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      The envelope was waiting on the counter at the feed store, set apart from the receipts and flyers. No name. No postage. It looked heavy to the touch.

      Gid clocked it the second he walked in.

      “You got mail,” the clerk said, like it was nothing. His fingers, however, hovered a second too long before handing it over. He didn’t ask questions. Gid had that effect on people, but he watched him leave with it.

      The postmark was faded. No return address, no name. It was thicker than a letter, stiff like a file.

      He didn’t open it right away.

      He carried it in the pocket of his jacket all afternoon, letting it press against his side as he loaded feed, filled water troughs, replaced fence wire on the western edge where the elk had gotten curious again.

      The sun was sharp, the air thin. His breath came slowly and evenly, but his mind wasn't quiet.

      He’d been content, mostly. Since the last mission unraveled into something he didn’t want to think about, he’d made good on his threat to vanish. He was back in his old cabin, getting back to nature.

      Up here, solitude wasn't a punishment. It was earned, but the envelope itched.

      At lunch, he sat on a flat rock near the creek and turned it over in his hands. Thick. No return address, not that it bothered him. No markings beyond the faded postmark that was barely legible, but Midwest from the ink smudge. The paper smelled faintly of motor oil and glue.

      Not a bomb. He’d sniffed out those often enough to know. It was not an invitation, nor a bill either.

      His thumb brushed the edge where the adhesive had lifted slightly from travel or time.

      He put it back in his pocket.

      That night, with the stove ticking and the snow line creeping back down the ridge, he sat at the kitchen table and laid the envelope in front of him like a pandora box.

      The bare bulb above swung a little on its wire, stirred by some invisible shift in the air. He stared at the envelope a long while, imagining its contents. The way a man might eye a door and wonder who stood on the other side.

      His knife, a kitchen one, dull and honest, split the seam clean.

      Inside: a single folded sheet and a photograph.

      The paper crackled. He read the note once. Then again. Short. Clean lines.

      She’s gone. Sofia. They said placement, but I haven’t heard a word since. I tried everything else. It’s not official yet, but it will be. You know how this goes.

      The note was typed. Words clipped, impersonal, until the last line:

      I wouldn’t ask unless I thought she was gone. No one else is coming. You’ll know how to find me. - C.

      His hand hovered over the photo. He didn’t want to look at it. He looked anyway.

      A girl, eight, maybe nine. Lean frame, uncertain smile. Buzzed haircut like someone had done it in a hurry, or as control. Her hand clutched the shirt of the man beside her, her knuckles white.

      Caleb Mercer.

      His old unit’s medic. The man who used to play harmonica on night patrol and knew how to stitch a wound blindfolded. The same man Gid had dragged through a wall of lead after Helmand blew sideways.

      The same man who once, hands shaking from morphine, had said, “You saved my life. If I ever need you to do it again…”

      That was thirteen years ago.

      Gid ran a finger down the edge of the photo. Caleb’s left sleeve was pinned and folded where the arm used to be.

      He almost missed the second item tucked behind the note, a torn scrap of newspaper, yellowed at the edges, folded like a flag and tucked behind the photo. Not the front page but the obituaries.

      His eyes scanned until they landed on a single-line blip at the bottom of a column:

      Transferred Beyond, Firelight confirmed. Winter shelter operational.

      His breath left him like a shift in altitude.

      It wasn’t meant for the public. That line meant Caleb was staying alive in deep freeze. That he was in hiding. And that the place he’d gone dark was the same one they used for extractions back in '08, a church basement in Detroit, half-legal, half-forgotten. Come alone.

      The paper was local. Detroit Freeform News.

      Gid folded everything up and placed it under the edge of his coffee mug. He sat still for a long time. The wood stove clicked again, expanding, cooling.

      Detroit.

      The same church basement where they once used to smuggle a boy with no passport and a backpack full of NATO secrets out of Bosnia.

      The stove gave a soft ping behind him, bringing him back to reality. Outside, wind brushed the windows, turning old fingerprints icy. He should’ve felt annoyed. He should’ve let it go.

      But he didn’t.

      He stood, walked to the corner of the cabin, and reached for the duffel he kept buried beneath the floorboards. He hadn’t touched it for months. The zipper stuck; the cold had set into the teeth.

      There was no note written, and no one to call.

      He grabbed the bag and a rifle from a rack, shut off the stove, and stepped into the night.

      The trees stood tall in the moonlight. Behind him, the cabin sat quiet, with no lights, no sound.

      He walked out under a sky bruised with stars and didn’t look back. He never did.
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      Gid took the train.

      Not because he liked it, or trusted it, but because it gave him time to disappear without leaving the usual trail. Air travel was eyes and scans and screens. The train was faces looking down, earbuds in, no questions asked.

      He boarded in Whitefish under an alias that matched his forged Montana ID, paid cash for the ticket, and kept to the quiet cars. Four transfers. Two days. A final overnight from Chicago that shook and sighed through rusted crossings and empty silos. It was a route where no one asked why a man with a military backpack and a stitched duffel kept checking the windows.

      He didn’t sleep.

      He watched the land change, frozen rivers cracking toward spring, trees stripped raw, towns slouching toward the tracks like they’d once had something to offer but gave up halfway through the pitch.

      When the skyline finally rose out of the morning haze, Detroit didn’t look like it remembered him.

      Or maybe it did. Maybe it had the same eyes as a man left too long on the sidelines, watching, bitter, half-buried in ash and reinvention.

      The station was bigger than it used to be. Too clean. The benches were new, but the air still carried the same stale current of hot pretzels and stress. No one made eye contact. He slipped through unnoticed.

      Outside, the city stretched its bones. New glass towers stood like fences against older ones crumbling behind them. Taglines for tech startups flapped beside boarded-up laundromats. A billboard for private security blocked the view of a burned church.

      The contrast wasn’t cosmetic. It was surgical.

      Gid took the long way to the location he remembered, walking instead of calling a ride. Burned time on purpose. He needed the streets under his feet, the cold in his lungs. He needed to feel Detroit.

      The church hadn’t changed.

      Red brick, blackened in spots. Windows replaced once maybe, then not again. No signage. There was only a tilted wooden door half-swallowed by ivy, and three stone steps weathered smooth by too many boots.

      There were no cameras to document entry and no lights. The silence of a building that knew how to keep a secret.

      He knocked twice, paused, then once. The old rhythm. The one they used when everything else had failed.

      The door cracked. A single eye peered through.

      “Firelight,” Gid said.

      The door unlatched and opened.

      The man behind it wasn’t a priest. He wasn’t anything anymore, really, nothing but the bones of someone who used to serve. Thin frame, tremor in the hand that gestured him inside. Gid stepped into the dark, and the door shut behind him. He said nothing.

      Stairs led down.

      Each creak of the wood took him back: the smell of mildew, the dust that never fully settled, the faint scent of diesel that lingered from the generator they'd used once to light a surgery table.

      He found Caleb at the bottom.

      Slumped in a folding chair beside a space heater, jacket draped over his knees like a blanket. His back was bent. Not from the cold or the missing arm. It went beyond that.

      The man he remembered had filled a room with ease. Even wounded, even bleeding out, Caleb Mercer had cracked jokes and demanded whiskey before morphine. This version sat as if afraid the floor might give way beneath him.

      His hair was longer. Eyes sunken. The left sleeve of his coat was pinned to his chest with a brass safety pin. Gid remembered the pin. He’d used it once to close a wound in Pakistan. Caleb must’ve kept it.

      The heat clicked and blew. Caleb didn’t look up.

      “You came,” he said, voice rasped from disuse.

      “You knew I would.”

      Caleb smiled without showing teeth. “Figured I’d die before I saw that ugly mug again.”

      Gid didn’t laugh. He stepped closer, scanning the corners. Old supplies. Bottled water. Cot unrolled in the corner. A tray of pill bottles beside it, labels peeled off.

      “You sleeping here?”

      Caleb didn’t answer.

      “You eating?”

      Another pause. Then: “Define eating.”

      Gid knelt, rested one hand on the dented file cabinet, and looked him in the face. “You look like hell.”

      Caleb’s mouth twitched. “Better than she looks.”

      He pulled a folder from under the chair and handed it over with his one good hand. It was heavy. Gid opened it. Clippings. Medical records. Placement documents. Names blacked out with a Sharpie. Photos paper-clipped to the corners, one of Sofia, younger this time, staring deadpan at the camera in what looked like a refugee intake facility.

      “Last contact was six weeks ago,” Caleb said. “NGO says she’s in a foster home outside Lansing. Won’t give me the name. Social worker wouldn’t even confirm she was on U.S. soil.”

      “How’d you get her out?”

      “I didn’t. Legal adoption through Global Mercy. I vetted them, Gid. Sat across from the guy. Had coffee. Looked me in the eye. Said they specialized in trauma cases. Told me I was giving her a future.”

      Gid flipped a page. A smiling white couple holding a baby that wasn’t Sofia.

      “None of it’s real,” Caleb said. “They moved her. Laundered her through three placements. I can’t trace the last one.”

      “What do the feds say?”

      Caleb gave him a long, still look. “You think I went to them?”

      No answer needed.

      The heater clicked again. Outside, the city shifted, coughed, muttered.

      “I’ve been through every channel I could without raising flags,” Caleb said. “You know what I get now? Letters. Threats. One envelope had a photo of my prosthetic in the trash. My prosthetic, Gid. Mine.”

      He paused. “They’re not only hiding her. They’re telling me not to look.”

      Gid didn’t respond.

      Instead, his eyes drifted. Not to the present, but to the smell of scorched nylon and wet sand, the red blur that had once been his own chest.

      Kandahar, many years before.

      South perimeter.

      Night op gone sideways.

      He remembered lying in the dirt, ribs crushed, one lung collapsed, vision going black around the edges. A firefight crackled like foil in the dark. Dust in his teeth. His body was trying to give up before the bullets could.

      And then Caleb, barreling in like death had a due date, and he was late.

      No armor. All he had was a med kit and grit.

      “You breathe when I say,” Caleb had growled, pinning Gid with one hand while he carved between his ribs with the other. “You don’t get to die on me, you bastard.”

      Gid had tried to push him off. Caleb slapped his hand away and shoved a dirty pen between his teeth.

      “Bite,” he said. “I’m going in.”

      The scalpel cut cleanly. His relief came dirty, air flooding back into his chest cavity with a wet gurgle. The kind of pain that rewired a man.

      Afterward, Caleb hadn’t asked for thanks. He’d lit a cigarette with the same hand that had saved a life and said, “You owe me whiskey, not words.”

      That night, in the silence after the morphine, Gid had asked, “Why’d you come back for me?”

      Caleb had shrugged. “Because I’ve seen enough good men left behind to know what it costs the ones who don’t go back.”

      The memory settled like ash.

      Now, years later, in this gutted basement in Detroit, the medic who once sliced his chest open to keep him alive was held together by safety pins and caffeine and whatever cracked notion of hope still flickered in him.

      He stared at him for a long time. At the bruise under his jaw. The way his hand trembled when he reached for the heater dial. It was more than desperation. It was erosion. The slow, methodical breakdown of a man who had once believed in systems, then in nothing, and now⁠—

      Now he was clinging to whatever memory of Gid had survived.

      “You still carry the pin,” Gid said softly.

      Caleb didn’t look down. “Sometimes I wake up trying to scratch my nose with the wrong hand.”

      Gid closed the folder.

      “All right,” he said.

      Caleb blinked. “All right?”

      “I’ll find her.”
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      Gid didn’t leave right away.

      He sat with Caleb through the morning, neither of them saying much. The radiator ticked like a dying heart. Outside, snow gathered in the alley gutter, slow and filthy, melting as soon as it touched asphalt.

      The silence between them wasn’t awkward. It was earned.

      Around noon, Caleb dozed in the chair, chin tucked into the collar of his coat. Gid stood, walked the basement perimeter, eyes sweeping over the space again, not out of caution, but assessment.

      The whole place stank of rust and grief. The cot in the corner was sagging, and the canned food lining the shelf had dust thick enough to write a name in.

      There were seven half-used pill bottles on the tray beside the cot. None of them were labeled. Gid picked one up, tilted it, and caught the rattle of something harder than aspirin. Maybe pain meds or maybe worse.

      He set it down without a word.

      Then he climbed the stairs quietly and shut the church door behind him.

      Three hours later when he returned, Caleb was still asleep.

      But there was a second cot now, leaned against the wall. A new sleeping bag rolled tight across it. Beside it: two duffels. One packed with food that didn’t expire this decade, protein bars, canned meat, MREs. The other held clothes, gloves, and a thermal jacket. There were no tags, no receipts. No chance of tracing them.

      Gid had also dragged in a propane heater. Brand-new. Small. Efficient.

      He’d paid cash for all of it, using a burner ID in a supply store out by Eight Mile where no one asked what a stranger was doing stocking up.

      Last, he added a prepaid phone in a sealed pouch and a stack of burner SIMs, tucked in a resealable bag, and set it on the chair across from Caleb with a folded piece of paper underneath. On it, he’d written three numbers:

      A contact at a Detroit shelter who owed him a favor.

      A clinic that wouldn’t ask for ID.

      And a bank in Ohio where $1,000 cash was waiting under the name Paul Marris, one of Gid’s long-retired aliases.

      It wasn’t much, but it was enough to breathe.

      Caleb stirred as Gid set down the last item. His eyes opened, slow, bloodshot. When he saw the supplies, his face twitched. Not quite surprise nor gratitude but something rougher.

      “You’re gonna get me killed,” he said.

      Gid didn’t smile. “Not today.”

      “I didn’t ask for this.”

      “No,” Gid said. “But if I leave you here to rot, I’m no better than whoever took her.”

      He turned toward the exit, but Caleb’s voice stopped him, gravelly, like it had scraped across broken glass to reach the surface.

      “You ever stitch a kid’s face back together in the middle of a firefight?”

      Gid paused at the top of the stairs.

      “I have,” Caleb went on, eyes locked on the floor. “Eleven years old. Shrapnel tore him from cheek to chin. Screaming so hard I thought his throat would give out before I even touched him. No morphine, only gauze and grit and whatever god I could find in the sand.”

      A silence stretched between them.

      “I was good at it, Gid,” he said quietly. “Keeping people together. Making pain count for something. I was useful.” He laughed, but it was empty. “Now I can’t even open a can without my teeth.”

      He shifted in his seat, his coat falling open enough for the frayed stump of his arm to show where the sleeve was pinned. The surrounding skin was still angry and uneven. Old, poorly healed scar tissue from an IED that hadn’t finished the job, but rewrote the rest of his life.

      Caleb’s voice dropped.

      “When I lost it, the Army gave me a medal and a two-week psych eval. Then they gave me a piece of paper that said Thanks for your service, like that made me whole.”

      Gid stayed still, absorbing it.

      “I came home to a silence so loud it felt like screaming. Didn’t know how to sit still. Didn’t know how to be still. So I started volunteering at shelters, clinics, wherever they’d have me.” His mouth twitched. “Thought I’d be saving people again.”

      He looked up, and there was nothing veiled in his expression now, nothing but raw desperation under the edges of pride and pain.

      “Then Sofia came through. Hair matted, ribs showing. Wouldn’t speak to anyone but me. Didn’t trust anyone else. But she trusted me, Gid. She smiled at me. And it felt like someone handed me my lungs back.”

      A beat.

      “I lost her too.”

      Gid’s throat worked, but he didn’t interrupt.

      “They took her right out from under me. I filed complaints. I made noise, and I threatened lawsuits. You know what they said?” Caleb’s lips curled in a mockery of a smile. “They said I wasn’t family. That I didn’t qualify for guardianship. I’d been a temp because they were desperate. That I didn’t pass the ‘mental wellness’ standard. Like trauma was a disqualifier for compassion.”

      He pressed a hand to his chest, as if holding something inside. “Every night since, I’ve been reliving that moment. When I reached for her and she was already gone. Every second. I feel it all in my body, but I can’t do anything with it. I'm a goddamn medic without hands.”

      His eyes were glassy now, but he didn’t cry. He clenched his jaw until the tendons showed white.

      “I didn’t ask you here to fix me. I asked because you’re the only person I know who knows how to take something broken, and burn the bastards who broke it.”

      Gid looked back at him, expression unreadable.

      “You’re still useful,” he said quietly. “You got her face stuck in my head now.”

      And that was it. No oath or vow, and movement.

      He turned, stepped into the stairwell, and disappeared above, already planning his next move.

      In the basement, Caleb finally let his shoulders collapse.

      He didn’t cry. But when he reached for the new sleeping bag with his one good hand and pulled it over his lap, his fingers trembled.
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, the snow had melted into gray slush by the time Gid stepped onto the curb across from Global Mercy’s regional building. It wasn’t your usual corporate tower. Instead, it was a converted brownstone tucked in among dentist offices and title companies.

      Respectable. Clean. Forgettable.

      He watched it from a bakery window across the street for an hour. Watched the intake traffic, young mothers in puffy coats, social workers with laptops, a man in a tie who looked like he’d never had dirt under his nails. Not a guard in sight, and no cameras he could spot. They weren’t worried. That told him plenty.

      He crossed the street against the light. Inside the office, the air stank of lemon disinfectant and over-brewed coffee. A girl at the front desk smiled too brightly.

      The receptionist didn’t look up right away. Her nails were bright coral, typing quick staccato bursts into a system Gid couldn’t see. The desk was high, separating him from the inner workings of the intake center. Intentional, he noted. A controlled funnel.

      He waited. Didn’t speak. He let her register him on her terms.

      When she finally glanced up, her eyes tracked up his frame, tall, lean, sun-weathered skin and unshaven jaw. A vague scent of pine and leather clung to him, subtle but sharp. No ring. Clean boots. Civilian clothes that didn’t quite fit the way civilian clothes usually did.

      The glance flickered for a second before morphing into curiosity, and Gid caught it.

      “Slow morning?” he said, voice warm. Not flirtatious, not yet ,but pleasant enough to shift her attention.

      She shrugged, smoothing her blouse as if it had suddenly wrinkled. “Not really. Merely a different chaos today.”

      “Chaos with air conditioning,” Gid said. “I’ll take that over a tent and no running water.”

      Her lips curled into the beginning of a smile. “You military?”

      He dipped his head, modest. “Used to be. Now I mostly fix fences and talk to horses.”

      That made her smile for real. She looked at him longer this time, studying him, not just seeing.

      “Well, horses make better company than people, most days,” she said.

      “I won’t argue with that.”

      She leaned slightly forward, elbow now resting casually on the desk. “So what brings you here, cowboy?”

      Gid gave her a soft chuckle. “Trying to find someone.”

      Just like that, the smile dimmed, not gone, but recessed. Professionalism slid back into place like a curtain.

      “I’m looking for a little girl,” he said gently, tone still low, careful not to crowd the moment. “I don’t have her last placement file. She’s a minor. Name’s Sofia. About nine. Came through intake maybe six months ago. From Eastern Europe.”

      The woman’s hand, resting on the keyboard, stilled.

      “Are you a legal guardian?” She asked, tone precise.

      “No,” Gid said. “You could say I’m someone who gives a damn.”

      She blinked. A pause. Then the flicker of suspicion crept in, subtle, trained.

      “I’m afraid I can’t give out case information⁠—”

      “I’m not asking for a dossier.” Gid’s voice stayed calm, but lost the warmth. Not threatening but ringing true. “I’m asking if she’s safe.”

      Her eyes narrowed, shutters sliding into place behind them.

      “I’m going to need to refer you to our legal team.”

      She reached for a folder beneath the desk. Probably blank forms and stall tactics. Gid didn’t push.

      Instead, he stepped back and offered a soft nod. “Thank you for your time.”

      He let the weight of his disappointment hang in the air, not dramatic, but present. Then he turned toward the exit.

      But before he reached the door, he paused.

      “Do you remember her?” he asked over his shoulder. “Sofia. Big eyes. Thin arms. She flinched when people sneezed.”

      A beat.

      The woman didn’t answer, but her jaw clenched.

      That was enough.

      Gid didn’t smile or gloat. He left her sitting in silence with her coral nails and her suddenly still hands.

      Outside, he adjusted his collar and kept walking. He had confirmation now, whether she knew she’d given it or not.

      Sofia had been there.

      And something about that fact scared the lady behind the glass more than it should’ve.

      Outside, the late-day sun hit hard, turning the sidewalks into sleek ice, and bouncing off concrete and the silver edges of chain-link fences. He walked a full block before turning into the side alley and letting the shadows fold around him. He leaned against the brick, listening.

      He counted seventy seconds.

      Then, the front door creaked open.

      She came out fast, clipboard in hand, phone already to her ear. Her heels clicked sharply against the pavement as she crossed the lot toward a second entrance on the far end of the building. Not the staff door. This one had no signage.

      He moved with her shadow. Not behind her, but parallel. Oblique angles. Old habits.

      She rang a buzzer. Waited. A pause. Then, with a metallic click, she vanished inside.

      He waited five more minutes.

      Then he walked the perimeter.

      No visible cameras near the side door and no signage. No labeled office directory either. Whatever wing she’d entered wasn’t meant for visitors or oversight.

      At the front desk, a new woman sat typing. Not the same face. Gid didn’t go back inside. Instead, he ducked around the building again and found the utility bay, gray steel doors wedged partway open, a garbage bin halfway through its roll out.

      He stepped inside and followed the ventilation noise.

      Through another hall, white and windowless. One unmarked door stood slightly ajar.

      Inside, a copy machine hummed. No one was present.

      A single file folder sat on the feeder tray, forgotten or rushed.

      He scanned the top sheet. Intake forms. A batch processing log.

      And a list of first names. No surnames. But halfway down the list: Sofia.

      His gut knotted.

      He memorized the names, slid the folder back into place, and kept moving.

      Down the corridor, he passed an open office. Two people stood in conversation: one woman, short braids, tired face, and a man in a windbreaker who looked like he hadn’t slept in two days. Field agents, maybe. The woman clutched a tablet, thumb tapping fast.

      “—you said Archangel’s running cold storage through Detroit now?” she asked.

      The man nodded. “Only for high-priority transfers. It’s not in the database. It routes through Grant.”

      “Alby?”

      “Yeah.”

      She exhaled. “Jesus. They’re using us as a laundromat.”

      Gid kept walking, quiet as breath.

      He found a storage room two doors down. Locked.

      A thin blade slid from the seam of his coat cuff.

      Click.

      Inside: metal shelves, beige files, no computer. Paper records. Red tabs for foster intake, green for discharge. Yellow for cross-agency transfers.

      He wasn’t looking for Sofia’s last name anymore. He was looking for patterns.

      He scanned quickly.

      There. Three files misfiled under a broad intake batch. All different names, all stamped with clean foster documentation and official-looking timelines.

      However, stapled to each, crooked and creased from handling, was the same photo.

      Sofia.

      Same solemn face and the same haunted eyes.

      Different birthdays. Other case numbers. Different paper lives.

      Gid’s fingers tightened on the folder’s edge.

      One file had been closed.

      Officially terminated from system oversight.

      Signed off under the name: Cynthia R.

      He froze.

      A muscle ticked in his jaw as he stared at the signature. Not quite forged, not quite real, but… lifted. Appropriated.

      He hadn’t seen that name in nearly a decade.

      Cynthia R. was a ghost, an alias Gid had used in 2015 to ghost wire a foreign operative out of the Gulf. She wasn’t real. Never had been. It was a name pulled from the burn list: a fallback ID cooked up by Langley or one of their cutouts. It had been tied to a false passport, fake social worker credentials, and one emergency med evacuation that never made the books.

      The kind of an alias that only existed in shadow files, the kind you never expected to see again, much less in a state-run foster intake center.

      He ran a thumb across the page. The edges weren’t fresh. This had been there for a while.

      So how the hell had it resurfaced?

      Coincidence?

      Maybe. Cynthia and R were common enough.

      But this wasn’t a DMV form. This was a sealed closure for a minor’s record. Someone had intentionally used that name to terminate Sofia’s trail. Someone who either stumbled into a black alias by pure chance…

      Or someone who had access to the same compromised channels Gid once operated in.

      And if they’d pulled his old alias out of the burn pile?

      That wasn’t random.

      Nope! That was a warning.

      A breadcrumb.

      Or a calling card.

      He stared at the file a moment longer, blood pounding steadily behind his ears. It wasn’t only the use of the name; it was the confidence of it. Whoever did this hadn’t worried about being caught. They’d assumed no one would ever look this deep.

      That no one would care enough to ask.

      He was asking now, though.

      And the answers were buried in something a hell of a lot older, and darker than a botched adoption record.

      He slid the folder back into place, every nerve in his body bristling.

      Someone wasn’t simply moving kids. They were using black ops ghost tactics to vanish them.

      And Gid had walked into their shadow trail.

      He snapped photos of every page.

      Tucked behind one divider, near the back of the shelf, was a single page with no heading.

      A single sentence typed:

      “Next transfer approved. Routing through Archangel.”

      That wasn’t protocol.

      That was code.

      He braced one hand on the shelf. The chill ran deeper than the concrete walls could account for.

      He’d heard that word before. Archangel, in whispers, passed between contractors who never signed NDAs because their names were never officially listed. Private flights. No manifests. Offshore cargo routes. A place to move anything, and apparently anyone, off the grid.

      This wasn’t about foster care or broken systems. It wasn’t even about bad actors exploiting a bureaucracy.

      They engineered this.

      And Sofia wasn’t missing.

      She was being moved.

      He didn’t take the files. That would leave a trace.

      Instead, he stepped out of the records room with nothing but his phone and a mind full of red flags.

      Down the hall again, past the crayon drawings, past the open office with stale coffee and a desk calendar three months behind. He moved like a ghost. He’d learned the tempo of buildings like this in other lifetimes, how to breathe in rhythm with the hum of fluorescent lights, how to walk quiet on commercial tile.

      At the exit, he glanced once toward the front desk.

      Empty. Perhaps too empty.

      He pushed through the door and let the cold slap his face. The sky over Detroit had turned the color of old pewter. Snow flurried sideways, dry and mean, the way it got before freezing rain.

      He started toward the corner, back to where he’d stashed the rental car behind a chain-link lot.

      Then he heard the voice.

      “You shouldn’t have come here.”

      He turned. The receptionist stood near the side entrance, coat unzipped, one hand gripping the strap of a worn canvas bag like she meant to bolt at any second. She wasn’t looking at him; her eyes kept darting toward the street like she was watching for something. Or someone.

      “I’m trying to find a kid,” Gid said quietly.

      “You think I don’t know that?” Her voice cracked slightly, too soft to carry. “I saw her. Sofia. Sweet kid. Too quiet. Didn’t speak much English, but she knew how to say 'please' and 'thank you.' Like someone taught her it mattered.”

      Gid took a slow step forward.

      “What happened to her?”

      The woman shook her head. “I don’t know. That’s the truth. Kids go missing from the system all the time, but you’re not supposed to say it. You learn not to ask. The ones who ask—” Her mouth shut abruptly. She glanced towards the corner.

      Snow dusted her eyelashes.

      Gid could see her breathing faster now. Fear barely restrained.

      “You work here,” he said. “Why warn me?”

      “Because I don’t want to end up like the last one who stuck her neck out. I want out.” Her voice dropped. “We had a caseworker here last year. Fresh out of MSU. She started asking too many questions about placements. Started keeping notes.”

      “What happened?”

      “Car crash,” she whispered. “Supposedly. But she didn’t drive.”

      They stood in silence for a long moment. A siren howled faint in the distance, swallowed by the wind.

      “I don’t know who you are,” she said finally, stepping back toward the staff door. “But if you really care about that little girl, walk away. Before you disappear too.”

      She slipped inside; the door clicking shut behind her.

      He stood in the snow, already knowing he wouldn’t walk away.

      Not this time.
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      It’d only been a day, but the first thing Gid noticed was the smell.

      Booze. Not fresh, not spilled, lived-in. A sour undercurrent threaded the air like something rotten had taken root beneath the floorboards. The makeshift basement quarters under the church had been sparse, monastic even. Now, it looked like someone had started a fire and forgotten to put it out.

      A cracked bottle of something brown lay sideways on the floor. A blanket had slid halfway off the cot, one corner dragged through a puddle of vomit or maybe spilled liquor; Gid didn’t check. The lamp was on, buzzing faintly, casting a yellow cone over the unmoving figure slouched against the wall.

      Caleb.

      His head was tipped back, the stub of his left arm resting limply across his lap, his right hand clutching a nearly empty bottle of bottom-shelf whiskey. His eyes were open but glassy. Unfocused. Red-rimmed.

      “I see you’ve kept yourself busy,” Gid said without judgement, stepping around the broken frame of what used to be a second chair.

      Caleb didn’t answer right away except to tilt the bottle toward him in a mock-toast and mumbled, “Paul Marris is alive and well in Detroit, apparently, thanks to you. Or close enough — the bank didn’t care.”

      Gid crouched, eyeing the mess. “How much did you spend?”

      “Ten bucks. The rest is still there. No use drinking expensive booze.” He laughed at his own joke as if it were the cleverest thing he
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