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When a buried network built to shut Los Angeles down safely is hijacked to trigger a “natural” mass-casualty event, the divorced tunnel tech who knows every kill-switch in the city must cross a night of engineered collapse to save the daughter who no longer trusts him.
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CAL RAINER KEEPS THE parts of Los Angeles nobody wants to think about alive.
The locked pump rooms under the river. The emergency gates beneath the Metro. The buried switch stations are designed to fail clean when the earth moves.
He trusts systems because people are harder.
Three years ago, Cal was underground on a maintenance call when his ex-wife died waiting for him at the hospital. His teenage daughter, Iona, has barely spoken to him since. Now the city’s earthquake warning grid starts firing in the wrong order. Trains brake where they should run. Flood channels seal shut. Whole districts go dark before the shaking even starts.
Someone isn’t predicting a disaster.
Someone is building one.
As Los Angeles buckles into panic, Cal learns a private disaster contractor is using the emergency network to sacrifice one dense corridor of the city, then emerge as the only force capable of “saving” what remains. Iona is trapped inside the target zone. To reach her, Cal will have to move through collapsing tunnels, flooded stations, armed response teams, and one woman who helped design the trap—and may be the only person who can stop it.
By dawn, the city will call it an earthquake.
If Cal fails, it will be a massacre.
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I WAS ALWAYS AFRAID of being needed in two places at once.

People called me reliable. On the crews, that meant something. If a pump locked up at 2:00 a.m., if a relay cabinet blew, if floodwater got into a tunnel that should have stayed dry, they called me. I showed up. I got dirty. I fixed things.

That was the part strangers saw.

The private truth was worse. I could keep a city breathing and still miss the room that mattered.

The memory that never leaves is a vending machine.

Blue metal. One dead bulb. My face bent in the scratched glass.

I was in a hospital hall with tunnel grit on my boots and my phone slick in my hand. Three missed calls from Mara. One voicemail. Then a text from Iona, fourteen then, all lower case.

where are you

I fed two dollars into the machine because my hands needed a job. It swallowed both and gave me nothing. I slapped the return lever. Coins rattled inside and stayed there.

Behind me, rubber soles squeaked on the waxed floor. A monitor kept beeping somewhere close. Too steady. Too calm. The hallway smelled like bleach, burnt coffee, and hot wiring. I called Mara.

Voicemail.

I called again.

Then June came through the double doors in green scrubs with dried blood on one sleeve and stopped when she saw me.

“You should have been here,” she said.

That was it.

Not the doctor. Not the sheet. Not my daughter folded into a plastic chair with her arms wrapped around her stomach so tight she looked smaller than fourteen.

A broken vending machine. A text answered too late. One sentence that landed exactly where it should.

After that, the years went thin and fast.

At first Iona got angry. Doors. Sharp answers. That still felt like contact. Then even that burned out. She kept her shoes on in the apartment. Kept her charger in her backpack. Found rides that were not me. If she had a game, I learned from the school site. If she needed help, June heard first.

I learned what distance sounded like.

A bedroom door closing softly.

Cabinets touched shut.

My key in the lock after something important had already happened.

So I did what I knew how to do. I took nights. Weekends. Emergency callouts. Underground, failure made sense. Water followed grade. Metal cracked under stress. A dead switch had a source. You found the weak point. You put your hands on it. You stopped the damage from spreading.

People were harder.

People remembered the exact minute you were not there.

My throat still tightens when a phone rings twice in the dark. I still check timestamps before I open a text, as if lateness can be measured early enough to stop becoming guilt. I know what life has already taken. Mara is gone. The version of Iona who thought I would come is gone too.

What I fear is simple.

That useful is all I am.

That when the next bad second comes, I will choose wrong fast enough to call it duty.

And still, under all of that, one want keeps kicking.

One clean chance.

One moment where I get there before the damage sets.

The morning it started, I was in my kitchen before sunrise with bad coffee in my mouth and Iona’s text on my screen. Sent after midnight. No hello. No softness.

Finals today. Downtown. Don’t be late if you’re actually coming.

My chest went hollow. I had to grip the counter.

Then my work phone lit up.

Priority call. Basin Transit Maintenance.

Emergency relay fault. Downtown service shaft. Immediate response.

Two things, breaking at once.
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*NOT NOW.*

The ladder lurched under my boots. My left hand skidded on wet steel. For one bad second there was nothing under me but red emergency light, a black drop, and the stink of river rot lifting out of the shaft.

Then my heel caught a rung.

My shoulder smashed the wall. Pain shot down to my elbow. I hung there, jaw locked, breath trapped high in my chest, listening to the scrape of my glove on rust and the thin electric whine coming out of the cabinet beside my face.

“Cal?”

Milo’s voice cracked in my earpiece.

“You good?”

“Fine.” I swallowed grit. “Relay kicked.”

I wasn’t fine.

I was thirty feet below a service hatch under downtown, clipped to a ladder bolted into old concrete, wedged beside a relay cabinet that should have been a twenty-minute nuisance and done. The shaft was narrow enough that my shoulders almost brushed both sides when I shifted. Damp concrete sweated against my coveralls. Warm dust stuck to the inside of my throat. Somewhere below, unseen water tapped through a drain line with the slow patience of something that had been leaking for years.

Usually the city had a rhythm underground. Pumps cycling. Rail current humming. Air handlers thudding far off like a second heartbeat. You learned it if you stayed down long enough.

Tonight the rhythm felt wrong.

Too tight. Too fast.

I braced one boot higher and clipped my tester to the fault node. The cabinet skin radiated heat through my glove. Condensation ticked from the conduit overhead and slid cold down the back of my neck.

“Still seeing bleed?” I asked.

“Spiking,” Milo said. I could hear keys under his voice from the yard control shed up top. “Line keeps polling.”

“How often?”

“Five seconds.”

“It’s four point two.”

A pause.

“You timing it?”

“Yeah.”

“Same spacing?”

“Exact.”

That put a cold line up my spine.

Routine diagnostics came in clean intervals. Emergency checks had logic. This had neither. It felt like somebody tapping a nerve over and over to see what made the body twitch.

I leaned in and opened the panel all the way. The hinge gave a rusty squeal. Heat rolled out into my face.

The board should have been ugly in ordinary ways. Dust in the corners. A lazy repair with the wrong screw. Corrosion blooming around old terminals. Instead I found something careful.

Someone had installed a fiber bridge behind the switching rail. Tight work. Clean shrink wrap. No city tag. No maintenance sticker. Whoever had put it there had hidden it to stay hidden, not to come back later.

My jaw set.

“When was this cabinet last serviced?”

“Officially?” Milo said.

“Don’t.”

More keys. “Three months ago.”

“By city?”

“Contractor.”

Of course.

Everything rotten in Los Angeles came wrapped in a contract and billed as efficiency.

I worked the insulated driver under the added line. The shaft trembled faintly as a train rolled somewhere overhead. The sound came down through the concrete in a long iron groan.

My phone buzzed in my chest pocket.

I froze.

Not the work line.

My pulse kicked once, hard enough to hurt. I dragged the phone free with my free hand and stared at the screen.

No new message. Just the old one still sitting there because I had checked it before climbing down and couldn’t stop checking it now.

**Finals today. Downtown. Don’t be late if you’re actually coming.**

Sent 12:41 a.m.

No hello. No soft landing. No extra words to make it easier on me.

That was how I knew it mattered.

My throat tightened around nothing. For a second all I could see was the timestamp glowing over my dirt-smeared reflection.

Don’t be late.

Mara used to say it with one brow up and her keys in her hand.

Get there before it breaks.

First time was a school play in fourth grade. Second time was six stitches in Iona’s chin after a pool deck fall. Third time Mara said it, she was standing in the kitchen with both palms flat on the counter like she had to hold herself steady to keep talking to me.

I shoved the memory down. It came back anyway. Her face. Not angry by then. Worse. Tired.

My stomach dipped.

“Cal?” Milo again, sharper now.

“I’m here.”

“You went quiet.”

“Cabinet’s dirty.”

I shoved the phone back into my pocket and pushed the driver deeper under the bridge. The added line vanished into old conduit like it belonged there. It didn’t. It had been soldered right into the emergency polling loop. Not hacked. Grafted.

“Milo,” I said, “I’ve got an unauthorized bridge.”

Silence.

Then: “Say again.”

“Somebody modified the relay.”

“You sure?”

I looked at the silver join, the neat heat work, the way it had been tucked just out of sight. Whoever did it knew this system better than half the city supervisors I’d worked under.

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m very sure.”

The shaft lights flickered.

One blink.

Then steady.

Every muscle along my back cinched tight.

“Milo.”

“I saw it.”

“That wasn’t me.”

“I know.”

Something boomed through the concrete.

Not close. Not yet. A deep metal impact, like a gate the size of a house slamming somewhere in the system.

I went still.

Then it came again.

Three impacts. Spaced. Ordered.

South line. Then east.

Not random.

“Milo, pull live train positions.”

“Already on it.”

The meter in my hand jumped so hard it buzzed my palm. Red. Higher. Pinned.

A warning tone chirped inside the cabinet.

My mouth went dry.

“Cal,” Milo said, and now the lazy graveyard-shift drag was gone from his voice, “I’m seeing brake prep on Civic Sector.”

“There’s no quake.”

“I didn’t say quake.”

The warning chirp became a scream.

I moved.

I tore the fiber bridge loose.

White light punched the shaft. Heat slapped me across the face. My right hand went dead to the wrist. The blast knocked my boot free and I slammed ribs-first into the ladder rail hard enough to spit copper.

Below me, something massive engaged with a crash that shook the shaft from top to bottom.

I clung there and dragged in air that tasted like burnt plastic and hot metal.

*Move.*

I blinked the glare out of my eyes and looked at the board.

Half of it was black now, edges glowing faint orange, but the emergency channel was still alive. Worse than alive. Running hotter. Command strings spilled down the tiny monitor too fast to read cleanly.

Route lock.

Brake pulse.

Barrier arm.

Floodgate check.

Tunnel seal.

“No.”

“Milo, kill inbound traffic.”

“I can’t.”

“What do you mean, can’t?”

“I just got kicked to observer.”

The ladder rung bit into my palm.

“Who kicked you?”

“I don’t know. My controls are ghosted out.”

The lights dropped again. This time they went red before the main feed crawled back. Blood-color strips along the shaft wall turned the steam in the air into a haze.

On the monitor, a location tag flashed.

CIVIC CENTER CORRIDOR.

Then another.

SECONDARY CONTAINMENT AUTHORIZATION.

Containment.

That word had no business in a transit control stack.

Another boom hit, closer now. Dust sifted from a seam by my cheek and stuck to my sweat.

“Milo,” I said. “How many trains in Civic?”

Keys hammered.

“Three moving. One platformed. One service unit in dead spur.”

“Passengers?”

“It’s 8:13.”

Too many.

I jammed my tester under my arm and ripped open the scorched manual panel behind the relay board. Old override toggles sat in a row under smoked plastic. Mechanical failsafes. Ancient and ugly.

Good.

Ancient meant hands still mattered.

“What are you doing?” Milo asked.

“Taking one line off-grid.”

“One line?”

“If it listens.”

“What about the others?”

There it was.

The wrong second.

The toggles needed a route choice. Central trunk or east branch. Dump power. Break the lock. Stop the brake cascade on one before the automated seals finished dropping. One. Not both.

Not in time.

“Cal.”

The map flashed behind my eyes. Civic Center. County workers. Court staff. Morning commuters. Tourists who thought downtown would be clean and simple if they stayed near the good buildings. School traffic.

The east branch ran closest to the performing arts complex.

Finals today. Downtown.

My chest went tight enough to hurt.

“Milo,” I said, “what’s near east branch right now?”

A beat.

Then, “Hall. Courthouse. Music Center. School traffic.”

School traffic.

My hand hovered over the toggles.

Sweat ran down my temple. Burnt insulation stung my nose. Somewhere overhead, another train screamed against brakes hard enough to set my teeth on edge.

Mara’s voice came back clear enough to scrape.

Get there before it breaks.

I had heard it as a joke the first few times. Heard the edge too late. That was my talent. Understanding damage only after it had settled in.

“I need ten seconds,” I said.

“You have four.”

I shut my eyes.

A station full of strangers.

A text with no softness.

My life narrowing, again, to the same ugly question.

Which one?

I opened my eyes and slammed the central trunk override down.

The switch fought halfway, then snapped with a heavy clack that rang up my arm. Somewhere above me a breaker dumped. The shaft went black for one breathless beat.

Then the red strips kicked back on.

The command scroll stuttered.

Milo sucked in air. “Central released. Brake pulse canceled. Train three rolling.”

Relief hit so fast it hollowed my knees.

Then Milo swore.

“East branch sealed.”

Everything inside me went cold.

“How bad?”

“Barrier arms dropped.” More keys. “Tunnel gate closing.”

“Platform?”

A beat.

“Occupied.”

I stared at the dead board. My pulse hammered high in my throat hard enough to blur the edge of my vision.

No quake.

No warning ripple through the walls.

No body-language from the city before the hit.

Just a command.

“You hearing any P-wave?” I asked.

“What?”

“Anything on the sensor chain.”

Milo’s keyboard slowed. “No.”

Of course no.

The first tremor of a real event was never the public alert. Underground, you felt it before the city admitted it. A thin skitter through the concrete. A pressure ripple. The strange alive pause in steel before the rest came. I had spent too many years under streets and river channels not to know the difference.

This was backwards.

I could feel it in my teeth.

“Milo,” I said slowly, “when did the emergency pulse hit?”

He pulled the logs. “Stand by.”

Above me, the concrete gave one long groan. Not a normal load shift. Bigger. Deeper. Like the city grinding a tooth.

Then every alarm in the cabinet woke at once.

The shaft filled with noise. Electronic shrieks. A low klaxon under them. Static burst in my earpiece. New command strings flooded the monitor so fast they smeared into a white crawl.

Zone quarantine.

Water diversion.

Power reroute.

Emergency public alert pending.

“Milo, what is this?”

He didn’t answer right away.

Then I heard his breath catch.

“Cal.”

“What?”

“The emergency pulse hit the net twelve seconds before the first sensor packet.”

My skin prickled from scalp to wrist.

“That’s not possible.”

“I know.”

A beat.

Then, quieter: “Unless it didn’t come from the sensors.”

The shaft seemed to narrow around me. Concrete. Heat. Red light. My own breath sounding too loud in the helmet strap.

There it was.

The turn.

This was not a bad morning. Not a system glitch. Not some buried fault finally reaching daylight.

Somebody had told the city to panic before the earth had said a word.

“Cal,” Milo said, “there’s an early-warning packet riding the transit net.”

“For what?”

Silence.

Then one word.

“Earthquake.”

“No.”

There had been no precursor flutter through the structure. No signal stair-step. No deep groan rolling out ahead of the motion. You worked belowground long enough, you learned the city’s body. It always warned you before it moved.

This wasn’t warning.

This was theater with teeth.

The public alert tone sounded overhead, muffled through layers of concrete but unmistakable. Three rising notes. Then the automated voice, flat and sexless through the shaft wall.

Emergency. Drop. Cover. Hold on.

Dust started to sift over my gloves.

“Milo, can you override east branch manually from above?”

“I’m locked out.”

“Can you cut local power?”

“Not without taking half the block.”

“Do it.”

“I need authorization.”

“From who?”

He didn’t answer.

He didn’t have to.

The answer was buried in the command stack burning in front of my face. Somebody else owned the system now.

I jammed my arm deeper into the cabinet and reached for the secondary manual bypass. Hot metal kissed through the glove. Pain bit my palm.

“Cal, stop,” Milo snapped. “You’ll cook yourself.”

“Then talk faster.”

“I’m pulling platform cams.”

My breath rasped in the shaft. Sweat stung my eyes. I forced the bypass lever down. It moved half an inch and stopped dead.

“Come on.”

I hit it again with the heel of my hand.

Nothing.

“Got a feed,” Milo said.

“Well?”

He was quiet for one beat too long.

“Milo.”

“Platform east is full.”

My stomach sank.

“How full?”

“School group. Commuters. Maybe sixty. More coming down the stairs.”

A hard pulse thudded at the base of my throat. I pictured kids in blazers and pinned name tags. Teachers trying to sound calm. Phones held up in uncertain hands.

*Not now. Not this.*

I shoved harder on the bypass. The metal groaned and held.

“Can you patch me the platform PA?”

“No control.”

“Emergency line?”

“Ghosted.”

The cabinet monitor flashed another command stack.

Structural lock.

Access gate commit.

CIVIC EAST ENCLOSURE CONFIRMED.

Enclosure.

My back teeth ground together. They were sealing people in.

“Milo, who has admin authority?”

“Top-level shell shows municipal resilience layer.”

That meant nothing and too much. New emergency architecture. Public-private partnership garbage. Consultants in clean shoes building systems they would never have to stand inside.

Another boom slammed through the walls.

This time the shaft shook hard enough to rattle my helmet against concrete.

Dust poured from the seam over my head. Somewhere above, people began to scream. Muffled. Faint. But human.

That sound went through me like wire.

“Milo,” I said, voice thin now despite me, “tell me again when the sensor packet hit.”

“Twelve seconds after the pulse.”

“So say it plain.”

He didn’t want to.

I could hear it.

“Say it.”

The answer came flat.

“The alert went out before the quake.”

My mouth dried to paper.

Not a mistake.

Not a glitch.

A hand on the scale.

I looked at the scorched relay board, the hidden bridge, the sealed east branch, the command word containment still sitting on the monitor like it had every right in the world to be there.

This was not the earth failing.

This was people.

Then my phone buzzed again in my chest pocket.

I yanked it free so fast I nearly dropped it. The screen had a fresh crack from when I hit the ladder. The glass cut a thin line into my thumb.

No bars.

No call.

Just the lock screen flaring bright in the red dark.

Then my daughter’s text flashed across the cracked screen—WE MADE FINALS DOWNTOWN—and the bars dropped to zero.
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*TOO EARLY.*

The first alert washed across our wall of screens before the floor gave even a courtesy tremor.

My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth.

No one else reacted. The command floor kept its expensive calm. Analysts in dark jackets. Two city liaisons pretending they still had authority. Security at the glass. A medic standing by for the kind of damage this room preferred to watch from a distance. Forty feet of curved display threw cold light over all of them and turned downtown Los Angeles into something flat enough to manage.

Transit lines glowed under flood channels. Hospital loads pulsed by district. Traffic density thickened in live color. Civilian phone clusters bloomed and shifted. Emergency routes crawled over the map like veins.

Then the quake packet fired.

Not from the geological feed.

From us.

“Packet confirmed,” Ellis said. He never looked up from his station. “Transit, civil, hospital sync complete.”

“Advance spread?” Vera asked.

Her voice was quiet. It still bent the room toward it.

“Eleven-point-eight seconds.”

A chill prickled over my scalp.

Too much lead.

I kept my face neutral and my hands flat on the tablet.

The city feed was split into nine sectors. Civic Center Corridor had already gone amber. In less than two minutes it would go red. Brake pulses would stop trains where crowd density ran highest. Barrier arms would pinch evac flow into cleaner channels. Flood controls would shift runoff risk toward blocks selected months ago under language soft enough to pass as caution.

Resilience architecture.

Managed failure.

Mercy Fall.

We never used the real name out loud.

Vera stood at the center console with one hand resting on the glass. Black suit. Gray hair cut close at the jaw. Nothing decorative on her. No ring. No scent. No wasted motion. In public she sold calm. In private she sold math with bodies inside it.

I had helped build the math.

The thought landed under my ribs and sat there.

“Seismic chain?” Vera asked.

“Authenticates on delay,” said a systems engineer behind me.

Not has authenticated.

Will.

The first real tremor had not arrived yet. It would. Tonight’s natural event was small. We had not invented the shaking. Only weighted it. Old stress maps. Compromised pressure nodes. Legacy infrastructure no one aboveground remembered and only a handful below did. The earth would shrug. We had built a city response ready to turn that shrug into a kill box.

One of the city liaisons gave a laugh too thin to be real. “Never gets easier.”

Vera looked at his reflection in the glass instead of his face.

“If it did,” she said, “I’d have chosen wrong.”

No one answered.

The first public warning hit civilian networks. A soft tone rolled through the room as phones across downtown lit up. On the wall, behavior changed at once. Cars slowed, jammed, then froze. Pedestrian clusters thickened near stations and plazas. Metro platforms deepened from yellow to orange. Human beings always looked abstract on the wall until they started moving badly enough.

Then they looked like blood.

I dragged the transit layer wider. Civic East was locking faster than projected. The old relay cabinet under Sector C-12 had carried the surge, but one line had broken pattern.

Central trunk release.

Manual interruption.

My shoulders tightened.

Someone was in the shaft.

“Who’s on C-12?” I asked.

Ellis shot me an annoyed glance. I had broken the room’s rhythm. “Maintenance.”

“Name.”

He flicked to the municipal layer. “Rainer. Cal.”

The name meant nothing for half a second.

Then the personnel file snapped into place in my memory. Legacy systems specialist. Municipal transit infrastructure. Divorced. One dependent.

I looked back at Civic East and felt the shape of the problem before I could say it.

“Problem?” Vera asked.

She did that. Pulled the tremor out of you before you felt it yourself.

“Manual interruption on C-12,” I said. “One route got loose.”

“Can he repeat it?”

“Not before the next lock.”

“Then he doesn’t matter.”

A tiny click caught in my throat.

I hated that she could hear things that small.

Vera turned her head toward me. “Does he?”

The room did not go silent. It narrowed.

“No,” I said.

Even. Immediate. Clean.

That was why I still had a badge in this building.

Vera gave one short nod. “Advance recovery.”

Rook stepped off the glass line.

He was difficult to look at for too long. Not because he was ugly. Because he carried appetite too close to the skin. Broad shoulders under a dark field jacket. Cropped hair. Scar at the chin. The kind of man who made violence feel bureaucratic.

“Sector priorities?” he asked.

“Primary witness,” Vera said. “Any carrier of physical media. Any unauthorized municipal observer inside the corridor.”

His eyes touched me for one beat and moved on. He remembered every argument I had made about density compression near schools and hospitals. Men like Rook stored your limits because they assumed one day they would need them.

He touched his throat mic. “Recovery units moving.”

Helmet cams bloomed across the lower wall. Black vans. Stairwells. Parking ramps. A municipal lobby with polished stone floors already slick with panic.

Then the first real tremor arrived.

Not on-screen.

In the room.

A low shiver came through the floor and up into my knees. The glass under my palm buzzed once. Overhead fixtures ticked in their housings. Someone behind me dragged in a breath too fast.

There you are.

Twelve seconds late.

Cold moved through my arms.

“Seismic chain authenticated,” Ellis said.

Of course it had.

Now the lie had cover.

Bodies in the room eased by a fraction. Not because they trusted the system. Because they trusted motion. A real quake made the false alert feel earned. Any audit later would find overlap, confusion, acceptable ambiguity.

On-screen, downtown broke into behavior. Office towers spilling people to the streets. Hospital elevators freezing. Platform density going orange, then red. A line of school buses stopped crooked outside the Music Center. Tiny figures pouring off one of them.

I enlarged that camera.

Teenagers in navy blazers and tournament lanyards. One teacher trying to count heads while staring at her phone. Another kid crying already. The traffic light over the intersection flashed emergency red. Across the avenue, a man in a maintenance vest staggered out of a side door with blood dark on one sleeve.

“Camera three-seven-two,” I said. “Who is that?”

Ellis ran the pull. “Ben Halden. Municipal archive tech.”

I knew the name well enough to feel my stomach tighten.

Ben worked data hygiene on old civic systems before Nascim Response absorbed the archive transition. Quiet. Precise. The kind of man people forgot until something vanished and he was the only one who knew where the older copy lived.

“Why is he in the open?” Vera asked.

“He shouldn’t be,” Rook said.

Ben hit the curb and looked over his shoulder twice. Wrong kind of movement. Not evacuation. Pursuit. He shoved into the school group with the ruined urgency of a man who had run out of places to hide. One of the teachers caught his sleeve. He tore free. On the opposite sidewalk, two recovery operators entered frame.

“Contain that,” Vera said.

Rook was already moving pieces on the tactical map. “On it.”

I zoomed tighter.

Ben’s face was gray under the blood. His mouth moved at one of the students, but the street feed had no audio. He fumbled once, almost dropped to a knee, then forced something silver into the girl’s hand.

Not jewelry.

A clasp housing made to pass for it.

My pulse hit hard.

*What did you take, Ben?*

The girl recoiled. Ben shoved her toward the teacher like he wanted anger to hide the handoff. Then he turned and ran.

One of the operators shot him in the back before he reached the crosswalk.

He hit the pavement face-first.

The crowd burst wide. Papers airborne. Water bottles skidding. One teacher dragged down. Kids screaming now. The girl Ben had touched slammed into another student, clamped her fist around the silver housing, and looked around with the blank, animal shock of someone who had not yet understood the world had just selected her.

“Track her,” Vera said.

The system had already started.

A facial frame locked around the girl’s features. School registration. Transit cameras. Juvenile records. Emergency contacts. Public images. Family links.

My hands went cold before the name finished rendering.

IONA RAINER.

Cal in the shaft.

Iona on the street.

The geometry snapped into place all at once. The municipal tech who had broken part of our transit lock had a daughter standing inside the exact school group that had just inherited Ben Halden’s physical media.

“Connection?” Vera asked.

Ellis answered first. “Dependent match. Cal Rainer. Municipal transit maintenance.”

I kept my face blank.

Inside, something small slipped one notch off center.

Rook leaned toward the screen. “She knows?”

“Unknown,” Ellis said.

“She knows now,” I said.

Too quick.

Vera’s eyes shifted to me.

Not suspicious. Measuring.

Iona was frozen in the frame, seventeen maybe, braid over one shoulder, jaw set too hard. Even through compression and traffic-cam grain, the family resemblance was there. The mouth. The eyes.

Cal had chosen a route line without knowing she was there.

No one else in the room cared about that. They would have called it efficiency if it helped the model hold.

“She’s a civilian carrier,” Rook said. “We take her.”

The words landed like a shove.

Vera rested two fingers on the glass over Iona’s face box. “Options.”

“Team Four intercepts at the bus cluster,” Rook said. “Quiet extraction. If the crowd’s unstable, shelter reroute and collection in transit.”

“Too visible,” Ellis said.

“Then medical separation.”

I heard my own voice before I chose to use it. “Not in open view.”

Rook cut his eyes toward me. “Didn’t ask.”

The back of my neck heated.

Vera kept watching the screen. “Probability of duplication?”

I understood the question before Ellis did. She wasn’t asking whether Ben had copied the data. She was asking whether the girl had already passed it to someone else.

“Low,” I said.

“Why?”

“Grip retention. No outbound hand motion. No offload behavior.” I kept my tone flat. Analytical. “She doesn’t know what she has.”

Rook’s mouth moved at one corner. “You sound protective.”

“I sound accurate.”

He held the look a second too long, then let it go.

Ellis checked a secondary panel. “If that’s Halden’s housing, remote read is impossible. It needs physical extraction.”

Of course Ben had chosen old hardware.

Smart.

Dead now, but smart.

Vera traced the route ahead of the school group. Blue arrows lit on the map. Emergency shelter. Medical triage. Clean language wrapped around bad intentions.

“Then she is the priority,” Vera said. “Recover the housing. Minimize noise.”

Rook waited.

Vera added, “If recovery fails, the carrier does not leave the corridor.”

The room thinned.

No one moved. No one needed the sentence explained.

My pulse thudded against the base of my throat. I flattened my hands harder against the tablet so no one would see the tremor in my fingers.

“Understood,” Rook said.

On-screen, the school group was being redirected toward St. Agnes Trauma Center intake. One of our cleaner funnels. Frightened civilians followed signage. Followed reflective vests. Followed any adult voice that sounded practiced enough.

I knew the St. Agnes model.

Backup failure in nineteen minutes.

Lockdown after that.

A second trap wearing the face of rescue.

Cal did not know any of this.

He knew something was wrong under the city. He did not know his daughter had just become the center point of the board.

“And the father?” Vera asked.

Rook flicked his hand over the transit layer. “Still in system. We can grab him.”

“Not yet.”

That surprised me enough to feel it in my gut.

Vera’s
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