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The rain in Vancouver didn't wash things clean. It just drove the grime deeper into the cracks.

Margaret tugged her collar higher. Water streamed off the brim of her cap as she knelt beside a storm drain in the alley behind the industrial park. Thirty days since Sandpoint. One week since Seattle. She had left a trail of wreckage behind her in both places, and the trail had led her here, down the interstate, into a city of low bridges and wet streets where something beneath the surface had started to feel wrong.

She pulled a small testing vial from her pocket and dipped it into the runoff pooling near the grate. The water looked clear. Harmless. Every sample she had pulled from the city's edges over the past three days had looked exactly the same.

That was what bothered her.

She capped the vial and slotted it into the portable analyzer she had taken from a Monarch safe house weeks ago. The screen flickered. The readout scrolled, stalled, then scrolled again.

Mineral profile: Irregular.

Unidentified compound: Trace. Unable to classify.

She ran it a second time. Same result. A third. The trace reading shifted by a fraction, then settled back where it had been.

Field kits lied all the time. Cold weather threw them off. So did dirty sensors and bad calibration. Margaret knew that. She also knew she had seen this same irregular profile at four sites now, miles apart, and that runoff didn't usually repeat itself like a signature.

It wasn't proof. It wasn't anything she could hand to anyone. But it wasn't random either.

She pocketed the device and slipped back into the shadow of the loading dock. Her phone buzzed against her ribs. The burner was encrypted end to end, and only one person had the number.

"Talk to me," she said, eyes on the mouth of the alley.

"You were right to check the deliveries," Adam said. His voice came through thin and tired. "There are chemical shipments going into this district that don't match the municipal logs. Wrong weights, wrong dates. Some of them aren't logged at all."

"Going where?"

"That's the part I can't see yet. Somebody buried the routing deep. If Peterson were still running things, I'd have tripped six alarms by now."

Margaret let herself a thin smile. "How is our former Secretary?"

"Drowning," Adam said, with real satisfaction. "The Senate Intelligence Committee served him another subpoena this morning. He'll be stuck in hearing after hearing. His clearance will most likely be gone, his budget gutted, and they'll keep asking him the questions he spent twenty years making sure nobody asked."

"Good. Keep them looking at him."

She wasn't DHS anymore. She wasn't anyone's asset. She was a ghost in the system, running on stolen cash and no backup. Peterson's fall made a loud, bright show in Washington. It kept eyes away from the dark streets of Vancouver, and that suited her fine.

"Be careful, Margaret," Adam said. "The chatter's picking up. Somebody noticed you sampling. They're calling it a critical infrastructure concern."

"Meaning what?"

"Meaning they're tightening the net."

"Let them," she said. "I'm not the fish anymore."

She ended the call and crossed to the pumping station. The steel door had a biometric lock, newer than anything else on the building. A month ago, she might have hesitated. Now she pressed a signal spoofer against the keypad. The light blinked from red to green with a soft, obedient beep.

Inside, the noise hit her like a wall. Pipes as thick as old-growth trunks plunged into the concrete floor, carrying water to a city that slept without a thought for where it came from. Margaret moved along the catwalk. Her boots made no sound on the grating.

Near the main valve, she found what didn't belong.

It was a retrofit, clean and modern, bolted into rusted iron that had to be sixty years old. Fresh welds. New fittings. A bypass line ran from the main pipe into a sealed housing, and from that housing hung a row of silver canisters, each one feeding a thin line back into the system.

She crouched for a closer look.

No hazard labels. No chemical symbols. No company name. Each canister carried only a stenciled lot code in black paint and a strip of tamper tape across the valve. Whatever was inside, someone had gone to real trouble to make sure it had no name.

She checked the wall panel beside the housing. The city's maintenance tag listed the last inspection eighteen months ago. The welds in front of her were weeks old at most.

So this wasn't on any work order. Somebody had cut into the city's water system and left no record of it.

She didn't know what was in those canisters. She didn't know if they were feeding anything into the line right now, or how much, or for how long. She had a field kit that couldn't name what it found and a set of shipments Adam couldn't trace.

But she had this. A modification nobody had approved, in a place nobody was supposed to look.

Margaret took out her phone and photographed everything. The welds. The bypass. The lot codes, one by one, close enough to read. Then she scraped a smear of residue from the base of the nearest fitting into an empty vial and sealed it.

The hum of the machinery shifted pitch.

Somewhere above her, a door opened and slammed. Footsteps rang on the upper catwalk. Heavy, measured, more than one set.

A radio crackled.

"Movement on the lower level, east side. Confirm the door log."

A pause. Static.

"Log shows a valid entry. Nobody's scheduled tonight."

"Then it isn't valid. Lethal force is authorized. Nobody leaves."

Margaret slid the phone and vial into her inside pocket and drew her SIG. The  gun caught the dim light. Above her, a flashlight beam swept across the pipes and moved on.

Whatever this place was, people were willing to kill to keep it quiet. That told her more than any analyzer could.

She eased into the black space beneath the pipes, pressed her back to the cold concrete, and listened to the footsteps come closer.
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The cell had no corners. It was a perfect oval of seamless, white polymer, a material designed to deny the human eye any purchase on depth or distance. There was no bed in the conventional sense, only a recessed sleeping pad that would extrude from the wall at preset intervals, announced by a nearly silent hiss. There was no toilet, only a suction based waste disposal unit that vanished behind a sliding panel the moment it was used. The room was a sterile egg, a womb for the forgotten, and its purpose was isolation so complete it could fracture the psyche.

Dr. Seth Myelin sat in the center of the floor, legs crossed in a meditative pose, his back perfectly straight. He wore the standard issue jumpsuit, an orange that matched nothing in the room and absorbed the flat, shadowless light. He did not mind the color. It was functional, and he was a man who appreciated function over form.

The silence was the most expensive part of the architecture. It was absolute, a crushing weight. The air cycling system made no sound as it scrubbed the atmosphere of his exhalations and replaced them with precisely measured oxygen. The lights, recessed and indirect, emitted no detectable hum. It was a total vacuum of sensory input, a state of nothingness engineered to break the mind by starving it of the chaos it craved. Myelin, however, found it restful. It was a clean slate, a controlled environment where the only variable was his own consciousness. He had spent his life creating such environments, and he found a certain professional respect for this one.

He closed his eyes, not to sleep, but to think. He visualized the neural pathways of the guard currently standing on the other side of the three inch blast door. He could imagine the man’s cortisol levels spiking, a natural response to the stress of guarding a high value asset. He could almost feel the subtle twitch of the fast twitch muscle fibers in his trigger finger. Fear was such a crude instrument, yet so predictable. It was the foundation of control, a principle he had dedicated his life to perfecting.

A faint hiss of hydraulics broke the oppressive silence. A narrow aperture at shin height, the food slot, slid open. A tray containing a small bowl of nutrient paste was pushed through by an unseen mechanism. It was designed to provide all necessary calories and vitamins, nothing more. The experience of eating was not part of the equation.

Myelin did not move. He remained perfectly still, his eyes closed. He could smell the paste, a bland, faintly chemical odor.

“Nutrient density is down three percent from yesterday,” he said, his voice calm and measured. He was testing the acoustics of the oval, listening to how his words traveled across the curved polymer. “Budget cuts already? Or is this a test of my metabolic response to caloric restriction? I hope you’re taking good notes.”

There was no response from beyond the door. The slot, after a programmed pause, began to slide shut. The machine had no interest in conversation.

“Wait.” Myelin did not shout. He did not raise his voice. He simply projected authority, a resonant frequency of command that had been honed over decades of watching powerful men in expensive suits cower before his data. It was a tone that expected compliance.

The slot paused its movement, hanging halfway open. The guard, it seemed, had an override. This was a new development.

Myelin stood up in a single fluid motion, smoothing the nonexistent wrinkles from his orange jumpsuit. He approached the door, stopping just short of the invisible perimeter that would trigger the electrified floor panels. He had tested its boundaries on the first day, a brief but educational jolt that told him everything he needed to know about his captors’ seriousness.

“You’re new,” Myelin said, his voice directed at the cold steel of the door. “Your gait is heavier than the last one. A slight limp. Left knee injury from your military service, perhaps? Or just fatigue from standing in one place for eight hours? It must be terribly dull.”

Silence. The guard was disciplined, trained not to engage. But Myelin knew that no training could fully erase human curiosity. The man was listening.

“You think I’m contained,” Myelin continued, his voice dropping to a softer, almost sympathetic tone. It was the voice he used when explaining a complex theory to a slow student. “You look at these white walls, the biometric locks, the thermal sensors peppered across the ceiling, and you think the problem is solved. It’s a comforting thought, isn't it? Linear. Simple. A bad man in a strong box.”

He leaned in slightly, his gaze fixed on the tiny, dark circle of the camera lens embedded in the doorframe. It was a black, unblinking eye, the only audience he had. He made sure to give it a good show.

“But ideas don’t need doors. They don’t require keys or passcodes. You can keep my body in this box, but my work... the work is self replicating. It has a life of its own now. It has escaped the laboratory.”

He offered a small smile, a cold, thin expression that did not reach his intelligent, calculating eyes. It was a smile that promised consequences.

“Tell your superiors that the data packet they intercepted from the Vancouver servers was intentionally corrupted. They already know that, of course. It’s the primary reason I am still breathing this recycled air. It’s their only piece of leverage, and it’s useless. But tell them something else. Something they might not have considered.”

He paused for effect, letting the silence stretch, forcing the guard to anticipate his next words. He was composing a symphony of unease, and this was the crescendo.

“Tell them my colleagues in California are quite industrious. The climate there... it’s excellent for growth. The work continues, unimpeded. Operational capacity has not diminished in my absence. If anything, it’s evolving. Becoming more efficient without my direct oversight.”

The food slot slammed shut with a sharp, metallic finality. The sound was angry, a brief and satisfying loss of composure from the man on the other side. Myelin had found a nerve.

He chuckled softly, a dry, rasping sound in the sterile room. He turned away from the door and walked back to his waiting meal. He sat down, picked up the spoon, a flexible, harmless piece of soft rubber, and began to eat. The paste was tasteless, a textureless fuel designed for survival, not enjoyment. It did not matter.

He was not eating for pleasure. He was maintaining the hardware. He was keeping the machine of his body in working order because he knew, with absolute certainty, that he would be needed again. The software, his life’s work, was already running elsewhere, far beyond these pristine white walls. It was spreading through the foggy coastal towns of the Pacific Northwest, a silent contagion where the mist hid everything.

His captors thought they had cut the head off the snake, a classic, foolish mistake. They had failed to do the proper research. They had failed to understand that the snake was a hydra. And the other heads, the ones thriving in the golden state of California, were hungry. They were continuing the experiments, refining the formulas, and finding new subjects. The project was not over. It had just entered a new, more dangerous phase. And from his perfect, silent prison, Dr. Myelin was content to wait for his inevitable return.
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The rain in Vancouver did not wash things clean; it just made them slick. Margaret Swanson felt the dampness seeping through the shoulders of her jacket as she merged into the morning crowd along Mill Plain. She kept her head down, a reflex honed over years of avoiding eye contact with people who might want to kill her. Every pair of headlights reflected in the wet pavement looked like an interrogation lamp. Every siren in the distance sounded like it was coming for her.

She checked her watch. 8:15 AM. She was fifteen minutes early, but punctuality was a luxury for people who were not being hunted by men with lethal force authorized. She needed to secure the perimeter before she sat down.

The white metal sign for Pines Coffee was a beacon in the gray morning mist. The logo was iconic in this part of the city: bold, white letters where the "i" in "Pines" stretched upward into a stylized Douglas fir tree. It looked wholesome, local, and safe. Margaret knew better than to trust appearances, but she needed caffeine, and she needed a crowd.

She pushed through the glass door, greeted by a blast of warm air that smelled of roasted beans and wet wool. The coffeeshop was packed. Students with laptops hogged the corner tables, while commuters in raincoats formed a snaking line toward the register. The noise level was comforting. The espresso machine pulled shots, milk steamed, and dozens of simultaneous conversations filled the room with a chaotic hum. It was the perfect acoustic cover.

Margaret joined the line, keeping her back to the wall. Her eyes scanned the room, cataloging faces. A man in a blue suit reading a newspaper. A woman with a stroller. A barista with a nose ring laughing at a customer's joke. Normal. All of it looked terrifyingly normal.

"Next please!"

Margaret stepped up to the counter. The barista, a young man with tired eyes, offered a practiced smile.

"What can I get for you?"

"Large black coffee," Margaret said, her voice raspy. She hadn't spoken since she whispered a curse word back at the pumping station five hours ago.

"We have a special today," the barista said, pointing to a chalkboard easel on the counter. "The Lodgepole Pine latte. It's a house signature. Pine needle and juniper berry reduction with fresh orange oil. It's actually got more Vitamin C than an orange. Good for this weather."

Margaret stared at the chalkboard. The idea of drinking a pine tree seemed absurd, but her body ached, and her immune system felt as compromised as her security clearance.

"Fine," she said. "Give me the tree. Coconut cashew milk."

"Name for the cup?"

"Jane."

Margaret paid with cash, small bills, untraceable, and moved to the pickup area. She found a small table near the back, close to the restrooms and the emergency exit. She sat with her back to the corner, watching the door.

Her hands were trembling. She tucked them under the table, clenching her fists until the knuckles turned white. She could still smell the chemical tang of the pumping station on her clothes, a sharp, metallic odor that the coffee shop aromas couldn't quite mask. They had been so close. The guards at the facility were not standard rent-a-cops; she had heard it in the way they moved: footsteps fanning out in a deliberate pattern, radio clicks timed too evenly to be improvised, and a coordination that didn't come from a weekend security course. They had been hunting her.

"Lodgepole for Jane!"

Margaret retrieved the cup. The latte art on top was a perfect little fern. She took a sip. It tasted like a forest floor after a rainstorm, sharp with juniper and bright with citrus. It was strange, earthy, and surprisingly grounding. The warmth spread through her chest, loosening the knot of anxiety just enough for her to breathe.

The bell above the door chimed. Margaret stiffened.

A man walked in. He was older, balding, wearing a beige trench coat that had seen better decades. He carried a wet umbrella and looked like a weary geography teacher. It was Arthur, her contact.

He didn't acknowledge her. He went to the counter, ordered a tea, and waited. When he got his cup, he meandered through the tables, looking for a seat. He paused near her table, feigning surprise.

"Is this seat taken?" he asked.

"Free country," Margaret muttered, looking out the window.

Arthur sat down. He placed his umbrella on the floor between them, creating a small puddle. He took a sip of his tea and grimaced.

"Earl Grey," he said softly, not looking at her. "Tastes like soap."

"You're late," Margaret said, keeping her voice low. She took another sip of her pine-flavored latte.

"I had to take three different buses to make sure I wasn't tailed," Arthur replied. He leaned in slightly, his posture casual, but his eyes were sharp. "You look terrible, Margaret."

"I had a busy night."

"The pumping station?"

Margaret nodded imperceptibly. "It's worse than we thought. The readings I got were irregular, and not in any way I can explain as runoff. They've retrofitted something into the line. I saw canisters, no labels, no hazard codes, no company name. Just lot codes stenciled on the side. Whoever put them there didn't want anyone knowing what was inside. I photographed every one."

Arthur's face paled. "No labels. No hazard codes. Just lot codes nobody can trace." He set down his tea. "That's not an accident."

"No accident," Margaret said. "Those canisters are feeding directly into the line. Whatever is in them, someone went to serious trouble to make sure it had no name. That's not an oversight. That's deliberate."

Arthur reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a folded napkin. He slid it across the table. It looked like trash, but Margaret felt the weight of a small USB drive taped inside the folds.

"This is from a friend at the environmental agency," Arthur whispered. "He pulled raw data from the Burnt Bridge Creek sensors before the firewall locked him out this morning. Toxicity levels spiked at 4:00 AM."

"That's an hour after they spotted me," Margaret said. "Maybe they flushed the system."

"To hide the evidence?"

"Or because I scared them into speeding something up," Margaret said. "What's in the creek?"

"The report says heavy metals and unidentified organic compounds," Arthur said. "But the fish are dying. And not just dying. My friend said they found salmon swimming upside down. Disoriented. Like they were... drugged."

Margaret felt a chill that had nothing to do with her wet jacket. "If that's coming out of the pipes," she said slowly, "then the water is how it reaches people."

She looked down at her Lodgepole Pine latte. The juniper and orange suddenly tasted medicinal.

"Margaret," Arthur said, his voice dropping even lower. "There is something else."

"What?"

"When I was on the bus... the second one. The Route 37 heading west toward Hazel Dell. I saw a gray sedan. It skipped three stops, just stayed two cars back."

Margaret's eyes snapped to the window. The street outside was a blur of traffic and pedestrians.

"Did you get a plate?"

"No. But it had a government fleet sticker on the bumper. The new kind."

Margaret scanned the room again. The man in the blue suit was gone. The woman with the stroller was packing up. But near the door, a new customer had just walked in. A young man in a black hoodie, looking at his phone. He didn't order. He just stood there, thumb scrolling, body angled toward the room.

He wasn't looking at his phone. He was watching the reflection in the glass of the pastry case. He was watching her.

"Arthur," Margaret said, her voice steady. "Don't look up. Don't turn around. Drink your tea."

"What is it?" Arthur's hand shook slightly as he lifted his cup.

"We are burned," Margaret said. "The guy at the door. Black hoodie. Tactical boots. He's not here for the coffee."

Arthur froze. "What do we do?"

"You stay here," Margaret said. "Finish your drink. Complain about the soap taste. Be a boring old man. They don't want you. They want me."

"Margaret..."

"Go to the safe box in three days. If I'm not there, burn the drive."

She stood up, grabbing her latte. It was a prop now, a shield of normalcy. She walked briskly toward the back of the cafe, toward the restrooms. As she passed the counter, she saw the guy in the hoodie look up. Their eyes met for a fraction of a second. His gaze was flat, professional. Dead.

He tapped an earpiece.

Margaret didn't run. Running attracted attention. She pushed through the door marked "Restrooms" and immediately turned left, shoving open the heavy steel door to the alleyway.

The cold rain hit her face instantly. She was outside. She tossed the half-empty cup of pine and orange latte into a dumpster and broke into a sprint. Behind her, the door to the coffeeshop opened.

She didn't look back. Looking back was for people who still had something to lose.

She was clear of the alley by the time she heard the door close behind her. She took four turns in under two minutes, cutting through a parking structure off Leiser and out a stairwell exit onto a side street she had scouted two days ago. No footsteps followed. No engine matched her pace.

By mid-afternoon she was on the opposite end of the city, moving through Bagley Downs with a dry jacket she'd bought from a donation bin outside a church hall. The room above the auto shop off Andresen Road was exactly as she'd left it: door undisturbed, window cracked a half inch, the single strip of tape across the bathroom threshold unbroken.

She sat on the edge of the cot and waited for dark.

***
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The Columbia River riverfront trail ran straight and exposed along the waterfront, a paved path with the river on one side and a railroad on the other, and nothing to hide behind. That was why Margaret had chosen it.

She had walked the full length of the deserted stretch in the last hour of daylight, past two fishermen packing up their lines and a jogger who never looked at her. Now the light was gone. The fishermen were gone. Behind her, the grain elevator lights on the Oregon side burned in long amber rows across the water. Every few minutes a freight train rolled the rail bridge overhead, loud enough to cover a voice and bright enough to flatten every shadow on the path for a second.

She sat on the cold lip of a riprap boulder with her back to the river and her face toward the trail. Anyone coming would need several minutes to reach her on foot. She would see them for every one of those minutes.

The room she slept in was across the city, above the auto shop off Andresen Road. She had taken two C-TRAN buses and walked the last stretch. If the phone gave her away tonight, it would give away this levee, this water, this empty place. Nothing she needed.

She took the satellite phone out of her jacket. It was heavier than a normal phone, ugly and square, built for people who expected to be far from help. She had carried it dark since the woods above Sandpoint, since the night she typed four short lines and pulled the battery before she could think better of it. She had sat beside it in barns and freight cars. She had set it on the dirt floor of a mining shack and left it there, night after night, while the desert cooled around her.

The rule had been simple. Not until she reached a place she could afford to lose.

She seated the battery. Checked the trail. Checked the sky. Then she pressed the power key and started counting in her head.

The screen woke with a pale glow that felt far too bright out here. It searched for a signal. Found one. Ten seconds. Eleven.

One message.

She didn't open it right away. She looked up first, back along the trail, over the dark water behind her. Nothing moved except the current. Then she opened it.

The text was five-letter groups, nineteen of them, packed tight on the small screen. Gibberish to anyone else. She read the first group, and the protocol rose in her mind without effort, as if it had been waiting just under the surface the whole time. Offset by the date. Shift by the third letter of the month. Reverse the even groups. She didn't need paper. She didn't need the codebook. She hadn't needed it for years.

The first layer came apart in her head, and the pastoral words underneath assembled one at a time.

FLOCK NOTED. PASTURES NORTH. FENCES ARE WATCHED. COUNT BEFORE YOU GRAZE.

The last group didn't decode into words. It decoded into a single number: seven.

She looked at it for a long moment. That was the check group. Every message in the old system ended with one, and the number meant nothing unless you knew the day it was set. Tobias had set theirs on a gray afternoon at a training site she couldn't place. She remembered the number. She remembered almost nothing else about that day.

Correct. It was correct.

That proved someone had the codebook and the check. It did not prove that someone was him.

Thirty-one seconds.

She read it again, slower this time, pulling each phrase apart.

Flock noted. He'd understood. The program was broken, and its assets were loose and alone.

Pastures north. A direction. North. Did he mean North Vancouver? The Columbia, the rain, this stretch of river gravel under her boots.

She was here in Vancouver. She'd come because of Bishop, because of the Seattle manifest, because of a trail she had followed one hard step at a time. Weeks ago, before she knew any of that, someone had pointed her exactly where she would end up.

Either Tobias knew something about Vancouver that she was only now learning, or someone wanted her to believe he did. She held both options in her mind and didn't let either one win.

Fences are watched. The obvious approaches were covered. Checkpoints. Transit hubs. The roads a fugitive would take heading north on I-5.

Count before you graze.

The phrase landed somewhere beneath the decoding, somewhere older.

She was standing in rain. A gravel yard, a chain-link fence, the smell of wet diesel. She was younger and very tired, and her hands were shaking, though she couldn't remember why. A man stood beside her with his collar turned up. He wasn't watching the exercise. He was watching her.

"Before you sit down anywhere," Tobias said, low enough that the others couldn't hear. "Before you eat. Before you trust a room. Count."

"Count what?"

"Doors. Faces. The people who don't belong. The ones who do and shouldn't." He nodded at the cafeteria trailer across the yard, where the rest of the rotation was filing in out of the rain. "Count before you graze, Margaret. Every time. Even when you're starving. Especially then."

He'd said her name. She remembered that. Most of them had used her number.

The rain went. The yard went. The trail came back, cold under her, the Columbia breathing against the shoreline below.

She hadn't heard that phrase in years. She hadn't known she still had it. And yet she'd been doing it every day since Sandpoint. In the Utah diner, her back to the wall. In the Seattle hotel lobby. On this trail an hour ago, when she'd counted two fishermen and one jogger before she sat down. She had always thought it was training. Monarch's training.

It had been his.

Something moved in her chest then. It wasn't quite grief, and it wasn't quite warmth. It was closer to the feeling of finding a light left on in a house she'd believed was empty. She didn't give it a name. Names made things real, and real things could be used against her. She let it sit for the length of one breath. Then she set it aside, the way she'd learned to set aside the pull of the scar in her side when she needed to keep walking.

Fifty-two seconds.

She checked the timestamp.

The message had arrived four days after hers. Four days. He'd received a coded message from an asset he hadn't seen in years, verified it, decided to answer, and written back. That was fast. That was a man who'd been waiting, or a man watched so closely that his mail arrived already opened.

And then nothing. Not one word in the twenty-six days since.

She considered the reasons. He'd said all he could safely say. He'd run. He'd been taken. He was dead. He had never been the one holding the phone at all.

A freight train crossed the rails nearby, and for three long seconds the whole trail shook with the weight of it. She sat completely still until the rumble faded east towards the Columbia Gorge.

Her thumb hovered over the reply field. She could send a single group. A check of her own. Still grazing. Something that told him she was alive.

It would also tell anyone else who was listening that the phone was active, and that it was here.

He had answered fast. She didn't have to.

Seventy-one seconds.

She powered the phone down and watched the screen fade to nothing. Then she slid the back panel off and pried the battery loose. She put the battery in her left pocket and kept the phone in her right hand, the plastic still holding a trace of warmth from the electronics inside.

The warmth would be gone in a minute. She waited for it to go.

Out on the river, a tug pushed a barge toward the Interstate Bridge, its running lights small and steady against the dark Oregon shore. The current was moving. Somewhere past the low line of the Portland hills on the far side of the water, the trail he'd pointed her toward was already under her feet, and someone was watching the fences.

She didn't know if Tobias was alive. She didn't know if the hand that wrote those words was his, or his under pressure, or someone else's entirely. She knew the check group was right. She knew the phrase was his. She knew four days was fast and twenty-six days was long.

That would have to be enough for now.

The phone had gone cold. She put it away, stood, and looked back along the levee trail toward the city lights of Vancouver spread low against the dark sky. A flat stretch of concrete. No one on it.

She counted anyway. Then she started walking.
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The air inside the Hart Senate Office Building felt artificial. It was a sterile and recycled cold that seemed to seep into the bones of everyone in the room. The hearing chamber smelled of floor wax and old paper and the nervous sweat of a hundred people packed into a space designed for fifty. It was a heavy atmosphere. It pressed down on the shoulders of the staffers, the journalists, and the security guards.

Former DHS Secretary Keith Peterson sat at the witness table, his attorney at his shoulder. He was a man who understood the power of optics. His suit was a dark navy wool that absorbed the harsh overhead lights rather than reflecting them. His tie was a deep crimson silk. It was bold but not aggressive. His silver hair was perfectly styled. Every strand was in place. He looked like a powerful executive, not a man facing a Senate Intelligence Committee inquiry. Behind him, Martin Whitcomb was silver-haired and precise. The kind of attorney who charged by the minute and billed by the syllable. He sat close enough to whisper but far enough back to let Peterson own the frame.

He adjusted the microphone in front of him. The metal was cool to the touch. He poured a glass of water from the crystal carafe on the table. His hand was steady. He made sure the cameras saw that steadiness. There were dozens of them. Lenses poked out from the press gallery like the dark eyes of insects. They were zoomed in on his face. They were waiting for a twitch or a bead of sweat or a moment of hesitation. Peterson was determined to give them nothing.

The room buzzed with low conversation. It sounded like the hum of a disturbed beehive. Reporters typed furiously on laptops that glowed like fireflies in the dim light of the back benches. Legal aides whispered into the ears of their bosses. The gallery was full of spectators who had lined up since dawn for a seat. They wanted blood. They wanted a show.

Senator Sterling from Virginia sat at the center of the raised dais. He was the committee chairman. He was an old lion of the Senate with a face carved from granite and a voice that sounded like gravel grinding together. He adjusted his reading glasses and looked down at Peterson. He did not smile. He did not blink. He simply stared for a long moment to let the silence build.

Sterling raised his gavel. He brought it down with a sharp crack that silenced the room instantly. The echo bounced off the wood paneling.

"This hearing will come to order," Sterling said. His voice filled the room without effort. "We are here to examine the events of last month in Idaho. We are here to discuss the incident at Sandpoint. Mr. Peterson, you were the Secretary of Homeland Security when this event took place. We are looking for clarity."

Peterson leaned forward slightly. He did not wait for a question. He knew that the first person to speak set the narrative.

"Mr. Chairman," Peterson said. His voice was smooth. It was a practiced baritone that played well on the evening news and reassured voters in the heartland. "With respect to the committee, I believe we are here to discuss a successful containment operation. The framing of this event as an incident suggests a failure. The only failure was on the part of the local authorities. They were ill equipped to handle a biological hazard of this magnitude."

Sterling peered over the rim of his glasses. He was not impressed by the spin.

"A biological hazard that resulted in the complete quarantine of a town," Sterling said. "You speak of success, Mr. Peterson. But the reports in front of me describe chaos. They describe a hazard that your agency, under your leadership, failed to identify until it was nearly too late."

Peterson smiled. It was a small and patient smile. It was the kind of expression a parent gives a child who is struggling with simple math.

"Identify?" Peterson asked. "Senator, we identified it. We contained it. We neutralized it. The system worked exactly as designed. Sandpoint was an anomaly. It was a localized failure of infrastructure that was exacerbated by panic."

"Panic," Sterling repeated. The word sounded sour in his mouth. "Is that what we are calling it now? Reports indicate that citizens were not just panicked. They were hallucinating. They were violent. We have testimony from first responders describing behavior consistent with weaponized psychotropic agents. That does not sound like simple panic to me."

Peterson waved a hand dismissively. He treated the accusation like a fly buzzing around his head.

"Hysteria is a powerful drug, Senator. When people believe they are sick, they act sick. Mass psychogenic illness is a documented phenomenon. You add a gas leak from an old industrial park to a population that is already on edge, and you get chaos. It is unfortunate. It is tragic. But it is not a conspiracy."

The room was silent. The only sound was the clicking of camera shutters. The reporters were typing every word. Peterson looked comfortable. He took a slow sip of his water. He placed the glass back down on the coaster with precision.

Senator Marinetti sat to the left of Sterling. She was the ranking member from Oregon. She was younger than Sterling and much sharper. She had built her career on dissecting bureaucrats like Peterson. She did not care about his suit or his voice. She cared about the numbers. She leaned into her microphone.

"Mr. Peterson," Marinetti said. Her voice was crisp. "Let us talk about the cleanup. During your tenure, DHS deployed a team known as the Clean Unit. Can you explain their mandate to this committee?"

"Specialized sanitation," Peterson said without hesitation. "They handle hazardous materials. Chemical spills. Biological contaminants. They are the best in the world at what they do."

"They are not on any official organizational chart for the Department of Homeland Security," Marinetti countered. She held up a piece of paper. "I have the budget breakdown for the last three fiscal years you were in office right here. There is no line item for a Clean Unit. There is, however, a significant amount of discretionary spending routed through a shell company called Hydra Solutions."

Peterson did not blink. He knew this question was coming. He had rehearsed the answer in front of his bathroom mirror that morning.

"Operational security requires discretion, Senator. You know this as well as I do. We cannot advertise our full capabilities to our enemies. If we put every specialized team on a public website, we might as well hand the keys to the terrorists ourselves. We live in a dangerous world."

"So you admit this team exists outside of standard oversight?" Marinetti pressed.

"I admit that I did what was necessary to protect this country," Peterson said. His voice hardened slightly. He let a flash of anger show. It made him look passionate. "While this committee sits in air conditioned rooms debating line items, my people were in the field. They were making the hard choices. They were cleaning up the messes that local governments cannot handle. Sandpoint is safe today because of the actions I authorized. You should be thanking me, not interrogating me."

A murmur went through the gallery. Some people nodded. It was a bold move. Peterson was pivoting to patriotism. He was wrapping himself in the flag to deflect the questions about funding. It was a classic strategy because it worked.

Sterling banged the gavel again to restore order. He looked annoyed.

"Mr. Peterson, you are not here to lecture us," Sterling said. "You are here to answer questions. We have reports of missing persons. Citizens of Sandpoint who were taken into custody by your Clean Unit have not been seen since. Where are they?"

"Quarantine procedures," Peterson said smoothly. "Some individuals required specialized medical treatment. They were transferred to secure facilities for their own safety. And for the safety of the public."

"Where?" Marinetti asked. She leaned forward. Her eyes were locked on his. "Where are they located?"

"That information is classified," Peterson said. "For the privacy of the patients."

"These are not patients," Marinetti snapped. "They are American citizens. They have rights. You cannot simply disappear people into a black hole of bureaucracy because they were exposed to a gas leak."

"They have the right to be alive," Peterson shot back. "Which they are. Unlike the people who would have died if that contagion had spread beyond the town limits. We stopped a pandemic, Senator. You are arguing about paperwork while I am talking about survival. The pathogen we contained in Sandpoint had a transmission rate that would terrify you."

He sat back in his chair. He looked at the bank of cameras. He knew how this clip would play on the nightly news. He was the strong man making tough calls. The committee members were just politicians looking for a soundbite. He was the protector.

But beneath the heavy oak table, the leg of Keith Peterson was bouncing. It was a small and nervous tic that the cameras could not see. The heel of his expensive leather shoe tapped a rapid rhythm against the carpet. He kept his hands clasped on the table to hide the tension in his shoulders.

He knew something they did not. He knew about Vancouver. He knew that Sandpoint was just a dress rehearsal. He knew that if anyone looked too closely at the medical facilities where the missing people were sent, his patriotic narrative would crumble like dry rot. There were no medical facilities. There were only holding cells and laboratories.

Senator Sterling shuffled the papers in front of him. He looked tired. He took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose.

"We have testimony from a local law enforcement officer in Idaho," Sterling said. "A Deputy Miller. He claims that your team did not just clean up the site. He claims they confiscated evidence. He claims they destroyed personal property and threatened local officials."

"Deputy Miller was under extreme stress," Peterson said. "He was hallucinating. We have the medical reports to prove it."

"You have medical reports generated by your own doctors," Sterling pointed out. "Doctors who are paid through the same shell company as your cleanup crew. That is a conflict of interest, Mr. Peterson."

"It is efficiency," Peterson said. "We use trusted personnel to ensure the integrity of the data."

"Integrity," Marinetti repeated. She laughed, but there was no humor in it. "That is a rich word coming from a man who routed federal funding through offshore accounts while he was a public servant. We traced the money, Mr. Peterson. Hydra Solutions is not just a contractor. It is a funnel. Money goes in from the DHS budget, and it comes out in places like the Cayman Islands and Switzerland. And from there, it goes to purchase equipment that has no place in a sanitation unit. Why does a cleanup crew need neuroimaging scanners? Why do they need pharmacological synthesizers?"

Peterson felt a drop of sweat trickle down his spine. It was cold and uncomfortable. He kept his face neutral.

"We prepare for every eventuality," Peterson said. "The nature of modern threats is evolving. We must evolve with them."

"And did that evolution include human experimentation?" Marinetti asked.

The question hung in the air. The room went dead silent. Even the reporters stopped typing for a second.

Peterson stared at her. His heart hammered against his ribs. Did she know? How much did she know? Had someone talked?

"That is an absurd accusation," Peterson said. His voice was calm, but it lacked the force it had a moment ago. "I will not dignify it with a response."

"You are under oath," Marinetti reminded him.

"I am aware of where I am," Peterson said. "I am also aware that this committee is fishing for a scandal where none exists. You want a villain, Senator. But I was just a civil servant trying to keep the water clean and the lights on."

Sterling looked at the clock on the wall. It was nearing noon.

"We will recess for lunch," Sterling said. "But Mr. Peterson, do not leave the building. We have many more questions. Specifically regarding a Dr. Myelin and his relationship with your agency."

For the first time, the smile on the face of Keith Peterson faltered. It was just for a second. It was a quick tightening of the jaw. A flicker of something real and terrified in his eyes. He blinked rapidly.

"I am at the disposal of the committee," Peterson said. His voice was a little tighter than before. A little less smooth.

He stood up as the gavel banged. The sound was like a gunshot in the quiet room. The reporters surged forward immediately. They shouted questions over one another.

"Mr. Peterson! Did you authorize experiments?"

"Secretary Peterson! What is your relationship to Dr. Myelin?"

"Is the Clean Unit legal?"

Peterson ignored them all. He turned and walked toward the side exit. His aides appeared from the shadows of the room to form a phalanx around him. They were young men and women in dark suits with earpieces and grim faces. They pushed a path through the crowd.

Peterson walked briskly. He needed to get to a secure line. He needed to make a call. He needed to know if the Vancouver operation was secure. Because if Myelin talked, or if that rogue agent Swanson found anything up north, this hearing would be the least of his problems. Sandpoint was a localized failure, he told himself again. It was just a glitch. A mistake.

But the name Myelin had been spoken into the congressional record. That was a disaster. That was a thread that could unravel the entire tapestry.

He burst through the double doors into the hallway, leaving the noise of the hearing room behind. The corridor was long and empty. His footsteps echoed on the marble floor.

"Get me a secure phone," he snapped at the nearest aide. "Now."

"Sir, the press is waiting at the main entrance," the aide said. "We should go out the back."

"I don't care about the press," Peterson hissed. The mask of the calm public servant was gone. His face was pale. "I need to make a call. And get me the file on Senator Sterling. I want to know everything. I want to know where he went to school, who he married, and what he eats for breakfast. He is a problem."

"Yes, sir."

Peterson leaned against the cold marble wall. He loosened his tie. He felt like he was suffocating. He closed his eyes and saw the face of Dr. Myelin. The doctor was smiling at him. It was that same arrogant smile he had seen a thousand times.

They were supposed to be partners. But now Peterson was the one in the spotlight, and Myelin was the one with the secrets. And in this town, the man with the secrets was the only one who was truly safe.

Peterson opened his eyes. He looked at his shaking hands. He clenched them into fists. He had come too far and buried too many bodies to let a few questions in a hearing room bring him down. Vancouver had to work. It had to be perfect. If the water turned in Vancouver, the data would be undeniable. And once they had the data, they would not need the Senate anymore. They would have control.

"Sir," the aide said, handing him a black phone. "The line is encrypted."

Peterson snatched the phone. He held it to his ear. He waited for the connection tone.

"It's me," he said when the line clicked open. "We have a leak. Fix it."

He hung up the phone and straightened his jacket. He took a deep breath. He composed his face back into the mask of the arrogant executive. He was ready for round two. Or at least, he hoped he was. The game had changed, and the stakes were no longer just political. They were lethal.
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The alley reeked of stale beer and regret. Margaret moved through the shadows, a ghost in the urban gloom of Vancouver's industrial east side. The city was a different beast at night, its daytime gloss stripped away to reveal a skeleton of rust and concrete. Her escape from Pines Coffee had been a blur of crowded buses and anonymous side streets. She had changed her jacket twice, her hat once, and her entire direction of travel more times than she could count.

Now, she was alone in the quiet dark, the distant moan of a freight train her only company. Arthur's information had led her here, to a maintenance access point for the city's underground water system. A simple steel manhole cover, bolted shut in the center of a forgotten service lane. It was unassuming, a piece of urban furniture that a thousand people would walk past without a second glance. It was the perfect hiding spot.

Margaret knelt, her knees protesting on the cold, gritty asphalt. She pulled a compact tool kit from her backpack. The bolts were standard city issue, but they were tight. She worked with practiced efficiency, her breath pluming in the damp air. The sound of the wrench turning was shockingly loud in the silence. She paused after every quarter turn, listening for footsteps, for the engine of a car slowing down. Nothing. The city held its breath with her.

The final bolt came loose. With a grunt, she pried the heavy iron lid open just enough to slip through. The air that rose from the darkness below was cold and musty, thick with the smell of wet earth and minerals. She secured a small, powerful flashlight to her wrist, took one last look around the alley, and descended into the blackness.

The ladder was slick with moisture. It vibrated slightly with the deep, subterranean hum of moving water. She counted the rungs as she went, a habit from a past life. Twenty rungs down, her boots hit a concrete platform. She was in a small, circular chamber. A network of pipes, some thick as her torso, lined the curved walls. In the center of the floor was a grated opening, and from it came the sound of rushing water.

This was a nexus point for the Columbia River intake system, one of the main arteries for Vancouver's municipal water supply. According to Arthur's source, this was where raw, untreated water drawn from the Columbia was pulled into the main distribution line. If someone wanted to introduce something into the water supply before it reached the treatment stage, this was the place to do it.

Margaret unpacked her sampling kit. The equipment was professional grade, designed to detect even trace elements. She lowered a sterile collection vial on a long, retractable line through the grate. The vial disappeared into the darkness, and she heard a faint splash as it hit the water below. She let it fill, the current tugging gently at the line.

The experiments in Sandpoint had been different. They were about direct exposure, atmospheric agents, and localized chaos. It was brutal and messy. This felt different. More subtle. More insidious. If Myelin's network was moving into water supplies, it was a terrifying escalation. It was no longer about testing a few hundred people in an isolated town. It was about controlling the tap.

She reeled the vial back up. The water inside was crystal clear. It looked pure. It looked safe. Margaret knew better. She uncapped a small testing strip and dipped it into the sample. She held her breath and watched the color change.

The strip was supposed to stay a neutral green. It turned a dark, angry purple almost instantly. Her stomach clenched. It was a positive reading for heavy metals, off the charts. Lead, mercury, and something else her field kit could not immediately identify.

She worked quickly, transferring a portion of the sample into a portable spectrometer. It was a small, handheld device, but it was powerful. She initiated the scan. The device hummed quietly, its tiny screen filling with lines and graphs. Margaret watched the data scroll by, her frown deepening.

The machine confirmed the heavy metals. But it also isolated a series of synthetic organic compounds. They were complex, with long, stable molecular chains. She had never seen anything like them. They were not industrial runoff. They were not byproducts of some forgotten chemical dump. They were designed. They were engineered.

She cross referenced the signature against her encrypted database, a collection of every known chemical agent. There was no match. This was new.

But as the spectrometer finished its detailed analysis, one small detail caught her eye. A fragment of the molecular structure, a specific protein binding agent, felt familiar. She ran a deeper search, this time filtering for proprietary markers from known black projects.

A single result surfaced. It was not a match. It was a resemblance. The kind of resemblance that made a careful analyst second-guess herself. The binding agent shared a structural echo with compounds flagged in declassified Monarch program files, the kind of chemistry that didn't come out of a university lab or an industrial process. Someone had been trained in a very specific school of thinking. Whether this was that school's work, or something built to look like it, she couldn't say.

This was not a copycat. This was the next generation. The compounds from Sandpoint had been designed for immediate shock, to induce psychosis and panic. This was different. This was designed for stability, for long term presence in a water system. It was meant to be ingested over weeks, months. It was a slow poison, not a fast acting weapon, unless the dosage was off the charts. The implications were staggering. They were not just trying to create chaos anymore. They were trying to create a chronic condition. They were dosing a city.

A metallic scrape from above shattered the silence.

Margaret froze. Her head snapped up toward
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