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NINA SOLIS CLEANS UP blood for a living.
It is the one job that makes sense after her mother’s death and her father’s disappearance into a classified world that swallowed him whole. Bodies are honest. Grief is honest. Memory is not.
When Nina suffers a violent flash of a subway bombing minutes before it happens, she thinks she is breaking. Then armed men try to take her alive.
The attack was real. So was the memory. And Nina is not the only one who saw it.
Buried inside a black program called the Memory Index is a technology capable of recording, altering, and planting memory so deeply the victim will die defending it as truth. The architect of that system is Dr. Elias Voss—Nina’s father. Officially, he vanished years ago. Unofficially, he is preparing the largest cognitive attack in modern history: a manufactured atrocity that will redraw elections, borders, and loyalties in a single week.
Hunted across a city where any witness can be rewritten and any ally can wake up as an enemy, Nina must decide whether to save the man who ruined her life or destroy the only person who knows how to stop what he built.
Because if memory can be weaponized, innocence is over.
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THE FEAR WAS NEVER that my mother would die.

It was that she would look at me and not know who I was.

Other people thought she was doing beautifully. Brave. Graceful. They saw lipstick, clean blouses, a steady smile. They saw my father’s hand at her back and mistook that for safety.

They did not live in our kitchen.

They did not see the notes taped inside cabinet doors. CUPS. SPOONS. TRASH. They did not hear drawers opening after midnight while my mother searched for things she had hidden from herself. They did not learn what I learned—that silence was worse. Silence meant she had walked into a room and lost the reason she went there.

I was thirteen the night the power died.

The house dropped into black heat. A second later, glass broke downstairs.

My breath caught so fast it burned. I ran barefoot down the hall and hit the kitchen on the smell alone—gas, fruit, dust.

My mother stood at the stove with a match in her hand.

The burner hissed.

A bowl had shattered on the tile. Peaches rolled through broken glass. One had split open near the sink, sweet flesh shining in the dark. I said her name, and relief hit me so hard my knees almost gave because she turned right toward me.

Then she smiled.

Not with recognition. With manners.

Like I had shown up at the wrong house.

My stomach dropped. I crossed the room slowly. I could hear the gas. I could hear the tiny drag of her thumb against the matchbook. When I took the match from her fingers, sulfur dust clung to my skin. Her hand was warm. Familiar.

Nothing behind her eyes was.

“It’s me,” I said.

She tilted her head and searched my face.

That was the moment that stayed.

Not the hospital. Not the funeral. That kitchen.

The split peach. The broken glass under my foot. The gas in the room. My mother looking at me like my name was somewhere far away and getting farther.

My father came in hard, all motion. He shut off the burner. Checked the valve. Kicked glass aside. He looked at locks, windows, corners—everything but me. His jaw was tight enough to hear when he spoke.

“Take her upstairs.”

He meant my mother.

Not me.

After that, our life narrowed fast. Labels on drawers. Lists on mirrors. Pills lined up by day. My mother forgot the month. Then the bathroom. Then whole afternoons. My father disappeared deeper into work, always leaving before dawn, always coming home with cold air in his coat and silence packed around him like armor.

People admired him for holding it together.

I learned what that looked like from the inside.

It looked like wiping up spilled juice at two in the morning while your mother cried over a cup she didn’t remember dropping. It looked like sitting in school with your chest tight because the phone might ring. It looked like becoming useful enough that no one asked if you were scared.

Then my mother died.

My father went another way—still alive, still breathing, still signing forms in rooms I would never see, but gone all the same. No explanation that held. No goodbye worth keeping. Just official language, a locked house, and the dull, lasting fact that I had been left.

After that, I trusted damage I could touch.

Blood on tile. Mold in drywall. Bone where bone should not be. I cleaned aftermath because aftermath was honest. Floors didn’t lie to spare you. Bodies didn’t soften the truth. You scrubbed what could be scrubbed. Bagged what could not. Finished the room.

That was as close to control as I ever got.

By thirty-one, I had bleach cracked into my knuckles, a cleanup kit in my trunk, and a talent for walking into the worst day of a stranger’s life without shaking until later. I told myself that was enough. That the past had already taken what it wanted.

Then my phone rang before dawn.

Dahlia.

“Subway call,” she said. “Mass casualty. You’re closest.”

My chest tightened.

I was pulling on my boots when she added, “Nina, get there now.”
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*NOT AGAIN.*

My glove stuck to the floor.

I looked down. Half-dried blood had glued the nitrile to the ridged rubber by the door. When I pulled, it came free with a wet peel. The train car rocked under me as another local screamed past on the next track. The windows trembled. The overhead ads buzzed in their frames. Bleach burned the back of my throat.

“Nina.”

Dahlia’s voice snapped in my headset.

I shoved the scraper under a dark clot fused to the seam. “I’m here.”

“Transit wants the car cleared in thirty.”

“Then Transit should pray harder.”

Across the aisle, Luis zipped another black evidence bag and lined it under the bench. He was twenty-two and still looked wrong in a Tyvek suit, too young in the eyes, too careful with his hands. Three bags already waited by the center pole. Wallet. Child’s sneaker. A phone with its screen blown white.

We came after the uniforms. After the flashbulbs. After the city said tragic and moved on.

We erased what the day could not keep.

I rose into a crouch and sprayed enzyme foam over a rust-brown fan of blood running from the seats to the doors. Mist jumped back into my face. My eyes watered. The fluorescent lights overhead hummed like they had a grudge.

“You good?” Luis asked.

“Perfect.”

He gave me a look. He had worked with me long enough to know that word meant the opposite.

The train lurched.

Small movement. Barely enough to shift my weight.

My stomach dropped anyway.

The bottle slipped in my hand. Foam hissed over my boot. A cold current ran down my spine so fast it felt plugged in. I caught the edge of a seat and held on.

“Nina?” Dahlia again. Sharper now. “Status.”

“Hold.”

The car changed.

Not around me. Through me.

I still smelled bleach, brake dust, old copper. I still heard Luis moving bags behind me. But something else hit at the same time, brutal and whole, like a second world slamming over the first.

Bodies.

Heat.

Wet wool and stale coffee and somebody’s cheap citrus shampoo.

The car was full.

A woman in a red coat gripping the center pole. A teenage boy with one earbud hanging loose. A man with a silver hard case braced between his shoes. A stroller jammed by the priority seats. Shoulder to shoulder. Rush-hour packed.

My pulse kicked hard enough to blur the edges of my sight.

The lights blinked once.

The boy looked up.

The man bent for the case.

The woman turned her head toward the rear doors.

A pressure wave punched the air.

No sound at first. Just force. A wrongness so deep it made my molars ache.

Then the blast hit.

Glass burst inward. The floor jumped under my knees. I smelled burnt plastic, hot metal, a sweet chemical bite that coated the back of my tongue. Smoke rolled low through the aisle. Someone crashed into me, hard enough to bruise.

My breath locked.

*This is happening.*

A hand grabbed my wrist.

I tore free—

—and slammed back into the empty car so hard my shoulder clipped the center pole.

The foam bottle skidded away.

Luis caught my elbow before I hit the floor. “Jesus, Nina.”

My sight pulsed. Empty car. Full car. Empty again. My heart hammered so hard my fingers went numb.

“What happened?”

I stared at the doors.

No passengers. No stroller. No woman in red. Just scratched glass and my own reflection, warped thin.

Dahlia’s voice crackled in my ear. “Nina. Answer.”

I yanked the headset half off. “Get Transit.”

Luis still had my arm. “Sit down.”

“No.”

“You’re white.”

“I said no.”

Too sharp. His hand fell away.

I bent with both palms on my thighs and dragged air into my lungs. Chemical stink. Old blood. Iron. Reality. Sweat slid down my ribs under the suit, cold as spit.

“Nina,” Dahlia said, quieter now. “Do you need med?”

“No.”

A beat.

“Talk.”

I looked at the car again. At the doors. At the patch of floor where the silver case had landed in the other version of this moment.

My mouth had gone dry.

“I just saw this train full,” I said.

Luis went still.

“Not memory,” I said. “Not a flash. This exact car. Same crack by the route map. Same ad for the injury lawyer. Same pole.”

Silence in my headset.

Then Luis said, careful as stepping on glass, “From tonight?”

“No.” The word scraped. “From later.”

There it was—that pause I knew too well. The one people used when they were deciding whether to treat you gently or back away.

It made my skin crawl.

“Say it,” I said.

Luis rubbed a gloved hand over his mouth. “Could be stress.”

“Could be you should bag shoes.”

“Nina,” Dahlia warned.

My chest tightened. Not from anger. From the old, ugly recognition under it. I had spent half my life watching a mind come loose from the inside. I knew what people looked like when they decided they might be watching it happen again.

I had rules for that.

No drinking alone. No skipped sleep if I could help it. No pills that weren’t prescribed. Work with your hands. Stay with what can be touched, counted, scrubbed clean.

Reality usually held.

Usually.

“When does this car go back in service?” I asked.

Dahlia exhaled through her nose. “What?”

“Check the log.”

Luis stared at me. “Why?”

“Because I want to know.”

Keyboard clicks crackled faintly over the line. Then gum chewing. Then Dahlia again.

“Maintenance spur till six. Yard transfer after. Green line by seven-thirty if they keep schedule.”

My stomach sank.

Rush hour.

“Pull it,” I said.

“What?”

“Take it out of service.”

Dahlia went flat. “On what authority?”

“Mine.”

“That isn’t authority.”

I looked back at the empty car and felt my pulse in my gums. “Something’s going to happen on this train.”

Luis made a sound under his breath. Not disbelief. Worse. Concern.

“You saw something,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Your body can do weird things.”

“My body doesn’t invent route maps.”

That landed. I saw it in his face. Hurt first. Then wariness.

Good. Let him be wary.

I crossed the aisle and crouched by the opposite bench. In the vision, the man with the silver case had braced it there with both shoes. The floor looked clean, cleaner than the rest of the car. Freshly wiped before we boarded.

I pulled the UV torch from my belt and clicked it on.

“Nina.” Luis took a step closer. “Leave it.”

I swept the light over the floor seam.

There.

A faint crescent tucked beside the bench leg. Nearly invisible. Oily. Rainbow-thin. Not blood. Not cleaner. Something that caught the violet light and held it.

I leaned closer.

A sweet, synthetic bite lifted under the bleach.

The fine hairs on my arms rose.

Luis crouched beside me. “What is it?”

“I don’t know.”

But it should not have been there.

I stood too fast. The room tipped. For one ugly second the car filled again, shoulders jammed shoulder to shoulder, a baby crying, somebody coughing through smoke. I swallowed against it.

*Move.*

I thrust the headset at Luis. “Tell Dahlia to call Transit police.”

He didn’t take it. “For what?”

“For the bomb squad.”

The far service door banged open.

A transit supervisor climbed in with a clipboard tucked to his chest and his yellow vest half unzipped over a stained shirt. Mid-fifties. Thick neck. Face set in the permanent irritation of a man whose whole job was other people’s delays.

“Need you wrapped,” he said. “Yard wants this set moved.”

“This car can’t move.”

He blinked once. “Excuse me?”

I pointed to the bench. “Something’s wrong.”

He gave the spot one fast, dismissive glance. “Yeah. That’s why you’re here.”

“No. Listen to me.” My palms were sweating inside the gloves now. “Call your bomb unit.”

That word changed the air.

Not because he believed me. Because now he had to decide whether I was stupid or dangerous.

“You don’t say that unless you mean it,” he said.

“I mean it.”

Luis rose beside me. “She found residue.”

The supervisor’s eyes cut to him. “Found, or thinks she found?”

I opened my mouth.

Nothing useful came out.

What was I supposed to say? I saw a train full of dead strangers ten minutes before breakfast? I may be having my mother’s kind of bad day, but there’s definitely an explosive in your car?

The pause cost me.

His face shut. Decision made.

“This train was swept,” he said. “K-9, visual, the whole list. Finish your work.”

He turned for the door.

My chest went hollow.

I grabbed his vest.

He spun back so fast his clipboard clipped my wrist. “Don’t touch me.”

“Don’t move this train.”

Luis stared at me.

The supervisor peeled my hand off him. “Step back.”

His voice had gone official now. Flat. Careful. Ready to write me off with one line in a report.

Behind him, on the platform, workers moved with dead-shift speed. One of them was already crouched by the coupling. Another waved to someone deeper in the tunnel.

In my head, the woman in red turned.

The boy looked up.

The silver case tipped.

“I need five minutes,” I said. “That’s all.”

He shook his head. “Out of the car.”

“Nina,” Dahlia said through Luis’s headset, distant now, tinny. “Don’t make this worse.”

Too late.

I shoved past the supervisor and lunged for the emergency panel by the doors.

He caught my arm.

Luis grabbed the other.

The train hummed low beneath us as power fed back into the line.

“I’m stopping it,” I said.

“You’re done,” the supervisor snapped.

I twisted hard enough to split one fingertip against my glove seam. “Let go.”

“Nina.” Luis’s voice came out raw. “Stop.”

Then it hit again.

Not the whole vision. Just a slice, sharp enough to draw blood.

Lights blinking twice.

A child screaming for his mother.

Orange fire reflected in the windows.

And a man at the far end of the car, still on his feet while everyone else fell.

Black jacket. Shaved head. Pale eyes.

Watching.

My knees almost gave.

I knew that face.

Not from life.

From what was coming.

I stopped fighting so suddenly both men loosened by reflex.

Bad move.

I drove my heel into the plastic brake cover.

It cracked.

The red handle snapped into view.

The supervisor lunged, swearing, but I had it already. I wrapped my hand around it and yanked.

Nothing happened.

For one dead second, no one moved.

Then a new voice cut across the car.

“Hands where I can see them.”

We all turned.

A man stood on the platform in plain clothes with a sidearm up and level. Mid-thirties. Dark coat open over a shirt wrinkled at the waist. His face was controlled so tightly it looked carved, but his eyes were alive and hard and taking everything in at once—the broken panel, the supervisor clutching my vest, Luis with blood on his sleeve, me with my hand still locked around the brake.

Then his gaze fixed on me.

Not the scene.

Me.

Cold ran down my back.

He knew my face.

I knew, with the sick certainty of a door shutting somewhere deep in the dark, that I had never seen his before.

“Step away from the brake,” he said.

My grip tightened.

The train shuddered under us.

Far down the tunnel, something boomed. Distant. Heavy. Steel answering steel.

Everyone froze.

The man on the platform did not.

His gun stayed steady.

Then he said my name.

“Nina Solis,” he said. “Come with me now.”
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“HANDS WHERE I CAN SEE them.”

The woman with the brake handle didn’t move.

That hit first. Before the broken panel at her hip. Before the transit supervisor with his clipboard jammed to his chest. Before the younger cleaner in white coveralls with blood drying on one sleeve. Her.

Nina Solis kept one hand locked around the red emergency handle and looked at me like I was the next bad thing through the door.

Fair enough.

The train car smelled of bleach, old blood, and hot wiring. My shirt clung between my shoulder blades from the run down the platform. I kept the Glock level and stepped into the doorway.

“Let it go.”

The supervisor found his voice first. “She damaged equipment.”

“I heard you.”

“She’s unstable.”

Nina’s jaw tightened.

I watched her eyes. Pupils wide. No glaze. No chemical lag. Sweat at the hairline. Breath high and fast, but not wild. Not drunk. Not spun out. Cornered.

A low boom rolled through the tunnel. The floor trembled under my shoes.

The younger cleaner flinched. “What was that?”

Nobody answered him.

I kept my eyes on Nina. “Step away.”

Her fingers tightened on the handle. “What was that noise?”

“I asked first.”

The supervisor jabbed his clipboard toward her. “She said bomb.”

Nina didn’t look at him. “Because something’s wrong.”

The call that dragged me here hadn’t come through transit. It dropped through a channel so black it made my molars ache the second I saw it. Witness retrieval. Priority Black. Minimal local exposure. Hold position for federal arrival. No threat matrix attached. No originating office listed. No case summary. Just a witness name and a location code.

That alone was wrong.

Then I got to the platform and saw the car.

Not a bomb scene. A cleanup scene after violence. Blood in the seams. Tagged effects under the bench. A contractor crew where transit hazmat should have been. One cleaner trying to rip open an emergency brake like she had seen the future and hated it.

Nothing about it lined up.

I moved toward the opposite bench. “Nobody touch anything.”

The supervisor stepped into my path. “This is my train.”

“No.” I held his stare until he shifted. “Not tonight.”

I crouched by the bench. The floor had been wiped too fast. Smear arcs caught the fluorescents in dull streaks. Then I saw it: a thin rainbow crescent tucked near the bench leg, almost gone unless you were looking for what didn’t belong.

I leaned closer.

Something sweet cut through the bleach. Synthetic. Sharp enough to sting the back of my throat.

Behind me, Nina said, “I told you.”

I stood slowly. The muscles along my spine had gone tight. “When was the last sweep?”

The supervisor folded his arms. “K-9 and visual.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

He bristled. “Twenty minutes.”

“And after?”

“We released the set.”

“Who signed it?”

His face changed by half a degree. That was enough.

“Who signed it?” I asked again.

“Control.”

“Name.”

“Didn’t see one.”

Meaning he had. Meaning he knew the name was above his pay grade or attached to the kind of headache men like him learned to avoid.

My encrypted phone buzzed against my ribs.

Not the bureau line. The other one.

The knot under my sternum drew hard. I stepped back into the doorway and answered on the second pulse. “Reed.”

“Status.”

Director Wray. No greeting. No wasted breath. Her voice always sounded like she had already made the decision and was waiting for the room to catch up.

“I have the witness.”

“Alive?”

I looked at Nina.

Her gaze never left my face.

“For now.”

“Remove her.”

“There’s residue in the car.”

A beat.

Then, “That is not your lane.”

“If there’s a device—”

“There isn’t.”

The certainty in her voice cooled my hands.

“How do you know?”

“Because your task is the witness.”

At the far end of the platform, two men in dark jackets came out of the service corridor and split without speaking. Not transit. Wrong shoes. Wrong posture. One scanned the platform once and dismissed the workers. The other looked straight at the train like he already knew which car mattered.

My pulse slowed.

Never a good sign.

“Who else is on scene?” I asked.

“Reed.” Wray’s voice hardened. “Take Solis and go.”

“Who else is here?”

The line went dead.

I slid the phone away and looked again.

One of the men lifted his head.

Brenner.

I knew the file before I knew the face. Private retrieval. Deniable work. Contract muscle agencies used when they needed someone erased without fingerprints landing in the wrong database. He smiled before he hurt people. Men like that always did.

Why was he here?

No version of that answer helped me.

Nina saw the shift in me. Her hand left the brake handle, but she didn’t move away from it.

“What is it?” she asked.

I looked at the supervisor. “Clear the platform.”

He barked a short laugh. “On whose authority?”

I showed him my badge.

That should have settled him. Instead the blood drained out of his face. Not because of my name. Because of the seal under it.

Interesting.

He stepped back at once. “Everybody off,” he snapped at the workers. “Move. Now.”

The younger cleaner stared at me. “Should we go?”

“Yes.”

He reached for his kit.

Nina stayed planted.

I felt time pulling then, a wire drawn tight through my chest. “Solis.”

“What aren’t you telling me?”

A fair question. Bad timing.

Brenner reached the near edge of the platform and stopped. The second man kept moving, angling wide. Then I saw what he was carrying.

A black hard case.

Silver latches.

Same size as the one I’d seen in too many photographs after too many scenes that ended with a briefing room going silent.

A pulse of cold moved through my gut.

*Move now.*

I holstered my weapon, crossed the distance, and caught Nina by the wrist. She jerked hard, nearly got free. I leaned in close enough that only she could hear me.

“Run.”

The younger cleaner stared. “What?”

I looked at him once. “Take the supervisor and go.”

Brenner’s smile vanished.

His hand moved inside his jacket.

I shoved Nina toward the side exit. “Move.”

Everything broke at once.

Brenner drew. The younger cleaner shouted. The service lights blew white, then burst out with a crack. Darkness hit. Muzzle flash strobed blue off the windows. Glass burst by my shoulder. Nina went down and I went with her, one arm over the back of her neck as fragments rained across us.

The blast came a half second later.

Not in the car. Under it.

The platform jumped. Steel screamed. The whole train kicked sideways hard enough to slam my teeth together. Burned wiring flooded the air. Hot grease. Concrete dust. Somewhere outside, someone was screaming and not stopping.

Nina drove an elbow into my ribs, trying to crawl free.

Good.

I hauled her up by the sleeve and shoved her toward the side exit. “Go.”

“What about Luis?”

Gunfire cracked behind us. Somebody else screamed.

I made the choice for her. “Go.”

She ran.

I stayed close enough to take a round meant for her and far enough back to see if she broke the wrong way. We hit the platform in rolling smoke and red emergency wash. The supervisor was on his knees by the wall with both hands over his head. Luis was gone. Brenner’s second man lay twisted by the coupling, not moving.

Brenner had vanished.

Of course he had.

A klaxon started somewhere down the line. Harsh. Drilling. I caught Nina’s arm and dragged her toward the service corridor.

She twisted. Strong.

“Let go.”

“No.”

“You pulled a gun on me.”

“And now I’m getting you out.”

“That doesn’t fix much.”

No argument there.

We hit the service door. Locked. I slapped the supervisor’s crash-bar badge against the reader.

Nothing.

Again.

Nothing.

Smoke thickened across the platform behind us. Dark shapes moved inside it.

No time.

Nina tore free and slammed the red emergency release with the heel of her hand. The lock clicked.

I looked at her.

She looked back, breathing hard, eyes hot. “After you.”

We pushed through together.

Concrete corridor. Low ceiling. Bundled cable. Red emergency strips along the floor washing everything the color of raw meat. The air inside was hotter, stale and trapped. Nina stumbled once, caught herself on the wall, and kept moving. No wasted sound. No questions.

Good instincts. Again.

I keyed my mic. “Reed. Active hostile contact. Need containment at green line service spur.”

Static answered first.

Then a male voice I didn’t know said, “Containment already in progress.”

The back of my neck went cold.

I stopped.

Nina took three more steps before she realized. She turned, chest rising fast. “What?”

I looked down the corridor.

A steel security door had dropped over the maintenance stair exit. Sealed.

Behind us, boots hit concrete.

More than one set.

Nina followed my gaze to the door. Her face changed.

“What does that mean?”

I didn’t answer.

I didn’t need to.

It meant the witness was never supposed to leave the tunnel.

My encrypted phone vibrated again.

No number. No source. Just a black screen and a single prompt.

AUTHORIZED ACCESS — OPEN SEALED FILE?

My thumb hovered once, then hit accept.

A file shell opened, then stalled behind a stack of redactions so heavy it looked like a blackout page from a war archive. Case lead scrubbed. Origin scrubbed. Threat model scrubbed. Even the event tags were stripped down to nonsense strings and compartment codes. I scrolled with my jaw locked.

Nina took a step back from me.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Federal.”

“That’s not an answer.”

Boots thudded closer behind the door we had just come through. One of them tested the handle. Metal rang through the corridor.

I kept reading.

The witness packet was thinner than it should have been. No family tree. No employment history beyond a contractor stub. No photo attached to the first page even though I had her standing ten feet in front of me. Just the same order repeated three times in different language:

RECOVER WITNESS.  
LIMIT EXPOSURE.  
PREVENT LOCAL DETENTION.
Not protect.

Not secure.

Contain.

My throat dried out.

*This is wrong.*

“Nina,” I said without looking up, “how long have you worked for the cleanup company?”

“What?”

“Answer.”

Her breathing caught once. “Six years.”

“Prior federal contact?”

“No.”

“Military?”

“No.”

“Security clearance?”

She barked a laugh with no humor in it. “Do I look cleared to you?”

Behind us, the handle hit again. Harder. Then once more.

I scrolled.

Nothing about the train. Nothing about why she mattered. No statement. No debrief notes. No medical warning. Just a witness rating marked ALPHA-PRIORITY and a retrieval authorization broad enough to make a prosecutor throw up.

The kind of paper you built only when the person mattered more than the civilians around them.

Nina saw something move in my face. “What?”

I looked up.

She had blood on the cuff of her glove. Not hers, I thought. Maybe not. A tear had opened in her coveralls at the knee. Her eyes kept darting to the sealed stair door, then back to me. Cornered animal, but still calculating.

Not unstable.

Not from what I could see.

The file in my hand said I was to treat her like controlled material.

That raised a worse question.

Who had already made the decision that she wasn’t a person anymore?

The corridor door shuddered under a heavy strike. Dust shook from the frame.

Nina flinched. Small movement. Real one.

“Those men,” she said. “Are they with you?”

“No.”

“Then who?”

If I answered that honestly, I’d have to say I had no idea anymore.

I slid the phone away. “We move.”

“Where?”

I looked at the sealed stair door, then the maintenance map bolted to the wall beside it. Most of the lines meant nothing to anyone without tunnel access training. One did.

Utility splice room. Fifteen meters back. Narrow. Defensible for maybe thirty seconds.

Enough.

I caught her sleeve and pulled.

She jerked back at once. “Don’t.”

“If they catch you here—”

“You still haven’t told me why.”

Because I didn’t know.

Because I was beginning to suspect that was the point.

A memory flashed up so suddenly it felt planted: a briefing room in Quantico, six years back, an instructor tapping the screen with one blunt finger.

Compartmentation is not your friend, Reed.  
It is management’s way of making sure only one person feels guilty later.
My chest tightened.

I reached for the file again, thumb braced to dig deeper.

The phone buzzed once in my hand.

A second compartment unlocked.

That shouldn’t have happened. The authorization chain for nested files needed pre-clearance, biometric confirmation, at least one layer of oversight.

Tonight, apparently, it just needed my name.

I opened it.

More black bars. More code strings. And one image loading slowly from the top down through signal lag: an old intake photograph. A teenage girl, maybe thirteen, thin shoulders in a dark sweater, eyes too direct for the camera. She looked familiar before the face finished rendering.

Nina.

Younger. Rawer. Grief sitting right on the bone.

The breath caught in my throat.

The metadata block beside the image had been almost entirely stripped. Date removed. Facility removed. Examiner name removed.

One field remained.

SUBJECT CONTACT AUTHORIZATION: REED, J.

I stared at it.

A pulse started deep behind my left eye.

“No,” I said quietly.

Nina heard the word. “What?”

I looked at her. Then back at the screen.

The pulse sharpened. Not pain exactly. Pressure. Like something in my skull had shifted half a centimeter and was trying to settle wrong. A smell flickered through my head that didn’t belong in the corridor—burnt coffee, copier toner, lemon disinfectant. A room. White walls. A table. A young girl sitting across from me with both hands tucked under her thighs so she wouldn’t shake.

I blinked.

Gone.

My stomach turned.

I had never seen that room.

Had I?

Boots hammered the door again. The metal bowed inward with a shriek.

Nina stepped back farther. “Jonah.”

I forced my eyes to the screen.

There was a final sealed node at the bottom of the packet. Heavier encryption. Director-level lock. My credentials should not have touched it.

They did.

A compartment slid open under my name.

One line populated.

WITNESS: NINA SOLIS  
PATERNAL LINK CONFIRMED —
The corridor door burst inward three inches, then slammed back against the lock.

Nina sucked in a breath.

My pulse pounded through my palms as the final line finished loading.

The witness they wanted was Elias Voss’s daughter.
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​CHAPTER 3 — Nina
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*DON’T FREEZE.*

The corridor door screamed behind us.

Jonah shoved me sideways just as the lock tore loose. Metal hit concrete. A man came through the gap with a rifle up, and Jonah fired twice before I saw the muzzle. The shots flattened my ears. Sparks jumped off the wall. The man folded backward into the red light.

“Move.”

I moved.

My knee lit up on the first step. Glass still scratched under my coveralls from the train. The corridor pulsed red under the klaxon, cable bundles shaking overhead while Jonah hit a steel door I hadn’t even noticed. It opened into a utility room barely wider than a coffin.

He shoved me inside.

Then himself.

Then the door slammed.

He shot the bolt.

Something hit the other side at once.

The whole frame jumped.

I stumbled into a rack of breaker boxes. Hot metal smell. Dust. Old oil. My pulse was so hard it made the room blink at the edges. Jonah braced one hand on the door and aimed with the other, breathing through his nose like he was trying to keep his body from noticing what was happening.

“They know this room?” I whispered.

“Give them ten seconds.”

“For what?”

He glanced back. “To decide if you’re worth shooting through the wall.”

My stomach dropped.

Another hit shook the door.

Then another.

I looked down and saw blood on my glove. Just a smear. Maybe not mine. My throat tightened anyway. My mother had

































































































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
IF MEMORY CAN BE WEAPONIZED,
INNOCENCE IS OVER. r






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
&





d2d_images/scene_break.png





