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The coffee in the briefing room had gone cold an hour ago. Soren Quillan wrapped both hands around the styrofoam cup anyway, anchoring himself to something solid while Captain Nadia Brask laid out the architecture of his professional suicide.

"Declan Thorne," Brask said, and tapped the photograph pinned to the corkboard behind her. The man staring back at Soren looked more like a corporate lawyer than a crime boss—tailored navy suit, steel-gray hair swept back from a weathered face, the kind of commanding presence that filled boardrooms and probably backrooms alike. "Forty-five years old. Started running numbers in the Dockyards when he was sixteen. Now he owns half the waterfront, at least on paper."

Soren studied the photograph. Thorne's expression was neutral, caught mid-sentence at what looked like a ribbon-cutting ceremony. A legitimate businessman doing legitimate things. The cognitive dissonance was the point, Soren supposed.

"What's the other half?" he asked.

"Under shell companies we can't crack." Brask moved to the next photo—a sleek restaurant with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the harbor. The Monarch, read the cursive script above the entrance. "His flagship. Fine dining upstairs, private club in the basement. We've had surveillance on it for eight months. The legitimate revenue alone would make it profitable, which is exactly how he wants it."

Deputy Chief Harlan Vex shifted in his seat at the head of the table, the leather creaking under his weight. He'd been silent since Soren entered the room twenty minutes ago, content to let Brask handle the briefing. Now he leaned forward, hands clasped on the scarred wood.

"The restaurant's clean," Vex said. His voice had the gravelly quality of a career smoker, though Soren had never seen him with a cigarette. "Or clean enough. We're not interested in health code violations."

"What are we interested in?" Soren kept his voice level, professional. He'd been called up to the third floor with no explanation, no warning. Just a text from Brask at 6 AM: My office. 0800. Come alone.

Brask pulled another photograph from the manila folder on the table. This one showed Thorne in a different context—standing on a loading dock in jeans and a dark jacket, talking to two men Soren didn't recognize. The image quality was poor, grainy, taken from a distance.

"Narcotics," Brask said. "Designer synthetics, mostly. Some pills. He's not flooding the streets with garbage—his product is clean, consistent, expensive. Clientele is upscale, professional. The kind of people who can afford their habits and keep their mouths shut."

"Sounds almost victimless," Soren said, then immediately regretted it.

Vex's expression didn't change, but something hardened in his eyes. "There are no victimless crimes, Officer Quillan. Only crimes where the bodies haven't dropped yet."

"Yes, sir." Soren set down the coffee cup before his hands could betray him with a tremor. "I didn't mean—"

"We also suspect him of coordinating cargo theft from the commercial port," Brask interrupted smoothly, saving him. She always had, since she'd pulled him out of patrol and into her unit six months ago. "Protection rackets in the Dockyards. Money laundering through at least a dozen businesses. And two unsolved homicides that have his fingerprints all over them, metaphorically speaking."

She pinned up two more photos. Crime scene shots this time, clinical and brutal. Soren forced himself to look.

"Marco Salinas, found in the harbor three years ago. Testified against one of Thorne's distributors, walked on a technicality, turned up dead six weeks later." Brask's finger moved to the second photo. "Jennifer Oakes, investigative journalist. Working on a piece about corruption in the longshoreman's union. Died in what was ruled a car accident, except the brake line had been cut. She'd interviewed Thorne twice in the month before she died."

The room felt smaller suddenly. Soren looked at the photographs—Thorne at his ribbon-cutting, Thorne on the dock, Thorne who might have ordered these people killed—and tried to reconcile them.

"You want me to go undercover," he said. It wasn't a question.

"We want you to get close to him." Brask sat on the edge of the table, arms crossed. She was in her early forties, compact and angular, with the efficient movements of someone who'd learned to navigate a male-dominated department by being twice as competent. "Build trust. Document his operations from the inside. We need evidence that will hold up in court, not just grainy surveillance photos and circumstantial connections."

"Why me?" The question came out before Soren could stop it. "I've been in your unit for six months. I've never done undercover work beyond basic buy-busts."

"Exactly." Vex stood, buttoning his suit jacket with the methodical care of a man conscious of his image. He was twenty pounds overweight and ambitious enough that everyone in the department knew he had his eye on the chief's chair. "Thorne's organization is insular. He doesn't trust easily. Everyone in his inner circle has been with him for years. We've tried to place experienced UC's before—he sniffed them out every time."

"What makes you think I'll be different?"

"Because you're nobody." Brask's bluntness would have stung if Soren hadn't already been thinking it. "No history, no reputation, no connection to any previous investigations into his operation. You're a clean slate."

"And young," Vex added. "Hungry. The kind of recruit Thorne might take a chance on, if the circumstances are right."

Soren looked at the photographs again. The restaurant with its elegant facade. The loading dock. The bodies.

"What circumstances?"

Brask pulled out a chair and sat, gesturing for Soren to do the same. This was the part that required sitting, apparently.

"Thorne's right-hand man is Kip Mercer. Thirty-two, grew up in the Yards, loyal as a dog. He handles day-to-day operations, recruitment, enforcement. We've built a legend for you—small-time stuff, low-level distribution, nothing that would raise flags. You'll be positioned where Mercer operates, make yourself useful, show the right combination of competence and discretion."

"And if he checks my background?"

"He will," Vex said. "It'll check out. We've seeded your legend going back five years. Arrests that didn't stick, associates who'll vouch for you if contacted, a juvenile record that's sealed but suggests early-warning signs. You'll be the kind of prospect Thorne's always looking for—capable but not too ambitious, smart but not too curious."

Soren's mouth felt dry. He reached for the cold coffee, drank it anyway. "How long?"

"As long as it takes." Brask's tone softened slightly. "Deep cover like this—it's not a sprint. Could be six months. Could be a year. Maybe more."

"And my life? My apartment, my friends, my—" He stopped. He'd been about to say family, but his mother was three states away and they talked maybe twice a year. No siblings. No girlfriend, not since the academy. The job had a way of consuming everything else.

"You'll maintain a cover residence," Brask said. "Your real apartment will be listed as sublet. We'll backstop everything. But yes, you'll be cutting ties with your current life. No contact with anyone from the department except me, and that'll be minimal. Encrypted burner phones, dead drops, emergency protocols."

Vex moved to the window, hands clasped behind his back. Outside, the city was waking up—traffic building on Riverside Avenue, morning commuters flowing toward the financial district downtown. From up here on the third floor, everything looked clean and ordered. You couldn't see the Dockyards from this angle, couldn't see the warehouses and dive bars and corners where Thorne's people did business.

"This is voluntary," Vex said, still looking out the window. "If you say no, there's no shame in it. Undercover work isn't for everyone. We have other operations, other priorities. You can stay in Brask's unit, do good work, build a solid career."

It was the illusion of choice, Soren knew. Say no, and he'd always be the cop who was too scared to take the assignment. Who stayed safe while someone else took the risk. Brask had chosen him for a reason—because she knew he'd say yes.

"What's the endgame?" Soren asked. "What am I looking for specifically?"

"Everything." Brask pulled a slim folder from the larger stack and slid it across the table. "Names, addresses, supply chains, distributors, dirty cops if there are any. But what we really need is evidence of the murders. Get us that, and we can put Thorne away for life."

Soren opened the folder. Inside was a new identity: credit cards, driver's license, background documents. The photo on the license was him, but the name was different. Soren Quillan existed only in this room. Outside, he'd be someone else entirely.

"You'll have forty-eight hours to memorize everything," Brask said. "Then we burn your old life and you walk into the new one. There's no coming back from this halfway. Once you're in, you're in until the job is done or until you're compromised."

"And if I'm compromised?"

Neither Brask nor Vex answered immediately. The silence stretched long enough to be its own answer.

"We'll extract you if we can," Brask finally said. "But Thorne doesn't forgive betrayal. You need to understand that going in. This isn't playcacting. The people you'll be lying to—they'll trust you. And if they find out you're a cop..."

She didn't finish the sentence. She didn't need to. Soren thought of Marco Salinas in the harbor, Jennifer Oakes in her crumpled car. Evidence of what happened to people who crossed Declan Thorne.

"I need to know you're ready for this," Brask said, and her voice was gentle now, almost maternal. "Not just capable—ready. Because once you're deep, you'll be on your own. You'll be making split-second decisions with no backup, no guidance. You'll be lying to people who might become your friends. And the worst part?" She leaned forward. "You'll be good at it. Good enough that you'll start to forget which parts are real."

Soren looked at her, then at Vex, then back at the photographs on the board. Thorne's face, calm and confident. The Monarch with its harbor views. The bodies of people who'd gotten in his way.

He thought about why he'd joined the force in the first place. Growing up in the Willows, watching his neighborhood decay while the people who could help looked the other way. His mother working double shifts at the hospital, coming home exhausted and afraid. The summer his best friend got recruited by the Eastside Boys and ended up dead before his nineteenth birthday. Soren had joined because he'd believed—still believed—that someone had to stand between the predators and the prey.

Even if that meant becoming something like a predator himself.

"I'm in," he said.

Vex turned from the window, and for just a moment, something that might have been respect crossed his face. Or maybe it was pity. Soren couldn't tell.

"Good," Brask said. She stood, collecting the folders. "Go home. Sleep if you can. Tomorrow we start building your new life."

Soren stood, the folder with his new identity feeling impossibly heavy in his hands. At the door, he paused.

"Captain? What if I lose myself in there? What if I become the role?"

Brask met his eyes. "Then you hold on to something true. One thing that reminds you who you really are. And you don't let go of it, no matter what."

"What did you hold on to?" The question was too personal, crossing a line. But she'd opened the door.

"The belief that I was doing the right thing." She smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes. "Whether I was or not—that's something I'm still figuring out."

Soren walked out of the briefing room into the fluorescent-lit hallway of the third floor. Other cops passed him—some he knew, some he didn't. In forty-eight hours, he'd pass them on the street and they wouldn't know him at all.

He took the stairs down instead of the elevator, needing the movement, the physical reality of descent. Each floor he passed felt like another layer of his old life falling away.

By the time he reached the parking garage, Soren Quillan had already started to disappear.
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Soren's apartment looked different through the lens of leaving it behind.

He stood in the doorway with a bag of takeout cooling in his hand—pad thai from the place on Morrison that knew his order by heart—and catalogued everything that would soon belong to someone else. The sagging couch he'd bought off Craigslist his first week in the city. The bookshelf made from cinder blocks and planks, holding an eclectic mix of paperback thrillers and the criminal justice textbooks he'd never quite gotten around to selling back. The small TV balanced on a milk crate. The single window that looked out onto the parking lot of a discount tire shop.

Not much of a life to leave behind.

He set the takeout on the counter that separated the kitchen—generous term for a hot plate and a mini-fridge—from the living room. The apartment was a studio, four hundred square feet of cheap linoleum and cheaper carpet, but it had been his. The first place he'd ever lived alone, away from his mother's house, away from roommates, away from the barracks-style efficiency of the academy.

Forty-eight hours to memorize a new identity, Brask had said. Twenty-four were already gone.

Soren ate standing up, barely tasting the food, while he reviewed the documents spread across the counter. His new life, reduced to paper and plastic.

Name: Soren Vale

At least they'd kept his first name. Brask had explained that in the briefing—the cognitive load of remembering to respond to something completely different was too high, increased the risk of slipping up. Vale was close enough to Quillan that his signature would look similar if anyone compared, but different enough that a records search wouldn't connect them.

DOB: March 15, 1998

Same as his real birthday. Small mercies.

Last Known Address: 2847 Archer Street, Apt 4B

The Groves, a neighborhood three miles from the Dockyards. Soren had patrolled there during his time on the beat—rundown triple-deckers, corner stores with bars on the windows, the kind of place where people minded their own business because getting involved meant risk. The apartment existed, and it was his now. He'd move in tomorrow.

He picked up the driver's license, studied his own face staring back at him. Same dark hair, same unremarkable features that Brask had called an asset. Forgettable, she'd meant, and she wasn't wrong. Soren had the kind of face that slid out of memory five minutes after meeting. Useful for a cop, essential for someone trying to infiltrate a criminal organization.

The background was thorough, he had to give them that. Juvenile record sealed but suggesting minor drug possession and truancy. Arrested twice as an adult—once for distribution, once for receiving stolen property—but never convicted. The first charge dismissed on a technicality, the second pled down to probation. Associates who would vouch for him if contacted, all of them informants or undercovers themselves, playing roles.

Work history was spotty. Construction jobs that lasted a few months. Warehouse work. A stint at an auto body shop. Nothing that required references or left a deep paper trail. The kind of resume that said reliable enough to get hired, not reliable enough to build a career.

Soren Vale was exactly the kind of person Declan Thorne might give a chance to. Someone with potential, mistakes in his past, and nowhere else to go.

The fiction felt uncomfortably close to truth.

His phone buzzed—the real one, not the burner Brask had given him. His mother's name appeared on the screen.

Soren stared at it through three rings before answering.

"Hi, Mom."

"Soren, honey." Her voice carried the perpetual exhaustion of a woman who'd worked night shifts at County General for twenty-three years. "I haven't heard from you in a while. Just wanted to make sure you're okay."

"I'm fine. Busy with work."

"They working you too hard?"

"No more than usual." The lie came easily. They all did now. "How are you?"

"Oh, you know. Same old. Mrs. Chen down the hall had her hip replacement. I've been checking on her when I can." A pause, filled with the sound of her moving around—dishes clinking, water running. Making dinner for one. "Are you eating enough? You sound tired."

"I'm eating." He looked at the pad thai, half-finished. "Getting plenty of sleep."

Another lie. He'd barely slept since the briefing, his mind turning over the assignment, the risks, the photographs of Thorne and the people who'd crossed him.

"You'll come visit soon?" His mother's voice held that particular hopefulness that mothers perfected, the kind that expected disappointment but asked anyway. "It's been almost a year, honey."

Soren closed his eyes. After tomorrow, he wouldn't be able to visit. Couldn't risk any connection to his real life, any thread that might unravel his cover. Soren Vale didn't have a mother working night shifts at County General three states away. Soren Vale's mother was dead—car accident when he was twelve, according to the legend. Raised by an uncle who died of a heart attack five years ago, leaving him alone and adrift.

The fictional tragedy felt like a betrayal of the real woman on the other end of the line.

"I'll try," he said. "Things are complicated right now."

"They always are." She didn't sound hurt, just resigned. "You're doing good work, I know that. Making a difference. Your father would be proud."

His father had walked out when Soren was three. He had no memory of the man, just a name on a birth certificate and his mother's stubborn insistence on rewriting history with a kinder pen.

"Thanks, Mom."

"I love you, sweetheart."

"Love you too."

He ended the call and set the phone down carefully, as if it might shatter. Tomorrow he'd turn it off, leave it in a drawer somewhere. Soren Quillan would go silent, unreachable. His mother would call and get voicemail, send texts that went unanswered. Eventually she'd worry. Maybe she'd call the department, and they'd tell her... what? That he was fine, just working a sensitive assignment? Or would they let her think he'd simply stopped caring, stopped calling, drifted away like so many sons did?

He didn't know which would hurt her more.

Soren pushed the thought away and returned to the documents. There was a script to memorize—his cover story, with branches for different questions people might ask. Where he grew up (the Groves, mostly, bouncing between his uncle's place and friends' couches). Where he went to school (dropped out junior year, got his GED later). What he'd been doing the last few years (whatever paid, nothing that required commitment). Why he was looking for work now (needed money, heard the Dockyards were hiring, knew someone who knew someone).

Vague enough to be forgettable, specific enough to feel real.

He practiced out loud, testing the cadence of his answers. Making them casual, unrehearsed. The trick was to not sound like he'd memorized a script, even though he had. Real people rambled, backtracked, forgot details. Real people weren't perfect witnesses to their own lives.

By midnight, Soren could recite his legend without hesitation. He knew the names of the associates who'd vouch for him, the bars where he supposedly hung out, the uncle who'd raised him (Frank Vale, died of a heart attack at fifty-seven, heavy smoker, never married). He knew which stories to tell and which to keep vague. Knew how to deflect curiosity without seeming defensive.

He was becoming someone else.

The realization hit him standing in his bathroom, brushing his teeth, meeting his own eyes in the mirror. Same face, but the person looking back felt unfamiliar. How long before Soren Vale felt more real than Soren Quillan? How long before the lies smoothed out, became truth through repetition?

Hold on to something true, Brask had said. One thing that reminds you who you really are.

Soren rinsed his mouth and returned to the living room. From the bookshelf, he pulled down a small wooden box—cherry wood, handmade, a gift from his mother when he graduated from the academy. Inside was his badge, the real one, polished and bright. He'd carried it for two years, shown it maybe a dozen times. Mostly it stayed in his pocket, a weight against his chest, proof of purpose.

He couldn't take it with him. Couldn't risk it being found.

But there was something else in the box. A photograph, creased and faded—him at seven years old, gap-toothed and grinning, his mother's arms around him at some long-forgotten birthday party. Before his father left, before the neighborhood turned bad, before he understood that the world was divided into people who had power and people who didn't.

The kid in the photograph believed in heroes.

Soren slipped the photo into his wallet, tucked behind his new license. Small enough to hide, significant enough to remember. When the lines blurred—and Brask had promised they would—he'd have this. Evidence of who he'd been before he learned to lie for a living.

He packed methodically. One duffel bag with clothes that fit his cover—jeans, work boots, plain t-shirts, a jacket that had seen better days. Nothing too new, nothing that suggested disposable income. His real clothes, the dress shirts for court appearances and the running shoes that cost more than he should have spent—those would stay here, boxed up for whoever sublet the place.

His books went into storage boxes. Same with the few photographs he had, mementos from the academy, anything that connected him to Soren Quillan's life. By 2 AM, the apartment looked hollow, impersonal. The apartment of someone who'd already left.

Soren lay on the couch—he'd sleep here tonight, save the bed for the subletter—and tried to quiet his mind. Tomorrow he'd meet with Brask one final time for the handoff. She'd give him the keys to the new apartment, the final briefing materials, the emergency protocols. And then he'd walk out of the station as Soren Vale and not come back until the job was done.

If he came back at all.

His phone buzzed again. A text this time, from a number he didn't recognize: You awake?

Soren stared at it for a moment before realizing—the burner. Brask's number.

Yeah, he typed back.

The response came quickly: Second thoughts?

He considered lying, saying no, projecting the confidence she probably wanted. But Brask had been straight with him. Deserved the same in return.

Some, he wrote.

Good. Means you're taking it seriously. A pause, then another message appeared: Get some sleep. Tomorrow's going to be long.

Will you tell my mother I'm okay? If she calls?

The pause was longer this time. I'll make sure she knows you're safe. That's all I can promise.

It's enough. Thank you.

Don't thank me yet, Quillan. I'm the one sending you into this.

Soren set the phone down and closed his eyes. Through the thin walls, he could hear his neighbor's TV, the muffled laugh track of some late-night show. Normal people living normal lives, oblivious to the fact that someone next door was dismantling his identity, preparing to disappear into a different existence.

Sleep didn't come easy, but eventually it came.

When Soren woke four hours later to pale light filtering through the window, his first thought was of his new name. Soren Vale. It felt strange in his mind, like trying on someone else's shoes.

By tonight, it would have to fit perfectly.

He showered, shaved, dressed in the clothes he'd wear into his new life. Jeans, work boots, a flannel shirt over a plain white tee. He looked at himself in the mirror and saw someone who could have grown up in the Groves, who might have run small-time distribution, who was looking for an angle.

The transformation was mostly complete. All that remained was walking through the door.

Soren—Vale, he corrected himself, Vale—picked up the duffel bag and took one last look at the apartment












































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
&





