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Chapter One


The Knock at 3 A.M.

The first time Ana Torres heard the knock at three in the morning, she told herself it was none of her business.

That was what people did now.

They told themselves things.

They told themselves the country had gone through hard times before. They told themselves the men in black uniforms were only after dangerous people. They told themselves the phones on their nightstands were only there for convenience, not surveillance. They told themselves the new government was temporary, because temporary was a word people could survive.

Ana lay still in the dark, eyes open, listening.

The knock came again.

Not a neighbor’s knock. Not a drunk coming home to the wrong door. Not a lover apologizing too late.

This knock had authority in it.

Three slow pounds.

Then silence.

Then three more.

Ana’s apartment was small, clean, and almost empty. A bed. A desk. Two chairs. A cracked leather sofa she had carried up the stairs herself because she had no one to call and too much pride to ask. On the desk sat her private investigator’s license in a black frame, turned facedown since The Stabilization. Beside it sat her phone.

The phone glowed faintly.

It always glowed now.

Even when it was asleep, it seemed awake.

Ana looked at it, then looked toward the apartment door.

Across the hall, a woman began to cry.

Ana knew the woman’s name. Mrs. Alvarez. First name Rosa. Husband named Tomas. Little girl named Isabel, six years old, maybe seven. The girl wore red sneakers with white stars and once gave Ana a drawing of a cat wearing sunglasses.

Ana had stuck the drawing on her refrigerator with a magnet from a Mexican restaurant that no longer existed.

The knock came again, harder this time.

“Open by order of the Civic Security Authority.”

The voice was male, amplified, emotionless. It came through the hall like it had been rehearsed in a room without windows.

Ana sat up.

Her bare feet touched the cold floor.

She did not move for another moment. In the old days, before rich men on screens had explained why democracy was inefficient, she would have opened the door. She would have stepped into the hall and asked what was happening. She would have used her badge, back when a private investigator’s license still meant something.

Now private was a dangerous word.

Private records.

Private conversations.

Private thoughts.

Private lives.

Everything private had become suspicious.

Another sound came from across the hall. A chain lock being broken. A woman gasping. A child crying out.

Ana rose and crossed quietly to her own door.

She did not turn on a light.

The hallway outside her apartment building had once smelled of floor polish, old carpet, and somebody’s garlic cooking. Now it smelled of raincoats, wet concrete, and the sour electricity of fear.

Ana leaned toward the peephole.

At first she saw only black.

Then a shoulder moved, and the hallway opened in a distorted circle.

Four officers stood outside the Alvarez apartment. Their uniforms were matte black, without city badges or department patches. They wore helmets with narrow visors and carried short rifles angled toward the floor. On their sleeves was the silver emblem of The Stabilization: an eagle made of lines and circuits.

Behind them stood a woman in a gray coat holding a tablet. Civilian clothes. Government face.

She was the most frightening one.

Uniformed men could kick in a door. Clerks decided why.

Rosa Alvarez stood in the doorway in a nightgown, clutching herself as if she could hold her life together by folding her arms tightly enough. Tomas was on his knees with his hands behind his head. Blood ran from his eyebrow. Isabel stood barefoot near the kitchen, holding a stuffed rabbit by one ear.

The woman in the gray coat looked at her tablet.

“Tomas Rafael Alvarez,” she said. “Rosa Maria Alvarez. Isabel Alvarez. You are being transferred for civic review.”

“We didn’t do anything,” Rosa said.

The woman did not look up.

“No allegation has been stated.”

“Then why are you taking us?”

“Your household has been flagged for destabilizing probability.”

Tomas lifted his head. “Probability? What does that mean?”

One of the officers struck him across the mouth with the butt of his rifle.

Rosa screamed.

Isabel dropped the rabbit.

Ana’s hand tightened around the edge of her door.

Something old moved in her chest. Anger, maybe. Or shame wearing anger’s coat.

She wanted to open the door.

She wanted to say their names out loud. To say that she had seen them. That they were people. That Tomas worked mornings at the loading docks near the harbor. That Rosa left little bags of oranges outside neighbors’ doors when she bought too many at the market. That Isabel could not pronounce Ana’s last name and called her Miss Tortoise.

But the hallway was full of cameras.

Every officer wore one. The ceiling held two. The woman’s tablet recorded everything. And Ana’s phone, glowing softly on the desk behind her, was probably listening to her breathe.

The woman in gray tapped the tablet.

“Devices.”

The officers moved through the apartment. They collected phones first. Tomas’s phone from the kitchen counter. Rosa’s from the nightstand. A cheap school tablet from Isabel’s backpack. Each device went into a clear plastic evidence pouch with a red seal.

Ana noticed that.

They took the phones before they took the people.

The new government understood the order of things.

First the record.

Then the body.

Rosa tried to kneel beside her husband, but an officer pulled her back.

“My daughter,” she cried. “Please. She’s a child.”

The woman in gray finally looked at Isabel.

Her expression did not change.

“All registered household members are included in the review.”

“She’s six.”

“The system accounts for age.”

“The system?” Tomas said, blood on his teeth. “What system?”

The woman in gray turned the tablet so he could see the screen.

Ana could not read it from the peephole, but she saw the colors.

Green.

Yellow.

Orange.

Red.

There was a red line beside Tomas Alvarez’s name.

A yellow line beside Rosa’s.

And beside Isabel’s name, a small orange mark pulsed like a warning light.

Tomas saw it too.

“She’s a little girl,” he whispered.

The woman in gray took the tablet back.

“Predictive patterns begin early.”

For a moment no one spoke.

Even the child stopped crying, as if the words had traveled past her fear and entered some colder place.

Then the officers moved.

Tomas was dragged to his feet. Rosa tried to reach him and was restrained. Isabel screamed when one of the officers took her arm.

Ana pulled back from the peephole.

Her breathing had become loud. Too loud.

She looked at her phone.

The screen brightened.

Not much. Just enough to show the time.

3:07 A.M.

Below the time was the blue symbol of CIVIC EYE, the government application every citizen had been required to install after The Stabilization.

A soft message appeared.

For your safety, remain indoors.

Ana stared at it.

The phone had not buzzed.

It had not rung.

It had simply known.

From the hallway came the sound of Isabel crying for her rabbit.

Ana closed her eyes.

Open the door, she thought.

Do it.

Open the door and be a human being.

Her hand found the deadbolt.

Then she remembered Gabe Reyes standing in her office six months earlier, rain on his police jacket, sorrow in his face.

“You have to be careful, Ana,” he had told her. “They’re not making arrests the old way anymore.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means they don’t wait for you to break the law. They wait for the system to decide you might.”

“And you’re all right with that?”

Gabe had looked away.

That was when she knew she had lost him. Not to another woman. Not to time. Not even to the badge.

She had lost him to obedience.

He had married. He had moved on. She had tried to call that justice. He deserved a life that did not involve waiting for Ana Torres to forgive the law, forgive herself, or forgive him. But even after all that, even after the silence and the wedding ring and the careful distance between them, she still knew one thing about Gabriel Reyes.

He was brave.

He was honest.

And once, years before, she had trusted him with the kind of evidence that could have stopped all of this before it had a name.

Biggs Meridian. Illegal citizen-surveillance software. A witness willing to talk. Files copied from a server no one was supposed to know existed.

Ana had given the evidence to Gabe because she believed the law still had a spine.

Then the case vanished.

The witness disappeared.

And Ana quit trusting the law.

Another cry came from the hall.

Ana opened her eyes and stepped back from the door.

The deadbolt remained locked.

The officers moved the family down the hallway. Rosa begged. Tomas said nothing now. Isabel cried until an officer told her to be quiet, and then the crying became the small broken sound a child makes when she understands no one is coming.

Ana watched through the peephole as they passed her door.

For one terrible second, Isabel looked directly at it.

Of course she could not see Ana.

The peephole was only a dark glass dot in a brown door.

But Ana felt seen anyway.

The little girl’s face was wet and pale. Her red sneakers flashed beneath her pajama pants. One lace was untied.

Then she was gone.

The stairwell door opened.

Boots descended.

The stairwell door closed.

Silence returned to the building with the weight of a verdict.

Ana remained at the door for a long time.

She did not know how long.

The phone on her desk dimmed.

Outside, rain touched the windows. San Diego rain was usually soft and apologetic, the kind of rain that seemed embarrassed to be there. But that night it came down hard, washing the streets clean for morning, as if the city itself wanted no evidence.

Ana finally crossed to the refrigerator.

The drawing was still there.

A cat with sunglasses. Purple whiskers. A crooked sun. In the corner, printed in careful child letters:

FOR MISS TORTOISE

Ana took it down.

Her hands trembled.

She folded the paper once, then unfolded it because folding it felt like betrayal. She placed it flat on the kitchen table and sat before it until dawn turned the windows gray.

At six-thirty, her phone chimed.

The daily Civic Wellness bulletin appeared.

Good morning, citizen. Curfew has lifted. Remember: Stability begins with cooperation.

Ana laughed once.

It came out like a cough.

By seven, the hallway was awake.

Doors opened cautiously. People left for work with their heads down. No one knocked on the Alvarez door. No one asked questions. A maintenance drone rolled down the hallway and sprayed the broken lock with white foam. By noon, a city worker would replace it. By evening, the apartment would be sealed. By the end of the week, a new tenant would move in, someone with a green score and no questions.

Ana showered, dressed in black jeans, boots, a gray blouse, and a dark jacket. She tied her hair back and looked at herself in the bathroom mirror.

She was forty-one years old, though some mornings she felt much older and some nights much younger, trapped somewhere near the age when she still believed people could be saved by telling the truth.

Her face was narrow, her eyes dark, her mouth set in a line that made strangers think she was angry even when she was only tired. A thin scar crossed the top of her left eyebrow, a souvenir from a case before the coup, when bad men still had
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