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The water was the wrong temperature.

Naomi noticed this with a clinical, detached precision before she understood she was drowning. It was cold enough to seize her muscles in a single, violent spasm—a physiological shutdown that bypassed the brain’s ability to panic—yet it was warm in sickening, localized patches where something massive, synthetic, and fueled by diesel was burning beneath the surface. Her lungs pulled at nothing, her throat locked tight against the primal reflex to breathe, and for several seconds, she existed in a space where thought occurred without emotion. She was a sensor array, recording the data of her own erasure. The silence underwater was absolute, broken only by the muffled, low-frequency thrum of metal buckling under immense hydraulic pressure somewhere in the abyss below her.

She couldn’t remember the act of surfacing. It happened as a consequence of physics, not will. Her buoyancy, aided by the trapped air in her heavy wool coat, finally overcame the downward drag of the churn.

The sky above was not night, but a roiling canopy of black smoke that tasted of sulfur and incinerated upholstery. Orange light flickered across the harbor in jagged, high-contrast shapes that didn’t belong to any lamp or star. Her ears registered sound as physical pressure—a dull, compressed roar that her brain refused to parse as human screaming. It was just acoustics, the physics of a disaster in a closed system.

What Naomi’s analytical mind—the mind of a woman who spent her days managing healthcare consulting spreadsheets—couldn’t yet process was that this wasn’t a random failure of rivets and steel. The ferry Stuyvesant had been turned into a floating furnace by military-grade shaped charges placed near the fuel manifolds. This was a “controlled burn”—a $2.3 billion logistical necessity designed to protect a massive port privatization deal. A coalition of developers and shipping companies needed to rezone 47 acres of industrial waterfront into luxury real estate worth $4 billion. Daniel, a career bureaucrat who had found property valuations 40% below market rate, was the target. The other 293 passengers were simply collateral damage, statistical noise in a high-stakes asset transfer.

The harbor water, usually a dark, brackish green, was now an opaque ink, thick with the iridescent swirl of leaking fuel and the floating white foam of fire retardants. Something struck her shoulder. Not debris—a hand, gripping with enough force to bruise through the fabric of her coat. She tried to pull away, but discovered her limbs wouldn’t coordinate; her motor functions had been overridden by the shock of the immersion and the blunt-force trauma of the blast. The hand yanked her sideways, and her face went under again. Oil slicked across her lips, thick, bitter, and smelling of heavy machinery. She gagged, inhaled a lungful of the toxic slurry, and the clinical distance shattered into pure, animal panic.

Her body thrashed against the weight of the water. The hand didn’t let go. It was a tether to a world she was no longer sure she belonged to. When her face broke the surface again, she vomited—black water and bile, her stomach clenching until she dry-heaved against the grip still locked on her shoulder. Someone was speaking, words she couldn’t separate into meaning. The voice was male, close to her ear, repeating a short, mechanical phrase over and over again like a mantra of survival.

“Don’t fight. Don’t fight. Don’t fight.”

She fought anyway. It was a biological reflex, not a choice. Her hand found fabric, then wet skin, her nails digging in hard enough to feel the flesh give beneath them. The man grunted but didn’t release her. He was swimming, dragging her with him through a black mirror broken by fire. The harbor stretched in every direction, a landscape of wreckage and biological failure.

Naomi’s vision fragmented: burning debris, a capsized lifeboat that looked like a toy in the scale of the destruction, and something that might have been a body floating face-down twenty feet away. She tried to focus on it, to understand the logistics of what she was seeing, but her eyes wouldn’t track properly. Everything smeared into a blur of smoke, salt, and her own inability to blink the water away. The air was thick with the smell of scorched metal—a sharp, ozone scent that bit at the back of her throat.

Her rescuer was still talking. “Kick. Use your legs. Kick.”

Naomi didn’t kick. She hung in his grip, her legs dangling beneath her like ropes cut from their moorings. The cold was inside her now, settling into her marrow and slowing her heart rate. She thought about stopping. Not dying, specifically—just the cessation of effort. Letting the water take the decision away from her. The water was persistent; it filled every gap, weighed down every thread of her clothing, and waited for her to yield.

The man’s grip shifted, his arm hooking under her armpit to drag her onto her back. She stared up at the smoke and watched embers spiral upward like reverse rain. Somewhere behind her, metal groaned—a long, tearing sound that resonated through the water and vibrated in her teeth. It was the sound of the ferry surrendering its structural integrity.

“Stay with me,” the voice said, rougher now, edged with the heavy labor of his breathing. “Stay awake.”

She wasn’t asleep. She was watching a piece of the upper deck shear away and tumble into the harbor with the sound of a building collapsing. The impact sent a wave rolling toward them, lifting her body and then dropping it. For a moment, his grip slipped. She sank, face going under, and this time she didn’t fight when he hauled her back up. Her throat was raw. Every breath tasted like diesel and burnt plastic.

Time stopped meaning anything. They were moving, but distance was irrelevant. The man swam in silence now, no longer wasting air on instructions she wouldn’t follow. Naomi stared at the sky and tried to remember the logistics of her morning. The memory surfaced in fragments: the bench near the aft railing, Daniel beside her scrolling through his phone, her own hand wrapped around a paper coffee cup gone cold. They’d been arguing about something mundane—the audit, the bills, the mundane friction of a decade of marriage. Normal morning poison.

She tried to turn her head, to look back toward the wreckage. The man’s hand caught her jaw, fingers rough and insistent, forcing her to face forward.

“Don’t look.”

She looked anyway, wrenching against his grip hard enough that something in her neck pulled wrong. The ferry was barely recognizable—a skeletal ruin of metal and fire, listing heavily to starboard. Bodies floated in the debris field, caught in the oil slick. She counted three before her vision blurred. Daniel had been beside her.

The thought arrived with absolute clarity, edged in ice. She opened her mouth to say his name and inhaled more water instead, choking so hard her ribs felt like they would crack. The man shifted his hold, keeping her head above the surface while she convulsed.

“Breathe,” he said. “Just breathe.”

She couldn’t. Her diaphragm spasmed, rejecting the air. For a terrible moment, she was certain she’d drown here, ten feet from whatever safety he was dragging her toward, drowning on nothing but her own body’s inability to function. Then her lungs unlocked. She gasped—a sound like tearing fabric—and air rushed in. Foul, smoke-heavy, but air.

“Good,” the man’s voice was flat, mechanical. “Keep going.”

Naomi became aware of cold concrete against her legs. Dock pilings loomed overhead, wrapped in algae and rust. The man had dragged her into the shadow of the waterfront, out of the firelight. He released her shoulder but kept one hand on her arm, guiding her toward submerged steps she couldn’t see.

“Can you stand?”

She didn’t answer. Her legs were numb, foreign objects attached to her hips by an accident of biology. When her feet touched the steps, they folded, and she went down hard on her knees. The impact sent a jolt of pain up her thighs—the first sensation she’d felt below her waist since the explosion.

The man hauled her upright. “Come on.”

She climbed. Each step required a separate decision, a conscious override of muscles that wanted to quit. Her hands found the railing—slick metal, freezing—and she used it to pull herself up. The man stayed behind her, a dark shadow catching her when she stumbled. At the top of the stairs, she collapsed.

The concrete was wet and gritty with debris. She pressed her cheek against it, feeling her body shudder with a cold that reached deeper than her skin. Behind her, the man was breathing hard, the sound ragged and uneven. He sat down a few feet away, his silhouette a jagged interruption in the flickering orange light. She should thank him. Social protocol suggested it, a ghost of the woman who used to live in the city.

She didn’t say anything.

“Can you hear me?”

Naomi opened her eyes. The man crouched beside her, water streaming from his jacket. She couldn’t make out his features—just the outline of a hard jaw and dark hair plastered to his skull. He looked like he had been carved out of the same shadow he had pulled her from.

“Yeah,” she said. Her voice was wrecked, a stranger’s sound.

“You’re in shock. Don’t move too fast.”

She wasn’t moving at all. She was staring through the gap between two pilings. The ferry was sinking. She watched it settle lower, water pouring through the gash in its hull, and understood in a factual way that people were still dying on that boat.

Daniel had been beside her.

“My husband,” she said.

The man didn’t respond immediately. When he spoke, his voice was careful, stripped of inflection. “Was he on the ferry?”

“Yes.”

“Did you see him? After the explosion?”

She tried to remember. The blast itself was gone, edited out like a splice in film. One moment she was sitting on a bench, annoyed. The next, she was in the water, burning and drowning simultaneously.

“No,” she said.

The man stood. He shrugged out of his jacket and draped it over her shoulders without asking. It was heavy and dripping, but warmer than the air.

“We need to move,” he said. “Emergency services will be here soon. If you can’t walk, I’ll carry you.”

Naomi pushed herself up on one elbow. “Where?”

“Anywhere that’s not here.”

She looked at him properly. Mid-thirties. Hard-eyed. A gash on his forehead was leaking blood down his temple. He’d been on the boat too. She didn’t recognize him, but the harbor was full of people rendered identical by smoke.

“Why?” she asked. “Why pull me out?”

He stared at her for a long moment, then turned back toward the fire. “I don’t know.”

Sirens wailed in the distance, growing louder. Naomi got to her feet, using the railing for balance. Her legs held. Barely. The man started walking, not checking to see if she followed. She stood there, his jacket hanging from her, watching the ferry burn. Daniel was in that wreckage.

She should stay. She should wait for the rescuers, give them her name, ask about survivors. Instead, she followed the stranger into the dark.

They walked along the waterfront, staying in the shadows beneath the elevated roadway. Naomi focused on the mechanics of putting one foot in front of the other. Her hands shook violently. Her teeth chattered, her jaw clenched so tight it radiated pain into her temples. The cold had settled into her bones, a deep ache that pulsed with every heartbeat.

The man stopped at a gap in a concrete barrier where the fence had been peeled back. He gestured her through. The street beyond was empty, lit by sodium lights that turned everything yellow and flat.

“I need to find my husband,” she said.

The man looked at her. His face was hollow-eyed. “You need to get warm and dry. Then you can find whoever you’re looking for. You walk back there now, you’ll collapse before you reach the perimeter. You want to help him, help yourself first.”

Naomi’s vision blurred. She blinked, and water ran down her face. She didn’t know if it was tears or the harbor. “I don’t know where to go.”

The man studied her, then nodded. “Come on.”

He led her inland to an industrial district—warehouses and storage units. He stopped at a loading dock behind a building with no sign and unlocked a heavy metal door. Inside smelled of motor oil and dust. Fluorescent lights stuttered to life, revealing a space that might have been a garage.

He pulled a gray wool blanket off a cot. “Strip. Everything. It’s all soaked through.”

Naomi stared at him.

“I’ll turn around,” he said, and did.

She peeled off the wet, heavy clothes. They clung to her skin like lead. She left them in a pile and wrapped herself in the blanket. It was rough and smelled of age, but it was dry.

“Done,” she said.

The man turned. He plugged in a space heater, the coils glowing orange. Naomi held her hands toward it, trusting that warmth would eventually come. The man stripped his own wet shirt, revealing a lean, scarred torso and a tattoo she didn’t try to decipher.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Naomi,” she said. “Naomi Pike.”

He nodded. “Got anyone I should call? Family?”

“My husband.”

“Besides him.”

She thought of her dead parents. Daniel’s distant mother. “No.”

The man hung his wet clothes over a shelf. “Then get some sleep. We’ll figure out the rest tomorrow.”

“I don’t know your name.”

He looked at her, then shrugged. “Doesn’t matter.”

He turned off the lights, leaving only the orange glow of the heater. Naomi lay back on the cot and stared at the ceiling. Through the walls, she heard the sirens. Daniel had been beside her.

She closed her eyes, but she saw fire on water and bodies in the dark. She felt the exact moment the explosion had thrown her clear, separating her from him with the force of physics. She hadn’t looked for him. She’d been too busy drowning.

The thought settled into her chest like a stone. Naomi Pike opened her eyes and watched the orange light pulse. She didn’t sleep. She just waited for the ghost of herself to arrive.

By 4:00 AM, the orange glow of the space heater had become the only coordinate in her universe. She watched the dust motes dance in the heat, thinking of the “controlled burn” Daniel had joked about in his ledger. The joke was dead now. Everything was dead.

She stood up, her body screaming at the shift in weight. She walked to the window and looked at the city—a place that thought she was gone. She wasn’t gone. She was just beginning to understand the logistics of being a ghost.

She was dead on paper, one of forty-seven victims of a $2.3 billion municipal asset sale. But the investors who had ordered the purge had made one critical mistake: they had left a data analyst with a broken heart and nothing left to lose. Naomi Pike didn’t need to bleed to haunt them. She just needed to follow the trail of the numbers.
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The clinic was a subterranean concrete box, reachable only by a set of narrow stairs that smelled of stale urine and industrial-grade degreaser. It sat directly beneath a storefront that sold refurbished electronics—a place where the rhythmic, metallic vibration of the city’s transit filtered through the ceiling as a low-frequency hum. Naomi sat on a plastic chair that had been cracked and repaired with layers of silver duct tape, the adhesive edges gummy and dark with trapped dust. Every time she shifted, the plastic groaned, a sharp, abrasive sound that resonated in her lower back.

Her body was a ledger of the previous night’s physics. The stranger—the man who had pulled her from the harbor—stood at a high counter fronted with scratched, yellowed Plexiglas. He was speaking to a woman in a stained lab coat whose face was a map of deep-set wrinkles and professional indifference. Their voices were lost beneath the mechanical stutter of the fluorescent lights overhead. One of the tubes was dying; it flickered with a rapid, staccato twitch that turned the room into a series of still frames, making the shadows pulse against the water-stained walls.

Naomi’s sensory input was narrowed to the immediate and the painful. Her lungs felt like they had been scrubbed with wire wool. Every breath was a conscious, procedural effort—a mechanical expansion of the ribs that met resistance from the deep, internal bruising blooming across her torso. She looked down at her hands, which were resting in her lap like abandoned tools. The skin was stained with diesel oil that had settled into the fine lines of her knuckles, and the beds of her fingernails were dark with harbor grime. She didn’t feel like a person; she felt like a biological error that hadn’t been corrected yet.

The woman in the lab coat eventually emerged from behind the Plexiglas. She didn’t offer a greeting. She carried a plastic tray containing a bottle of saline, a roll of medical gauze, and a small, disposable suture kit. She motioned for Naomi to follow her into a side room that was even smaller than the waiting area. It contained a padded table covered in crinkled butcher paper and a single, high-intensity lamp that smelled of burning dust.

“Shirt off,” the woman said. Her voice was flat, a tool used too many times.

Naomi moved to comply, but her fingers fumbled with the buttons of the borrowed flannel shirt. Her joints were stiff, the cold of the harbor still radiating from her marrow. The woman didn’t help. She waited, watching with the clinical detachment of a mechanic looking at a salvaged engine. When Naomi finally managed to strip to her waist, the cold air of the room hit her skin like a physical blow.

The bruising was spectacular. A deep, mottled purple-and-yellow bloom stretched from her left hip up across her ribcage, tracing the impact of the water or perhaps the debris that had thrown her clear. The woman poked at the ribs, her fingers blunt and unyielding. Naomi didn’t flinch, though the pain made her vision swim.

“Nothing broken that’ll kill you today,” the woman muttered, turning to the tray. “Lungs are heavy. You’ll be coughing up harbor water for a week. I can give you an inhaler, but it costs extra.”

“I don’t have money,” Naomi said. Her voice was a dry rasp.

“He paid,” the woman said, gesturing with her chin toward the door where the stranger waited. She began cleaning the gash on Naomi’s arm—the one she hadn’t noticed until the adrenaline had fully receded. The saline stung, a sharp, localized bite that Naomi welcomed because it was at least a sensation she could understand.

While the woman worked, stitching the deeper part of the laceration with quick, efficient movements, Naomi’s eyes wandered to the wall. There was a calendar from three years ago, the pages yellowed and curled. Beside it, a small television was bolted to a heavy steel bracket, its screen filmed over with a layer of airborne grease. It was tuned to a local news cycle, the volume suppressed to a low murmur that blended into the clinic’s background drone.

Then the image changed to a drone shot of the harbor. The ferry was a charred, skeletal ruin resting in the black water, still venting thin plumes of white steam into the morning air. A ticker tape of white capital letters began to crawl across the bottom of the screen: FERRY EXPLOSION: OFFICIAL CASUALTY LIST RELEASED.

The woman in the lab coat didn’t look up from the stitches. She tied off a knot and snipped the thread with a pair of surgical scissors. Naomi, however, stopped breathing. She watched the names move from right to left, a slow, alphabetical procession of the disappeared.




PETERSON, ELIAS.

PETROV, MARINA.

PIKE, DANIEL.




The sight of Daniel’s name didn’t cause a scream or a sob. It caused a sudden, sharp contraction in her stomach, a physical knot that made her lean forward, her forehead nearly touching her knees. She felt the heat of the woman’s breath on her shoulder, but her core remained frozen. She waited. The list continued its steady, uncaring crawl.




PIKE, NAOMI.




She stared at the letters until they vibrated and broke apart in her vision. There it was. An objective fact, broadcast to the city. She was dead on paper—written off in a single paragraph of a government report. She was a witness who had been purged, a detail that had been smoothed over by an official narrative that was already calling the explosion a “tragic accident” or a “fuel line failure.”

The stranger—the man who had pulled her out—appeared in the doorway. He didn’t offer a hand or a word of comfort. He stood there, his presence a dark pillar in the flickering light of the hallway. He followed her gaze to the television, watching the ticker tape for a full cycle.

“They’re calling it an accident,” he said, his voice a dry rasp that sounded like gravel being shifted. “A fuel line rupture. A tragic failure of maintenance. The ferry was old. The infrastructure is failing. That’s the story they like.”

“It wasn’t an accident,” Naomi said. She sat up, the butcher paper beneath her crinkling loudly. Her voice was thin and wrecked, like dry leaves skittering across pavement. It didn’t sound like her own; it sounded like the voice of the woman the world had just buried.

“It doesn’t matter what it was,” the man replied, his eyes remaining on the screen. “It only matters what the record says. The record says you’re gone. Your bank accounts will be frozen by tomorrow. Your apartment will be cleared out by the end of the month. Your Social Security number is a flag in a system that doesn’t want to see it anymore.”

He looked down at her then. His eyes were hard and clinical, devoid of the sentimental weight she had once expected from the world. “You’re a ghost now, Naomi. Ghosts don’t have husbands. They don’t have jobs or credit cards or futures. You’re the most dangerous thing there is: an anomaly.”

The woman in the lab coat finished taping a square of gauze over the stitches. She packed her tray and left without a word, her shoes squeaking on the linoleum. Naomi was left alone with the stranger and the flickering television.

She looked back at her hands. She noticed a small, jagged burn on her left forearm she hadn’t seen before—a red, blistered patch where a piece of the ferry’s railing must have cauterized her skin as she fell. She touched the edge of the blister. It didn’t hurt as much as the silence of Daniel’s missing presence. The grief was there, but it was being compressed, forged into something denser and more dangerous than sadness. It wasn’t about a grand “system” or a political ideology; it was about the man with a face who had ordered that ferry to burn while Daniel was still on it.

She stood up, reaching for the borrowed shirt. The movement was sloppy and painful; her balance was off, and she had to catch the edge of the examination table to keep from swaying. Her knees popped, a sharp, organic sound in the quiet room. She didn’t feel like a hero. She felt like an untreated wound that was finally beginning to fester.

“What happens now?” she asked. She didn’t look at the man. She looked at her reflection in the darkened screen of the television, now that the news cycle had moved on to a weather report. She looked pale, her long hair matted and dull, her eyes two dark holes in a face she barely recognized.

“Now you stay dead,” the man said. “Or you find the people who didn’t finish the job. But if you walk out that door, you don’t get to be Naomi Pike anymore. She died on that ferry. You’re just the thing that survived her.”

Naomi reached into the pocket of the oversized, grease-stained jacket the man had given her earlier. Her fingers brushed against a set of keys and a crumpled piece of paper she’d found—logistics, names, fragments of the “last job” Daniel had been working on. He’d been a freelance auditor, always digging into things that didn’t add up. He’d been annoyed that morning. He’d been distracted. Now, he was a name on a ticker tape.

She didn’t want her old life back; that life had ended when the water hit her lungs. She wanted to erase the people who had erased her.

She walked toward the door. Each step was a measurement of her erosion. She didn’t look back at the flickering television or the man who had saved her life for reasons he wouldn’t explain. She focused on the cold air waiting at the top of the stairs and the weight of the information in her pocket.

She was Naomi Pike, and she was dead. That made her invisible. And being invisible was the only way she was going to get close enough to make them bleed.

The street level was bright, the morning sun reflecting off the glass of the electronics store with a blinding, indifferent intensity. Naomi stood on the sidewalk, the borrowed jacket hanging heavy on her shoulders. People hurried past her, their eyes fixed on their phones or the pavement, none of them realizing they were walking past a ghost. She felt a strange sense of liberation in the anonymity. No one expected anything from her. No one was looking for her.

She began to walk, not toward her home or a police station, but toward the industrial district where the first name on the list lived. Her gait was uneven, her lungs burned with every breath, and her vision occasionally blurred at the edges. She was sloppy, she was injured, and she was entirely alone.

But as she turned the corner, she saw a discarded piece of metal piping lying near a construction dumpster. She stopped, looked at it, and then picked it up. It was heavy, cold, and real. It was the first step in a process that had no clean end.

The ferry was still burning in the distance, a column of black smoke marking the spot where her world had ended. Naomi didn’t look back. She had work to do.

As she moved further from the harbor, the sounds of the sirens began to fade, replaced by the mundane roar of the city’s morning traffic. The transition was jarring—the world was continuing as if nothing had happened, as if hundreds of lives hadn’t been snuffed out in a moment of calculated violence. Naomi felt a surge of cold, sharp anger. It wasn’t the hot, screaming rage she’d felt in the water. It was something more permanent. It was the realization that the world didn’t care about the truth, only about the narrative.

She found a bus stop and sat on the bench, blending into the crowd of commuters. She watched them—people with lives, with plans, with husbands who would be home for dinner. They were soft. They believed in the rules. Naomi didn’t believe in rules anymore. She only believed in the logistics of revenge.

She pulled the crumpled paper from her pocket and smoothed it out on her knee. The ink was slightly blurred from the water, but the names were still legible. Vance. Miller. Halloway.

She didn’t know who they were yet. But she would find them. And when she did, she wouldn’t ask for justice. She would ask for their blood.

The bus pulled up, its doors hissing open. Naomi stood, her body protesting the movement, and stepped inside. She didn’t have a pass, but the driver didn’t even look at her. He just stared straight ahead, waiting for the clock to move.

She took a seat in the back, leaning her head against the vibrating glass of the window. She closed her eyes, and for a moment, she saw Daniel’s face—not as he was in the water, but as he was that morning, distracted and annoyed.

I’m sorry, she thought. I’m sorry I didn’t look for you.

But the apology felt hollow. Daniel was gone. The only thing left was the vacuum he’d left behind, and Naomi intended to fill it with the people responsible.

The bus moved forward, carrying a dead woman toward her first kill.
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The room in the industrial boarding house smelled of wet wool, oxidized iron, and the stale, lingering ghost of a previous tenant’s cigarette habit. Naomi Pike sat on a chair that creaked under even her slight, athletic frame. The walls were a jaundiced yellow, stained by decades of industrial neglect—the kind of grime that doesn’t just sit on the surface but seems to seep out from the lath and plaster itself. To Naomi, however, the room was a sanctuary of the dead. It was a space where the “relentlessly competent” woman who once color-coded her life could finally dissolve into the shadows of the city’s underbelly.

She felt a strange, cold comfort in the decay. In her old life, she would have noticed the lack of a proper fire escape or the structural integrity of the floorboards. Now, she only noticed the silence. Her psychological state was a fractured mirror; she could see the woman she used to be, but that woman felt like a character in a movie she had watched a long time ago. The grief wasn’t a sharp pain anymore; it was a dull, thrumming vibration in her marrow, a low-frequency hum that signaled the end of her world.

On the scarred wooden table sat Daniel’s work-issued smartphone. The device was a physical manifestation of a mistake—a minor domestic friction that had resulted in a brief, mundane argument before they had walked toward the ferry terminal. He had forgotten it on the kitchen charger in his haste to beat the morning rush, a rare lapse for a man who prided himself on his own version of relentless competence. Naomi had grabbed it, tucking it into her coat pocket with the intention of handing it to him once they reached the Manhattan terminal. It had stayed in that pocket when the Stuyvesant’s hull buckled. It had been shielded by her body when she was pulled from the oil-slicked harbor, a black rectangular stowaway in the wreckage of her life. It was, quite literally, the only part of their shared life that hadn’t been swallowed by the black water of the bay.

Her right hand, wrapped in a makeshift bandage from the clinic, trembled as she reached for the device. The skin beneath the gauze was raw, the first of many physical markers she would accumulate. The screen was a spiderweb of cracked glass, reflecting the single overhead bulb in a dozen jagged directions. She had spent hours staring at the black glass, paralyzed by the weight of what it contained. When she finally found the strength to swipe the screen, her fingers moved with a heavy, deliberate slowness. She knew the passcode: their anniversary. 1014. Simple. Predictable. A relic of a couple that believed they had a future, a couple that lived in a world where numbers were for celebrations, not for unlocking the secrets of a massacre.

The “Street-Level Reality” of her situation was a cold, physical weight. She
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