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Chapter One


The White Van at Midnight

The white van came at 12:17 in the morning, when the streetlights on Mariposa Lane were dimmed to their lowest government setting and most of the houses had gone dark behind curtains drawn not for privacy anymore, but for survival.

It was a quiet street in San Diego, or at least it had once been. A street of stucco homes, dry lawns, lemon trees, faded basketball hoops, and old wind chimes that still moved when the ocean air came inland. Before the Republic, people had walked dogs there after dinner. Children had ridden bicycles in crooked circles beneath the orange wash of porch lights. Neighbors had argued about hedges, parking, music, and whose sprinkler was leaking into the gutter.

Now the street went silent early.

People had learned silence.

Silence was safer than curiosity. Safer than opening the door. Safer than stepping onto the porch when a vehicle without markings stopped in front of someone else’s house.

The white van had no official seal on the side. No plate on the front. No plate on the back. Its headlights were off when it rolled to the curb across from the Reed house. The engine stayed running.

Across the street, behind the half-closed blinds of a small yellow bungalow, Mrs. Elena Marquez woke because her dog stopped breathing normally.

Not stopped breathing altogether. That would have been mercy. No, the dog gave that thin, frightened inhale animals make when they know something has entered the world that humans are still pretending not to notice.

Mrs. Marquez opened her eyes.

Her bedroom was dark except for the blue glow of the citizenship compliance screen mounted in the hallway. It showed the Republic flag, the time, the weather, and a message that had been repeating for three days:

SECURITY IS KINDNESS. REPORT IRREGULAR MOVEMENT.

The dog whimpered.

Mrs. Marquez sat up carefully, her joints protesting, and reached for the robe hanging over the chair beside her bed. She was seventy-six years old and had lived on Mariposa Lane since before the city had built the second freeway. She had watched San Diego change from a place of bright sun and ordinary corruption into a city of checkpoints, drones, loyalty banners, and polite terror.

She went to the window.

The white van sat in front of the Reed house.

For a moment nothing happened.

Then the side door slid open.

Four men jumped out.

They wore black uniforms without badges, black gloves, black boots, and gray masks over their faces. Not cloth masks. Hard masks. Smooth over the nose and mouth, with dark lenses where the eyes should have been. They moved with the quickness of men who had practiced entering houses at night until fear had become part of the floor plan.

One went to the porch.

One went to the side gate.

Two went up the walk carrying a black metal tool between them.

Mrs. Marquez put one hand over her mouth.

She knew what they were.

Everyone knew.

The television called them Immigration and Civic Enforcement.

ICE.

The President called them heroes.

The official ministry feeds said they protected honest families from dangerous illegal aliens, foreign infiltrators, criminal vagrants, border radicals, and domestic disorder. Every evening, government anchors showed clean footage of ICE officers rescuing children from supposed gang houses, stopping supposed disease carriers at checkpoints, removing supposed enemies from neighborhoods where real citizens deserved peace.

But Mrs. Marquez knew the Reed family.

Eli Reed was no foreign infiltrator. He had taught mathematics for thirty-four years before the Republic forced him out for refusing to use the revised curriculum. His wife, Marion, had run the school library until libraries became too dangerous to leave in the hands of people who loved books. Their daughter, Tasha, had grown up on that street. She had sold lemonade in front of that same house when she was eight years old and had once painted every stone around the mailbox purple because she had decided gray was a color invented by sad men.

Tasha Reed was not dangerous in the way the television meant.

She was dangerous in the way truth was dangerous.

The man at the porch used the tool on the lock.

The Reed front door opened without a knock.

Mrs. Marquez flinched.

No warrant. No announcement. No uniformed officer speaking through a speaker. No chance for Eli Reed to come to the door in his slippers and ask what this was about.

Just the door opening.

Just the four masked men going inside.

The dog whimpered again.

“Quiet, Paco,” Mrs. Marquez whispered, though she did not know whether she was speaking to the dog or herself.

The house across the street remained dark for twelve seconds.

Then a light came on upstairs.

A woman screamed.

Not Marion Reed.

Younger.

Tasha.

Mrs. Marquez grabbed the edge of the curtain so tightly the fabric tore beneath her fingers.

Inside the Reed house, something crashed. A chair, maybe. A lamp. Then came the sound of a man shouting, old but furious.

“No! You can’t take her! She’s my daughter!”

Eli Reed.

One of the masked men came out backward through the front door, dragging Tasha Reed by both arms.

She was barefoot. Her dark hair was loose around her face. She wore gray sweatpants and an old San Diego State sweatshirt. One sleeve had been ripped at the shoulder. Her feet stumbled on the porch step, but she did not fall.

She fought.

That was what Mrs. Marquez would remember later.

Not only that they took her.

That she fought.

Tasha twisted hard, drove her heel into one man’s shin, and threw her weight sideways. One of the masked men cursed. Another grabbed her from behind. A third came out of the house holding Eli Reed back with one arm across his chest.

Eli was seventy-eight years old and thin in the way old teachers became thin when grief and bad food had been working on them for too long. But he fought too. He clawed at the man’s arm. He tried to reach his daughter.

“Tasha!”

The man holding him drove him backward into the doorframe.

Marion Reed appeared behind them in her nightgown, white-haired, shaking, one hand on the wall to keep herself upright.

“Where are you taking her?” Marion cried. “Tell me where you’re taking her!”

No one answered.

That was the Republic’s favorite answer.

The masked men forced Tasha down the walk toward the van. She turned her head once, toward the house, toward her parents, toward the street where she had once painted stones purple because gray had offended her.

Then she looked across the street.

For one terrible second, Mrs. Marquez thought Tasha saw her.

The van door opened.

Tasha shouted something.

Not help.

Not please.

A name.

“Ana!”

Then they pushed her inside.

The side door slammed shut.

The van pulled away without headlights.

Mrs. Marquez stood at the window long after it disappeared around the corner.

Across the street, Eli Reed stood barefoot on his porch, bent forward, one hand against the doorframe, as if the house itself had wounded him. Marion was on the floor behind him. The front door hung open. A lamp lay broken in the hall.

No sirens came.

No neighbor opened a door.

No drone descended to protect the public from the men who had just kidnapped a woman from her parents’ house.

The citizenship compliance screen in Mrs. Marquez’s hallway continued to glow.

SECURITY IS KINDNESS. REPORT IRREGULAR MOVEMENT.

Mrs. Marquez did not report anything.

Not to them.

She went to the kitchen, took the old phone from the drawer beneath the towels, and dialed the number Eli Reed had given her two years earlier after the first neighborhood sweep.

He answered on the fourth ring.

For a moment he said nothing.

She heard him breathing.

Then he said, “Elena?”

“They took her,” Mrs. Marquez whispered.

“I know.”

“I saw the van.”

A pause.

“What color?”

“White. No plates. Four men. Masks.”

Another pause.

This one was worse.

“Did she say anything?”

Mrs. Marquez closed her eyes.

“She said a name.”

“What name?”

“Ana.”

Eli Reed made a sound then, not quite a sob, not quite a word. The sound of a father whose worst fear had arrived wearing government boots.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Eli, should I call someone?”

“No,” he said quickly. “Do not call the police. Do not call the ministry. Do not call anyone official.”

“I know.”

“I have to make two calls.”

“Who?”

“The only people I trust to find her.”

He hung up.

For a while, Mrs. Marquez stood in her kitchen with the dead phone in her hand and the dog pressed against her ankle. Outside, the street had gone quiet again, but it was not the same quiet. It was the quiet after something had been taken and everyone remaining had been asked to pretend the night was still whole.

Across the street, Eli Reed helped Marion into a chair, wrapped a blanket around her shoulders, and kissed the top of her head.

“I’m going to bring her home,” he said.

Marion looked up at him.

Her face had gone pale. Her eyes had not.

“You call Ana Torres,” she said.

“I will.”

“And Danny Diggs.”

Eli looked away.

Marion knew what that look meant. She had been married to him for fifty-one years. She knew every shape of his silence.

“He loves her,” Marion said.

Eli swallowed.

“He thinks he does.”

“That may be enough tonight.”

Eli nodded.

He went into the den, closed the door, and took an old address book from the second drawer of his desk. He did not keep important numbers in his phone. Only fools and cabinet ministers trusted phones in the Republic.

The address book was leather, cracked at the spine. Most of the names in it were crossed out. Some were dead. Some were missing. Some had become too frightened to answer.

He turned to the T section first.

Torres, Ana.

He dialed from the landline.

It rang six times.

Then a woman’s voice answered, low and alert.

“Torres.”

Eli closed his eyes.

“Ana. It’s Eli Reed.”

“Eli?”

“My daughter is missing.”

The silence on the other end changed. It became sharper.

“When?”

“Tonight. Twenty minutes ago.”

“Taken or missing?”

“Taken.”

“By who?”

“Four men in masks. White van. No plates.”

Ana did not ask him whether he was sure. That was one reason he had called her.

“Witness?”

“Neighbor across the street. Saw everything.”

“Police involved?”

Eli almost laughed.

“No.”

“Good. Keep it that way.”

“I think the government took her.”

“What makes you think that?”

“They moved like ICE.”

Ana was quiet for half a second.

Outside the den window, a ministry drone passed over Mariposa Lane with a soft insect hum.

Eli lowered his voice.

“She called your name when they put her in the van.”

“My name?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“That means she wanted me brought in before she was taken, or she knew she might be taken and never got the warning out.”

Eli gripped the phone harder.

“Ana, I know you’ve found people no one else could find. I know you’ve walked into places other investigators wouldn’t even name. I’m not asking as a client. I’m asking as a father.”

“You don’t have to ask twice.”

His throat tightened.

“She’s my little girl.”

“I know.”

“She’s forty-two years old, and she’s still my little girl.”

“I know, Eli.”

A pause.

Then Ana’s voice became all business.

“Write down everything your neighbor saw. Do not use a computer. Do not text me. Do not call from a cell. Keep Marion away from the windows. If anyone official comes back, you know nothing. You saw nothing. You are frightened and confused.”

“I am frightened and confused.”

“Good. Then act natural.”

Despite everything, Eli almost smiled.

“Where are you?” he asked.

“Close enough.”

“How soon can you be here?”

“I’m already moving.”

The line went dead.

Eli kept the receiver in his hand for a moment longer.

Then he turned to the D section.

Diggs, Danny.

He hesitated before dialing.

Danny Diggs was brilliant, reckless, guilty about things no one had forgiven him for, and too emotionally honest for the kind of world that had survived into 2034. He had contacts Eli did not have. He had money hidden where the Republic’s auditors had not yet learned to look. He had once built systems powerful enough to predict civic disasters before they happened, and then watched men worse than himself turn prediction into control.

He also looked at Tasha Reed as if she were a country he had spent his life trying to get back to.

Eli dialed.

Danny answered on the second ring.

“Eli?”

“You awake?”

“Always. What happened?”

Eli looked at the closed den door. Beyond it, Marion was crying softly in the living room.

“They took Tasha.”

The silence on Danny’s end did not last long, but it had weight.

“Who took her?”

“ICE, I think. Four masked men. White van.”

Danny’s breathing changed.

“Is she alive?”

“She was when they put her in the van.”

“Where?”

“Her parents’ house.”

“Why was she there?”

“She came for dinner. Stayed over because Marion wasn’t feeling well.”

Danny whispered something Eli could not hear.

Then he said, “Did she leave anything? A note? A drive? A message?”

“She called Ana’s name.”

“Ana Torres?”

“I already called her.”

“Good.”

“Danny.”

“I’m here.”

“If you get involved, they’ll come after you too.”

“They already are.”

“This is different.”

“No,” Danny said. “It’s Tasha.”

There it was.

Eli heard it.

Not drama. Not performance. Not the careless passion of a younger man who thought danger made love more interesting.

Danny sounded afraid.

That made Eli trust him a little more.

“I need your contacts,” Eli said.

“You’ll have them.”

“I need to know where ICE takes people before deportation. Not the public processing centers. The secret ones.”

Danny exhaled.

“I’ve heard rumors.”

“I need more than rumors.”

“I can get more.”

“How fast?”

“For Tasha?” Danny said. “Fast.”

Eli looked down at the address book. His hand was shaking now.

Danny continued, “There are holding sites outside San Diego. Temporary transfer points. The Republic uses them for people it doesn’t want logged into the public system yet. People of color. Political problems. Witnesses. Teachers. Journalists. Anyone they want disappeared before the paperwork catches up.”

“Tasha isn’t undocumented.”

Danny’s voice hardened.

“Eli, they don’t care. ICE isn’t about immigration anymore. That’s the story they sell to the public. Dangerous illegal aliens. Public safety. Border protection. Criminal invaders. It’s propaganda. It gives frightened people permission not to ask who’s inside the vans.”

Eli closed his eyes.

“Find the sites.”

“I will.”

“Danny.”

“What?”

“If this is because of how you feel about her–”

“It is.”

Eli said nothing.

Danny’s voice softened.

“I know she doesn’t owe me anything. I know that. But if there is any part of me that can help bring her back, then I’m going to use it.”

Eli looked toward the living room, where Marion sat beneath the yellow light with a blanket over her shoulders and both hands pressed together as if she were praying to a country that no longer listened.

“All right,” Eli said.

Danny was already typing. Eli could hear the rapid clicking through the phone.

“I’m waking Charlie,” Danny said.

“The bookstore?”

“Yes.”

“Charlie’s network still active?”

“More active than ever. Librarians, drivers, old teachers, church ladies, delivery workers, print-shop people, three clerks inside Civic Records, and one very angry retired postal supervisor who knows every route between here and Yuma.”

“Can they move tonight?”

“For Tasha, they’ll move before I finish the sentence.”

Eli breathed in slowly.

For the first time since the van door closed, something like motion entered the night.

Not hope.

Hope was too large and too fragile a word.

But motion.

That was enough for now.

“President Humbert’s birthday celebration is this week,” Danny said.

Eli frowned.

“What does that have to do with Tasha?”

“Maybe nothing. Maybe everything. Humbert turns ninety-four, the whole Republic is planning parades, speeches, loyalty broadcasts, mass security drills. Perfect cover for moving prisoners. Perfect cover for deportations. Perfect cover for making people disappear while everyone is forced to watch fireworks.”

Eli looked at the clock.

12:46 a.m.

Less than thirty minutes since the van.

Already the world was dividing itself into those who would help and those who would pretend not to know.

“Call me when you have something,” Eli said.

“I’ll call sooner than that.”

The line went dead.

Eli placed the receiver back in its cradle.

For a moment he stood alone in the den among the old books, old photographs, and old papers of a life the Republic had not yet managed to revise. On the wall above the desk was a framed picture of Tasha at twelve years old, standing on the beach with a red kite in one hand and a grin too stubborn for any government to regulate.

He touched the frame.

“I’m coming,” he whispered.

Outside, the drone passed again.

Inside, the house held its breath.

And somewhere in the dark machinery of San Diego, a white van moved through streets without names, carrying Tasha Reed toward a place the Republic said did not exist.

By dawn, the official record would say she had never been taken.

By noon, the public would be told ICE had conducted a successful operation against dangerous illegal aliens.

By evening, President Humbert would appear on every screen in the Republic, smiling beneath gold banners, preparing the nation for the celebration of his ninety-fourth birthday.

But before any of that could happen, Ana Torres was already on the road.

Danny Diggs was already waking the underground.

And Eli Reed, father of the missing woman, stood in the broken quiet of his house and understood one terrible truth.

The government had taken his daughter.

So the government had made a mistake.





Chapter 2


The Best Missing-Person Investigator

Ana Torres reached San Diego before sunrise, while the city still belonged to the people who had not slept and the machines that never needed to.

She came in from the east in a borrowed sedan with tinted windows, a false registration, and a dashboard that smelled faintly of burned wiring. The car belonged to a man who owed Charlie from the bookstore three favors and had been wise enough not to ask which favor this was. The registration said the vehicle was owned by a medical courier service in El Centro. The trunk contained no medical supplies. It contained two blankets, a tire iron, three bottles of water, a paper map, and a locked steel box Charlie had told her not to open unless the city went dark.

Ana had asked what was inside.

Charlie had said, “Enough to get you through a bad hour.”

In 2034, that could mean almost anything.

She drove west under a sky the color of old metal. San Diego appeared slowly, not as the bright coastal city it had once been in tourist photographs, but as a shape under watch. Surveillance towers rose near the freeway exits. Drones moved above the lanes in lazy formations. Ministry banners hung from overpasses, their edges lifting in the ocean wind.

HUMBERT AT NINETY-FOUR: STABILITY HAS A FACE.

THE PRESIDENT ENDURES. THE REPUBLIC ENDURES.

ICE PROTECTS FAMILIES. REPORT THREATS.

Ana passed three of the banners before she reached the first checkpoint.

She slowed behind a line of cars. Ahead, two ICE officers in gray tactical uniforms stood beneath a temporary canopy, scanning drivers with tablets. A black armored truck idled near the shoulder. Its rear doors were closed. No one wanted to imagine what was inside.

Ana kept both hands on the wheel.

Her borrowed identification card lay in the cup holder beneath a receipt for cough syrup and a folded parking ticket. The name on the card was Isabel Mendez. The face was hers. The life was not. According to the Republic, Isabel Mendez was a licensed emergency supply consultant cleared for movement during civic security preparation. According to Charlie, the identity had worked twice before and failed once.

Ana did not ask what had happened the third time.

A young officer approached her window.

He could not have been more than twenty-three. Clean-shaven. Pale. Nervous in the mouth but not in the hand. He rested one thumb near the sidearm clipped to his chest rig and leaned down as Ana lowered the window.

“Destination?” he asked.

“San Diego.”

“Purpose?”

“Emergency supply review.”

He held out his hand.

Ana gave him the identification card.

The officer scanned it. The tablet thought about her.

Ana thought about shooting him.

Not because she wanted to. Because in the Republic, every stopped car became a question of timing. How fast could the officer lift his weapon? How close was the armored truck? Could she reverse out of the lane? Would the drones lock on before she reached the ramp?

The tablet beeped.

Green.

The officer’s shoulders eased.

“Proceed,” he said.

Ana took back the card.

“Busy morning?” she asked.

The officer looked at her, deciding whether she had asked as a citizen, a threat, or a person who had not yet learned that questions were a kind of trespass.

“Birthday week,” he said finally.

“That explains it.”

His eyes flicked toward the banner above the road.

“President Humbert is ninety-four on Saturday.”

Ana gave him the small tired smile of someone expected to approve of history.

“Long life.”

“Strong life,” the officer corrected.

“Of course.”

He stepped back.

Ana drove on.

Only when the checkpoint disappeared in her mirror did she let herself breathe normally.

The city thickened around her. Apartment blocks. Closed schools. Clinics with lines outside. Grocery stores with loyalty scanners at the door. A church with its bell tower removed after the Ministry of Civic Harmony ruled that unauthorized bells created unnecessary public anxiety. A mural of children holding flags had been painted over an older mural of farm workers, poets, and a woman lifting a book toward the sun.

That was how the Republic worked.

It did not always tear the past down.

Sometimes it painted over it and waited for rain to do the rest.

Ana reached Mariposa Lane at 5:42 a.m.

The street looked ordinary, which made it worse.

Ordinary houses. Ordinary cracked sidewalks. Ordinary lemon trees. Ordinary fear sitting behind curtains. The Reed house was halfway down the block, a single-story stucco home with blue trim and a porch light still burning even though morning had begun to thin the dark.

A strip of yellow official tape had been placed across the front door.

Not police tape.

Civic Security Notice.

Ana parked two houses away, stayed in the car for thirty seconds, and watched the street.

No marked vehicle.

No visible officers.

One drone far north.

Two curtains moved.

A dog barked once and was silenced.

Ana got out.

She wore a dark coat, flat shoes, no jewelry, and a shoulder bag that looked lighter than it was. She crossed the street without hurrying. People who hurried looked hunted. People who moved too slowly looked trained. Ana had learned to walk in the narrow space between ordinary and forgettable.

Eli Reed opened the door before she knocked.

He looked older than his voice had sounded.

He was tall, stooped slightly at the shoulders, with gray hair combed back in the old careful style of men who had once believed appearances were a form of respect. His face had not collapsed, but something behind it had. He wore a brown sweater over a white undershirt, trousers held up with a belt, and slippers. There was a bruise along the side of his jaw.

“Ana,” he said.

“Eli.”

For one second neither of them moved.

Then Eli stepped aside.

“Come in.”

Ana entered.

The house smelled of coffee, dust, old books, and fear. The front hall had taken damage. A lamp lay broken near the wall. A framed photograph had fallen from a small table and cracked across the glass. One chair had been knocked sideways. A dark smear marked the paint near the doorframe where someone’s shoulder or head had hit hard.

Ana crouched beside it.

“Blood?”

“Mine,” Eli said.

“You get checked?”

“No.”

“Do that later.”

“I will lie about intending to.”

Ana looked up at him.

Despite herself, almost smiled.

Then the living room pulled her attention.

Marion Reed sat on the couch beneath a quilt, both hands wrapped around a mug she had not drunk from. Her hair was white and loose around her face. Her eyes were red but dry. She watched Ana with the exhausted dignity of a woman who had already lived through the first wave of grief and was now refusing the second.

Ana crossed to her.

“Mrs. Reed.”

“Marion,” she said.

Ana nodded.

“Marion.”

“You’re going to find her.”

It was not a question.

Ana sat in the chair across from her.

“I’m going to try.”

“No,” Marion said. “Do not give me careful words. I have been married to a teacher for fifty-one years. I know careful words. Careful words are what people use when they want to sound honest without giving anything away.”

Eli looked down.

Ana studied Marion Reed for a moment and understood something important.

Tasha had learned her stubbornness honestly.

“I will find where they took her,” Ana said.

Marion nodded once.

“That will do.”

Ana took out a notebook.

“I need the night from the beginning.”

Eli sat beside Marion.

“Tasha came over for dinner,” he said. “Around six. She brought soup because Marion had a fever yesterday.”

“I told her not to fuss,” Marion said.

“And she fussed anyway.”

“She gets that from him.”

Ana wrote: Tasha at house, 6 p.m. Dinner. Stayed overnight.

“Why did she stay?” Ana asked.

Marion looked at Eli.

Eli answered.

“She said she was tired. Too tired to drive back.”

“Was that normal?”

“No.”

Ana looked up.

Eli rubbed both hands over his face.

“She worked late often. She drove tired often. Tasha did not stay over unless she had a reason.”

“Did she say anything that sounded like a reason?”

“No.”

Marion’s mouth tightened.

“She asked me where we kept the old family photographs.”

Ana stopped writing.

“What photographs?”

“Boxes in the hall closet,” Marion said. “Birthdays. School pictures. Her graduation. My parents. Eli’s parents. Things like that.”

“Did she take any?”

“I don’t know.”

Eli stood suddenly, as if the thought had struck him in the chest. He went to the hallway closet and opened it. Ana followed.

Inside were coats, an umbrella stand, a vacuum cleaner, and three cardboard boxes stacked on the floor. Eli pulled out the top box. It was labeled TASHA - SCHOOL / MISC in Marion’s handwriting.

The lid had been replaced badly.

Eli lifted it.

Photographs lay inside in loose piles. Some were in envelopes. Some had fallen out. Ana crouched beside him and began sorting carefully.

“Did ICE search this?” she asked.

“They came for Tasha,” Eli said. “They were in and out in less than four minutes.”

“Then she searched it.”

Eli swallowed.

Ana moved through the photographs. Tasha as a child at the beach. Tasha missing two front teeth. Tasha standing beside Marion in front of a school. Tasha at sixteen, arms crossed, already looking like she had no patience for fools. Tasha in a graduation gown. Tasha with Eli outside a bookstore.

Then Ana found the gap.

An envelope labeled SAN DIEGO CIVIC FAIR - 2021 was empty.

“This one,” Ana said.

Marion leaned forward from the living room.

“What?”

“San Diego Civic Fair. 2021. Do you remember it?”

Marion went very still.

Eli looked at her.

“Marion?”

She set down the mug with both hands.

“Yes,” she said. “I remember.”

Ana waited.

Marion’s voice lowered.

“That was the year Tasha argued with President Humbert.”

Eli closed his eyes.

Ana looked from one to the other.

“She what?”

“He wasn’t President yet,” Eli said. “Not officially. He was campaigning. Or testing the crowd. Or whatever men like that do before they decide the country belongs to them.”

“He visited the Civic Fair?”

Marion nodded.

“There was a youth scholarship presentation. Tasha was nineteen. She had won an essay contest.”

“What was the essay about?”

“Democracy,” Eli said.

Ana glanced at him.

“That used to be a safe topic.”

“Not that year.”

Marion’s hands twisted in the quilt.

“Humbert made a joke. Something ugly about immigrants. Tasha challenged him in front of everyone. She said the country did not belong only to people who looked like him.”

Ana looked back at the empty envelope.

“Were there photographs?”

“Yes,” Marion said. “Three. Maybe four.”

“Who took them?”

“I did.”

“Did they show Humbert?”

“One did. Him looking at her.”

Ana understood.

Every powerful man had a first public humiliation he never forgot. President Humbert had built a career out of remembering insults and calling the memory patriotism. If Tasha Reed had embarrassed him in 2021, there might be a record somewhere. A photograph. A clip. A story. A mark against her name before the Republic even had the courage to call itself the Republic.

“Did Tasha know those photos were here?” Ana asked.

“Yes,” Marion said.

“When did she ask for them?”

“Last night. After dinner.”

“Before she decided to stay?”

Marion looked at Eli.

“Yes.”

Ana stood.

“Then she knew something was coming.”

The room seemed to get colder.

Eli replaced the lid on the box, but his hand remained on top of it.

“Why would they take her now?” he asked. “After all these years?”

Ana did not answer immediately.

Outside, a delivery truck rolled past slowly. Too slowly. Ana moved to the edge of the curtain and watched it continue down the block.

“Because something changed,” she said. “Either Tasha found something, or someone found her.”

Marion’s face tightened.

“President Humbert’s birthday.”

Ana looked at her.

“What about it?”

“They have been running old footage all week,” Marion said. “The ministry channels. His early speeches. His rallies. His charity appearances. His school visits. Everything cleaned up and made golden.”

Eli sat back slowly.

“The Civic Fair.”

Ana nodded.

“If there is old footage of Tasha confronting him, someone reviewing birthday material may have found her.”

“Found her?” Marion said.

Ana regretted the word as soon as she said it.

But it was the right word.

“In the Republic, the past is not past,” Ana said. “It is evidence waiting to be used.”

Eli stared at the empty photo envelope.

“My God.”

“No,” Ana said quietly. “Not usually.”

A knock came at the back door.

Eli jumped.

Ana put one finger to her lips, drew her pistol, and moved through the kitchen. The knock came again. Two short. One long. Two short.

Eli exhaled behind her.

“Danny,” he whispered.

Ana kept the pistol down but ready.

Eli opened the door.

Danny Diggs stood on the back step in a black raincoat, hair damp, glasses fogged, carrying a laptop bag in one hand and a paper grocery sack in the other. He looked as if he had dressed while running.

His eyes went first to Eli.

Then Marion.

Then Ana.

“Where is she?” Danny asked.

“If we knew that,” Ana said, “we would not be standing in the kitchen.”

Danny nodded, accepting the rebuke because he had deserved it.

“I’m sorry.”

He
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