script on the fly, something uglier, less elegant. Randomized queries. Chaotic timing. He injected noise into his own behavior like he was sabotaging himself.

      It felt wrong.

      It felt like letting go of control.

      His script hit something.

      A tiny mismatch. A time stamp off by less than a second on a system heartbeat packet.

      Devon’s chest tightened. “There.”

      Wei leaned over his shoulder, too close, but Devon didn’t flinch. He pointed at the screen. “The internal clock sync. One node is drifting by 0.8 seconds. That’s not normal.”

      Sophie frowned. “Could be hardware failure.”

      Devon shook his head. “Not in this room. Not on these systems. Someone is manipulating timing to slide between authentication windows.”

      Ghost whistled softly. “That’s… advanced.”

      Devon’s throat burned. “It’s intimate.”

      Code like this wasn’t brute force. It was familiarity. Someone who knew exactly how Wu Jing’s defenses worked because they helped build them.

      Devon’s mind pulled up a name before he could stop it.

      Lin Shao.

      Wu Jing’s head of security. The woman who had been a shadow behind every protocol. The one who had always been calm, loyal, disciplined.

      The one who had access to everything that mattered.

      Wu Jing’s eyes narrowed as if he’d heard the name in Devon’s head. “Say it.”

      Devon swallowed. “Lin Shao could do this.”

      Silence.

      Mao’s gaze went distant, remembering. Betrayal. The kind that didn’t scream. The kind that smiled and held doors open.

      Wu Jing’s jaw tightened. “Lin has been with me ten years.”

      Chen Lin’s voice was soft, almost gentle, and it made Devon’s skin prickle. “That’s why she can kill you.”

      Wu Jing’s eyes snapped to her. A warning, sharp. Chen Lin held it without blinking.

      Devon forced himself to keep working because if he stopped, he would see Hana’s bruises again and his brain would collapse into rage.

      He traced the drifted node deeper. It wasn’t a device in the room. It was a ghost profile, a hidden access route tied to emergency protocols—protocols that only a handful of people could touch.

      Wu Jing could. Wei could. Lin Shao could.

      Devon’s fingers went cold. He saved copies. He pushed backups to offline storage. He did everything in triplicate because he didn’t trust reality anymore.

      Maya’s voice cut in. “Devon. The auctions. We need to know when they go live.”

      Devon’s eyes burned. He pulled Black Route fragments from Book 3’s recovered data—partial routing tables, dormant channel names, old handshake patterns. He compared them to what he saw now in the drifted node. Something was waking. Something was migrating.

      He saw the timing pattern in the network—bursts of activity every seventeen minutes, a heartbeat.

      “It’s in pre-migration,” he said. “The network is moving itself to new nodes. Mirrors. If it completes, the Black Route becomes distributed. Untraceable.”

      Sophie’s lips pressed tight. “Time frame?”

      Devon’s stomach sank. “Seventy-two hours fits. The countdown isn’t just Hana. It’s the migration.”

      Wu Jing’s face went stone. “They chose the window.”

      “They always do,” Ghost murmured.

      Chen Lin spoke again, voice bright as a blade. “So we have three days to find Hana and kill a ghost network.”

      Devon looked at her. “Not kill. Dismantle.”

      Chen Lin shrugged. “Same vibe.”

      Devon almost—almost—smiled. It was reflexive, unwanted. His mouth didn’t know what to do with her.

      Then his screen pinged again.

      A new file dropped into his inbox.

      No sender.

      But the encryption wrapper was unmistakable.

      Rhen’s signature, again.

      Devon’s chest tightened until it hurt.

      Maya leaned forward. “Don’t open it on your main machine.”

      Devon’s hands moved automatically, rerouting it to a sandbox environment on an isolated laptop. He watched the file sit there like a bomb.

      Wu Jing’s voice was low. “Open it.”

      Devon’s throat worked. He clicked.

      A window opened: a still image first, like a preview.

      Fourteen faces.

      Children. Some of them toddlers. Some older. All of them photographed the same way—front-facing, neutral background, harsh light. Catalog photos.

      Beneath each face: a profile.

      Age. Weight. Blood type. Allergies. Behavioral notes.

      Devon’s vision blurred at the edges. His brain tried to reject it. This was a spreadsheet of lives.

      At the bottom of the screen: a countdown timer.

      71:42:19

      The numbers ticked down in bright, indifferent red.

      Mao made a sound like she’d been punched. Sophie’s hand flew to her mouth. Maya’s face went white with contained fury.

      Wei’s eyes went flat. “Fourteen.”

      Ghost’s voice was soft now, no boredom left. “That’s the auctions.”

      Devon stared at the profiles until his eyes burned.

      One of the children had a note: Compliant. Quiet. No family claims.

      Devon felt something inside him fracture. Not loudly. Quietly. Like code corrupting.

      Wu Jing’s voice came out like a vow. “We end this.”

      Devon’s hands hovered over the keyboard again, trembling.

      He wanted to rip the network apart with his teeth.

      He wanted to find Lin Shao—if it was Lin Shao—and make her understand what it meant to turn children into inventory.

      He wanted to find Rhen and ask him how he could have built any part of this and still breathe.

      But Hana’s face was not in the fourteen profiles.

      Devon’s stomach lurched. “Hana isn’t listed.”

      Chen Lin’s gaze snapped to the screen. “Maybe she’s separate.”

      Wu Jing’s eyes narrowed. “Leverage is handled separately.”

      Devon swallowed hard. Separate meant worse. Separate meant personal.

      The timer kept ticking.

      Devon forced himself to zoom in on the file’s structure. It wasn’t just images. It was an interface. A preview of a live platform.

      He scanned the code embedded in the HTML wrapper, the hidden references, the server calls that would activate once the auction went live.

      His fingers flew. He forgot the room. Forgot the people. Forgot the glass of water.

      This was a door and he needed to pick it.

      He sent a probe packet.

      The system responded with a polite denial.

      He sent another, disguised, randomized.

      Another denial.

      Then a third, using a signature he hated to use—one tied to Rhen’s old routines, a handshake pattern from years ago.

      The system paused.

      For a fraction of a second, it let him in.

      Devon’s screen flashed. He saw a list of endpoints—blurred, incomplete, but real.

      Then the access slammed shut.

      A message appeared in the same stark white on black.

      STOP TRYING TO BE A HERO. YOU’RE JUST A BROTHER.

      Devon’s breath caught. His hands went cold.

      Chen Lin’s voice was soft, almost conversational. “They’re talking directly to you.”

      Devon couldn’t look away from the screen. “They know me.”

      Maya’s gaze sharpened. “They’re using psychological pressure. Don’t engage.”

      Devon’s mouth tasted like ash. “They’re inside my head.”

      Wu Jing’s voice cut through, controlled fury. “Devon. Look at me.”

      Devon forced his eyes up.

      Wu Jing’s gaze was steady, brutal in its calm. “You are not alone.”

      Devon’s throat tightened. The words hit him strangely—like a kindness he didn’t know where to put.

      He nodded once, stiff.

      Wu Jing continued, “We have resources. People. We have a compound full of trained security. We have lawyers who can turn jurisdictions into weapons. We have criminals who know the underworld’s veins.”

      His gaze flicked briefly to Chen Lin and Ghost, then back to Devon.

      “We also have you,” Wu Jing said. “And you will do your job.”

      Devon swallowed. His voice came out ragged. “My job is to bring my
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