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Chapter 1

No Broken Locks
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The room had been designed by people who believed fear could be folded.

Tamsin Bell knew the type.

They had chosen warm gray walls instead of white, because white made people think of hospitals, interrogation rooms, and other places where the word safe usually meant someone else had the key. They had put a soft blue throw over the end of the bed, bolted the furniture discreetly instead of obviously, and hidden the camera in the smoke detector. The panic button was tucked beneath the nightstand, as though surveillance became gentler when it had manners.

There was a diffuser on the dresser.

Lavender.

Of course there was lavender.

Tamsin stood just inside the doorway of Suite 3C, one hand curled around the strap of her bag, and stared at the empty bed where Mara Keene was supposed to be breathing, crying, sleeping, plotting, swearing, or doing any of the other inconvenient things living witnesses did.

Mara was doing none of them.

Mara was gone.

The safe-suite guard behind Tamsin shifted his weight in the hallway. His shoes squeaked against the polished concrete floor, and the sound went through Tamsin’s spine like a reprimand.

“You don’t have to go in any farther,” he said.

There it was. The first kindness with a leash attached.

Tamsin turned her head just enough to look at him. He was young, broad-shouldered, nervous around the eyes, and trying very hard not to glance past her into the room. He had the complexion of a man who had spent the last hour realizing that a locked door did not make him useful.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

He swallowed. “Derek.”

“Derek,” Tamsin said, “has anyone ever told you that beginning a sentence with you don’t have to almost guarantees the listener will immediately want to do the thing?”

His mouth opened, then closed.

“No?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Cruel world. Full of missed educational opportunities.”

She stepped farther into the room.

The door behind her began to swing inward on its silent hinge.

Tamsin’s body reacted before she did.

Her ribs locked. Her right hand snapped out and caught the edge of the door, hard enough that the impact shivered up her arm. The guard startled. Someone farther down the hallway stopped speaking. The room seemed to hold its breath with her.

Not white walls, she reminded herself.

Not the old chair.

Not the old lock.

Not the old voice telling her stillness was gratitude.

This was The Night Archive. A converted floor beneath a private medical building on the edge of the city. Three secured elevators. Two badge checkpoints. One armed guard at each end of the corridor. A witness suite with independent air filtration, reinforced glass, encrypted communications, and enough hidden technology to make a paranoid person feel either comforted or extremely well understood.

Tamsin was not comforted.

She held the door open and looked back at Derek.

“Leave it,” she said.

“We’re supposed to maintain scene integrity.”

“That’s optimistic.”

His nervousness sharpened. “Ms. Bell–”

“Tamsin. Ms. Bell sounds like I should be wearing pearls and disappointing a committee.”

“We’ve been told no one goes inside unless–”

“Unless what? Unless Mara Keene reappears and signs a visitor log?”

A flush climbed his neck.

Tamsin softened before she meant to. It annoyed her when empathy got ahead of her survival instincts. Empathy opened doors. Survival kept one foot braced against them.

Derek hadn’t taken Mara. Not unless the Archive had begun recruiting abductors who looked like they still apologized to vending machines. He was scared, and beneath that, ashamed.

That combination could make people stupid. It could also make them honest.

She lowered her voice. “The door stays open. You stand there. You don’t touch anything. You don’t reassure me unless I burst into flames. If I do burst into flames, I prefer a blanket to a motivational phrase.”

His brow furrowed, uncertain whether she was joking.

She was, technically.

The best jokes were just terror wearing a hat.

“Yes, ma’am,” Derek said.

“Tamsin.”

“Tamsin.”

“Better.”

She turned back to the room.

Mara Keene had disappeared between 1:13 and 1:24 a.m., according to the first panicked summary the Archive had sent to Tamsin’s phone before dawn. Key witness. Black moth case. Sanctuary-house network. No forced entry. No camera footage of exit. No signs of struggle.

No body.

No witness.

No explanation that did not begin with either impossible or inside job.

Tamsin had read the message twice while standing barefoot in her kitchen, a spoon in one hand and a jar of peanut butter in the other, because apparently her body had decided protein was more important than dread. Then she had put on yesterday’s black jeans, a clean sweater, and boots she could run in.

She always chose shoes she could run in.

People called that paranoia until the day they needed to borrow them.

Now she stood in the safe suite of a vanished woman and let the room speak.

The bed was made.

That was the first wrong thing.

Not neatly made by a housekeeper. Not the professional bounce-a-quarter nonsense of hospitality training. Mara had made it herself, probably with shaking hands. The blanket was pulled too tight over the mattress. The blue throw was folded into a precise rectangle at the foot. The pillow sat centered, flattened in the middle as though someone had pressed it down with both palms.

A performance of order.

Tamsin had seen girls do that before.

Make the bed. Smooth the blanket. Leave no wrinkle that could be named rebellion.

Her gaze moved to the chair.

One chair, upholstered in oatmeal fabric, placed beside the small round table near the window. It faced the door at an angle. Not directly. Directly would be too honest. This angle let a person sit as if resting while always being visible to whoever entered.

The window was reinforced and sealed. Beyond it, morning light leaked between two neighboring buildings, thin and colorless. A woman could see sky from here, but not reach air.

“Who chose the furniture layout?” Tamsin asked.

Derek cleared his throat. “I don’t know.”

“Who does?”

“Witness care, I think. Maybe facilities.”

“Witness care,” she repeated.

The phrase had always sounded to her like something printed on a brochure beside a stock photo of clasped hands. It was the kind of phrase institutions loved because it meant everything and nothing. Care could be soup. Care could be a locked door. Care could be a woman with a clipboard explaining that the rules existed because some people were not ready to make choices.

Tamsin walked deeper into the room.

Her boots made almost no sound on the rug. Another thoughtful touch. Silence made fear feel private.

On the nightstand sat a glass of water, full to the halfway mark. Beside it, a paperback novel lay facedown, spine cracked. Mara had made it to page 112. Tamsin did not touch it. The title involved a beach, a widow, and probably a secret baby. Good for Mara. Everyone deserved one trashy little escape route.

A ceramic mug sat on the table. Pale residue clung to the bottom.

Tea.

The diffuser released another ghost of lavender.

Tamsin’s stomach tightened.

Controlled warmth. Controlled scent. Controlled lighting. Controlled sound.

The room had not been designed to imprison Mara. That was the problem. Prisons were easy to hate. This room had been designed to persuade Mara that obedience and safety were the same thing.

There were three laminated cards on the dresser.

YOUR EMERGENCY OPTIONS.

YOUR WELLNESS SCHEDULE.

YOUR APPROVED CONTACT PLAN.

Tamsin read them without touching.

All reasonable. All careful. All written in the soft, bloodless language of people who had never been sixteen years old and told that locked doors built character.

Daily wellness check: 8:00 a.m., 2:00 p.m., 8:00 p.m.

Meals delivered at scheduled intervals.

External communication limited to approved contacts until deposition.

For your safety, please remain inside the suite unless accompanied by authorized personnel.

For your safety.

Tamsin smiled without humor.

“For my safety,” she murmured, “I once ate boiled carrots for six weeks and learned fourteen hymns about obedience. Amazing what safety can do when it gets ambitious.”

“What?” Derek asked.

“Nothing flattering.”

She crouched beside the bed, careful to keep her hands to herself. There were crime-scene technicians coming. There were always crime-scene technicians coming, usually with booties and expressions of professional despair. But Tamsin had been asked here before the room became only evidence.

Because there were things official evidence missed.

Girls hid things where adults did not bend.

Under beds. Under drawers. Inside hems. Behind loose baseboards. Beneath the places where the world assumed dust was the only secret.

Mara Keene had been thirty-two years old. Not a girl.

But fear was rude. It did not respect age.

Tamsin lowered herself until one knee touched the rug. Her body disliked the posture. Kneeling had history. Kneeling turned the air colder, even in a heated room. She ignored the sensation and leaned carefully to look beneath the bed.

Dustless.

Of course.

The underside of the bed frame had been inspected recently. She could see the faint drag marks where someone had moved a vacuum nozzle. The floor beneath was too clean except near the far right leg, where a small shadow interrupted the straight line of the bed skirt.

Tamsin went still.

“Derek.”

“Yes?”

“Did your people search under the mattress?”

“I think so.”

“That is not an answer. That is an apology in a trench coat.”

“I wasn’t on the room search.”

“Who was?”

“Night team. Security lead. Two Archive staff.”

“Names.”

“I can get them.”

“Do.”

He hesitated. “Should I call Dr. Vale?”

“No.”

“Ms.–Tamsin, protocol says–”

Tamsin looked back at him.

He stopped.

Good. He was learning.

“Protocol,” she said, “is what everyone quotes after the witness vanishes.”

The blood drained from his face.

She regretted that. A little.

Not enough to take it back.

“Names, Derek.”

He stepped away, speaking low into his radio.

Tamsin took a pair of nitrile gloves from the open kit someone had abandoned on the dresser. They were too large for her hands. She snapped them on anyway, then slid two fingers beneath the bed skirt and lifted.

A piece of paper had been folded into a square and wedged between the mattress and the frame. Not under the mattress where a quick search might find it. Beneath the lip, in the awkward place a frightened hand could reach if its owner pretended to be smoothing sheets.

Tamsin drew it out slowly.

The paper had been torn from the back of the paperback. One edge showed the ragged bite of hurried fingers.

She unfolded it.

A moth stared up at her.

Not the precise black moth symbol the Archive had been tracking across cases. Not the elegant little death mark that kept appearing in photographs, ledgers, coded notes, and the edges of women’s lives like a signature written by someone who enjoyed being feared.

This moth was uneven. Childlike. Its wings were too round, its body too thin, one antenna longer than the other. Heavy strokes. A pen pressed hard enough to nearly tear through.

A witness had drawn this in the dark.

Tamsin forgot to breathe.

The black moth cases had already swallowed too much. Names. Evidence. Survivors. Sleep. It had turned up in the margins of crimes that should have had nothing to do with one another, a symbol passed between handlers and collectors and men who believed women became less real when you changed their names often enough.

Mara Keene was supposed to help break one branch of it open.

Instead, she had left a moth under her bed.

Not as a signature.

As a scream.

“Tamsin?”

The new voice came from the corridor.

Female. Controlled. Polished at the edges.

Tamsin folded the paper back along the same creases and rose.

A woman stood beside Derek now, dressed in a cream blouse and dark trousers, her silver-blond hair twisted into a low knot. Late forties, maybe early fifties. Pretty in the expensive, deliberate way that suggested she had never once bought mascara while sad in a pharmacy at midnight. Her badge read CELIA ROOK. WITNESS CARE COORDINATOR.

Tamsin knew the name from internal emails. Celia arranged safe rooms, witness schedules, stabilization plans, and the soft machinery of institutional comfort.

Celia looked at the paper in Tamsin’s hand and did not ask what it was.

Interesting.

“You found something,” Celia said.

“Yes.”

“What?”

“A compelling argument against lavender.”

Derek made a small strangled sound. Celia did not smile.

Tamsin slipped the folded paper into an evidence sleeve from the kit and sealed it. She wrote the time across the label because people were less likely to erase things that had handwriting on them.

Sometimes.

Celia stepped closer to the threshold but did not enter. “We had a team process the room.”

“Then I assume they enjoyed themselves.”

“This is an active internal matter.”

“No, it’s a missing-persons case.”

Celia’s expression cooled by a precise degree. “Mara Keene was under Archive protection.”

“And now she’s missing. The category seems to have updated itself.”

“She may have left voluntarily.”

Tamsin’s hand tightened around the evidence sleeve.

There it was.

The neat little exit door institutions built for themselves. Voluntary. Noncompliant. Unstable. Uncooperative. Words that turned a missing woman into paperwork’s fault.

“She left her emergency phone,” Tamsin said. “Her book. Her shoes are aligned in obedience posture. Her bed is made like someone was coming to inspect it. There’s tea residue in the cup, a hidden distress drawing under the mattress, and a room full of rules written by someone who thinks adding please to containment makes it less creepy.”

Celia’s mouth thinned. “Obedience posture?”

Tamsin looked at her.

“Did I stutter?”

“No. I’m wondering whether you may be reading personal history into–”

“Finish that sentence and I’ll start reading yours.”

Derek suddenly became fascinated by the wall.

Celia held Tamsin’s gaze. She was good. Not innocent-good. Trained-good. The kind of woman who could sit with a sobbing witness and never let a single emotion wrinkle her blouse.

“We’re all under pressure,” Celia said. “Mara’s deposition was scheduled for tomorrow. If she has panicked, then the priority is to locate her before opposing counsel or law enforcement classifies her as a runaway witness.”

Runaway witness.

Another phrase that deserved to be drowned in a sink.

“Mara wasn’t opposing counsel’s problem,” Tamsin said. “She was going to testify against a handler who moved girls through sanctuary houses. Girls who vanished so politely no one had to call it trafficking. Girls who were taught the difference between rescue and captivity by people who kept changing the signs on the door.”

A flicker moved through Celia’s eyes.

Not fear.

Recognition.

It vanished so fast Tamsin almost admired it.

Almost.

Celia said, “That is exactly why we placed her in a secure suite.”

Tamsin looked around the room again.

Secure.

The bed. The chair. The schedule. The sealed window. The door that swung shut on its own.

Her skin itched.

“You placed her in a room that taught her to wait for permission,” Tamsin said quietly. “If someone knew the right words, they didn’t have to break in.”

Celia did not answer immediately.

From somewhere down the corridor came the faint mechanical sigh of an elevator arriving. Voices followed. More people. More authority. More shoes. The safe floor was waking up, and with it would come meetings, chains of command, controlled messaging, damage containment, and all the solemn little rituals people used when a woman had vanished on their watch.

Mara did not have time for rituals.

Tamsin turned to Derek. “Timeline.”

He blinked. “What?”

“Give me the ugly version.”

Celia said, “Security is compiling–”

“Derek,” Tamsin said.

The guard glanced at Celia. Then at Tamsin.

Good boy, Tamsin thought, and immediately hated that the phrase had entered her head. Her old community had ruined so many simple words. Good. Safe. Chosen. Family. Rest. Obey.

Especially obey.

Derek took a breath. “Last confirmed visual was 12:58 a.m. She was inside the room during the hallway sweep. Night wellness check logged at 1:06.”

“By whom?”

“Staff nurse. Laila Penn. She said Mara was awake but calm.”

“Calm,” Tamsin repeated.

Derek swallowed. “At 1:13, the door sensor registered an open-close cycle.”

Celia’s gaze sharpened on him.

He kept going, words gathering speed now that he had chosen his sin. “But the hall camera doesn’t show anyone entering or leaving then. At 1:24, another open-close cycle. No footage. At 1:30, elevator access registered for maintenance level, but the elevator camera glitched. By 2:00, routine remote check showed Mara’s vitals monitor disconnected.”

Tamsin’s stomach dropped.

“Vitals monitor?” she asked.

“Wrist wearable,” Celia said. “For medical safety.”

“For medical safety,” Tamsin echoed.

“It was not a restraint.”

“I’m sure it had excellent branding.”

Celia’s face went still.

Tamsin looked back at Derek. “When did someone physically enter the room?”

“Six-oh-five. Morning meal delivery. Staff found the suite empty.”

Five hours.

Mara had a five-hour head start into wherever the moth network took women when it wanted them quiet.

No. Not a head start. That sounded like Mara was racing.

Mara had a five-hour absence.

Absence was different. Absence widened. It ate roads, cameras, memory, weather, witnesses. Every minute made a missing person easier to turn into a theory.

Tamsin had once been absent for nine days before anyone outside her community understood she had escaped. Nine days was long enough to become someone else in the minds of the people looking for you. Ungrateful. Hysterical. Seduced by the world. Dangerous to herself.

It had taken her years to stop hearing those words in other people’s mouths before they spoke.

“What was Mara wearing?” she asked.

Derek’s face tightened. “Gray sweatpants. Green cardigan. White T-shirt.”

“Shoes?”

“Still here.”

Barefoot or socks, then. Moved inside. Not far on pavement. Not willingly into a cold service corridor unless the person asking knew how to make discomfort feel deserved.

“Any blood?”

“No.”

“Hair? Broken nails? Signs she fought?”

“No.”

“Signs she obeyed?”

Derek stared at her.

Celia said, “That is not a standard evidence category.”

“It should be.”

Another voice entered from the hallway. Male this time. Older. Impatient. “What should be?”

Tamsin closed her eyes for half a second.

Dr. Elias Vale, acting director of witness operations, had arrived wearing a charcoal suit and the expression of a man who believed his blood pressure was someone else’s fault. His dark hair was silvering at the temples. His badge hung from his breast pocket. Behind him trailed two Archive analysts, a security supervisor Tamsin vaguely recognized, and a woman from legal whose name Tamsin had forgotten because legal names often slid off her brain in self-defense.

Vale took in the open door, Tamsin inside the room, Derek outside it, Celia at the threshold, and the evidence sleeve in Tamsin’s hand.

“Why is this door open?”

Tamsin raised her hand.

“I know this one,” she said. “Because it isn’t closed.”

The security supervisor looked at the floor.

Vale’s jaw flexed. “This suite is an active scene.”

“Yes. And an empty one.”

“Tamsin.”

She hated the way he said her name. Not unkindly. That was worse. Kindly, with history attached. People who knew pieces of her past sometimes softened their voices until she wanted to throw furniture.

“I found a hidden drawing under the bed frame,” she said. “A moth. Mara left it.”

Celia’s gaze flicked to the sleeve.

Vale stepped closer. “You’re certain?”

“No. I’m allergic to certainty before coffee. But I’m close.”

“Tamsin.”

“She drew it hard enough to tear the paper. She hid it in a place a girl from a controlled house would use. Not a trained operative. Not a man leaving a calling card. Mara. And there’s wording scratched under the drawer that your search team missed.”

Vale went still. “What wording?”

“Good girls wait to be called.”

The legal woman whispered something under her breath.

The corridor seemed to shrink.

Vale looked past Tamsin into the room, and for the first time since he had arrived, his authority cracked enough to show the fear underneath.

Good.

Fear was not the enemy. Fear without imagination was.

“You think she was conditioned out,” he said.

“I think someone made this room feel like a test she already knew how to pass.”

Celia folded her arms. “That is speculation.”

Tamsin smiled at her. “So is she ran, but yours makes the Archive feel better, so I can see why it’s popular.”

Vale lifted a hand before Celia could respond. “Enough.”

No, Tamsin thought. Not nearly.

But she held her tongue because Mara was missing, and Tamsin had learned the hard way that anger was useful only if you kept it sharp. Swing it wildly and people started discussing your tone instead of the blood on the floor.

Even when there was no blood.

Especially then.

Vale turned to the security supervisor. “Full lockdown remains in place. No staff member leaves this floor until interviewed.”

“Already done,” the supervisor said.

“Do it again.”

Then Vale looked at Tamsin. “The Archive will handle the internal review.”

A cold, familiar thread pulled tight in her chest.

Internal.

There was another word that did too much work. Internal meant quiet. Internal meant contained. Internal meant people with keys would stand in rooms and decide which truths could survive being spoken aloud.

“Mara Keene is not an internal review,” Tamsin said.

“She is an Archive witness.”

“She is a missing woman.”

Vale’s expression hardened. “We are aware.”

“No,” Tamsin said. “You are embarrassed. That’s not the same thing.”

The silence that followed had teeth.

Derek looked like he might fake a medical event. Celia looked like she would happily arrange one for him. Vale stared at Tamsin long enough that a younger version of her would have lowered her eyes.

She did not lower anything.

At last Vale said, “Careful.”

There it was again. The voice of the closed door.

Tamsin’s pulse kicked.

The room seemed to tilt, just a fraction. Warm gray walls. Blue throw. Lavender. Door open behind her, but authority filling the threshold anyway.

Careful, Tamsin.

Be reasonable, Tamsin.

Let us decide, Tamsin.

She slid the evidence sleeve onto the dresser with deliberate care, because some primitive part of her wanted to crush it in her fist.

“Mara has been gone at least five hours,” she said. “She was a high-risk witness tied to the black moth network. She was days from testimony. Her disappearance was staged to look voluntary. If you keep this contained as an Archive embarrassment instead of treating it like an active missing-persons abduction, you will lose her twice.”

Vale’s eyes narrowed on the last word.

Twice.

Good. Let it stick.

Tamsin kept going. “You need someone outside witness operations. Someone who works missing persons, not institutional liability. Someone who knows how quickly a living woman becomes a cold trail.”

The legal woman said, “Bringing in outside law enforcement could compromise–”

“I didn’t say law enforcement.”

Vale’s gaze sharpened.

Tamsin hated that she knew the name before she said it. Hated that part of her had already reached for him the moment she saw the empty bed. Hated that there was a man whose skill set had become, in her mind, a door she might choose to open.

Gabriel Ortiz.

Gabe, to the people he let close enough to soften the edges.

Missing-persons investigator. Former detective, depending on which part of his resume one wanted to argue with. Consultant on the kinds of disappearances that did not behave. Patient with evidence. Impatient with fools. Too observant for comfort. Too protective by half.

He had eyes that made silence feel cross-examined.

Tamsin did not like needing people who noticed things.

Unfortunately, Mara Keene needed him more.

“Gabe Ortiz,” Tamsin said.

Celia’s brows drew together. “No.”

That was too fast.

Tamsin turned her head. “Interesting.”

Celia recovered. “I mean, we have internal resources.”

“You have a vanished witness, a camera loop, a compromised service corridor, and a room that says please while it teaches women not to scream.”

Vale looked at Celia. Something passed between them. Not conspiracy, perhaps. But history. Concern. The silent language of people who had sat in too many closed meetings together.

Tamsin filed it away.

Her mind did that when she was afraid. Collected small things. Eyelid flickers. Shoes pointed toward exits. Hands near pockets. Words repeated too many times. It made her strange at parties, but excellent in rooms where someone had vanished.

“Ortiz is not Archive staff,” Celia said.

“Exactly.”

“He won’t have clearance.”

“Give him temporary clearance.”

“There are privacy concerns.”

Tamsin looked at the empty bed.

“Mara’s privacy is currently losing a fistfight with her disappearance.”

Vale’s mouth tightened, but he did not rebuke her this time.

The security supervisor shifted. “Ortiz has worked cross-jurisdictional missing-witness cases before. He’s good with timeline decay, transport windows, voluntary-versus-coerced departures.”

Tamsin glanced at him with mild surprise. “You have hidden depths, Security Man.”

“Briggs,” he said.

“Congratulations.”

Vale exhaled through his nose. “Ortiz is already in the city?”

Briggs nodded. “As of last week. Consulting on the Rainer case.”

Tamsin’s ribs loosened a little.

Not relief.

She refused to call it that.

Relief made things soft. Soft things could be taken.

“Call him,” she said.

Vale looked at her for one long second. “You seem very certain for someone allergic to certainty.”

“I’m also allergic to shellfish. Somehow shrimp still exists.”

No one laughed.

A pity. It had been a decent line under pressure.

Vale turned away. “Briggs, contact Ortiz. Priority request. Missing witness, black moth connection, secure-location breach. I want him here within the hour.”

The corridor shifted into motion.

Radios murmured. Phones appeared. Celia stepped aside to speak quietly with legal. Derek remained at the door like a man trying to decide whether he had survived a natural disaster or joined one.

Tamsin stayed where she was.

Inside the room.

Door open.

Mara gone.

Lavender trying its best.

She looked again at the bed, the smoothed blanket, the flattened pillow. A witness had sat here in the night and understood something was coming. Maybe not in words. Maybe only in the animal part of her body. The part that heard footsteps and knew whether they belonged to a person bringing help or a person bringing rules.

Mara had hidden a moth.

Not well enough to disappear completely.

Well enough to be found by someone who knew where frightened girls put their screams.

Tamsin walked to the dresser and studied the laminated wellness schedule again. Meal delivery at six. Remote monitor at two. Night check at eight. Calm intervals. Predictable care.

Someone had used the schedule as a metronome.

Someone had known when Mara would be awake, drowsy, alone, watched, unwatched. Someone had understood that the easiest way to take a woman from a locked room was not to break the lock.

It was to convince her that opening the door was obedience.

Tamsin’s phone vibrated in her pocket.

She pulled it out.

Unknown number.

For a moment, the room vanished.

Not literally. Tamsin did not believe in literal haunting. Haunting was just memory with good timing.

Her thumb hovered over the screen. Her body took inventory without permission.

Door open.

Three people in hallway.

One guard armed.

Improvised weapons: ceramic mug, lamp, pen from evidence kit, her own keys.

Exits: main door, sealed window, bathroom with vent too small for adult escape unless the adult had no bones and serious motivation.

Phone still vibrating.

Unknown number.

She answered without speaking.

For three seconds, there was only breath.

Then a woman’s voice whispered, “Tell them I was good.”

Tamsin’s blood went cold.

The line crackled.

In the background, faint but unmistakable, someone hummed a soft little tune. Not a song, not quite. A pattern of notes designed to soothe children, animals, and women locked in rooms until they became obedient enough to call it peace.

Tamsin knew that tune.

Her hand tightened around the phone.

“Who is this?” she asked.

The woman breathed once. Twice.

Then, barely audible: “He said you’d remember.”

The call ended.

Tamsin stood very still.

Across the corridor, Vale was speaking into his phone. Celia’s back was turned. Derek watched Tamsin’s face and went pale all over again.

Good instincts after all, Derek.

Tamsin lowered the phone.

The room felt smaller than it had a moment ago.

Not because the walls had moved.

Because someone outside them knew exactly which song to sing.

Vale ended his call and turned. “Ortiz is on his way.”

Tamsin looked at the empty bed.

For the first time that morning, fear rose high enough to taste.

She swallowed it down.

“Tell him to hurry,” she said.
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Chapter 2

The Woman Who Knew the Room
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Gabe Ortiz had learned to distrust rooms that stayed clean.

A messy room told the truth badly, but at least it tried. A knocked-over chair. A broken nail. Blood on the edge of a sink. A mug cracked against tile. The ordinary violence of a person leaving before they were ready.

Clean rooms lied with discipline.

He drove with one hand on the wheel and the other wrapped around the paper coffee cup he had forgotten to drink from, the city still half-gray beneath morning. Traffic lights blinked through a thin mist. Delivery trucks muttered at curbs. A woman in running clothes waited at a crosswalk with a golden retriever that looked happier than anyone had a right to be before seven.

The call from Dr. Elias Vale still pressed against Gabe’s ear, though the phone was now dark in the console.

Missing witness.

Black moth connection.

Secure-location breach.

Tamsin Bell on scene.

Those four facts made a shape Gabe did not like.

The fifth had come after a short, controlled pause from Vale.

No exit footage.

Gabe had not asked whether the Archive had checked again. Of course they had. People checked footage three times before they admitted a woman had vanished from a room built to make vanishing impossible. They replayed the hallway. Enlarged reflections in polished metal. Blamed frame rates, blind spots, human fatigue, machine error, weather, ghosts, God, and finally the woman herself.

She ran.

She panicked.

She changed her mind.

She was unstable.

The language always arrived early, eager to help.

Gabe hated it most when it sounded reasonable.

His phone buzzed again. Briggs, the security supervisor, had sent the access address and temporary clearance code. Beneath it was a clipped note.

Tamsin Bell received possible contact from victim. Unknown number. Quote: “Tell them I was good.”

Gabe’s grip tightened on the wheel.

The coffee cup buckled in his hand, hot liquid seeping over the lid and onto his knuckles. He barely felt it.

Tell them I was good.

Not help me. Not I’m alive. Not a location, not a name, not a plea.

A compliance statement.

A statement that belonged in rooms where frightened people had been taught that survival depended on pleasing whoever held the door.

A yellow light changed. Gabe accelerated through it, then hated himself for doing something so ordinary and so reckless in the same breath.

He had once lost eighteen minutes to ordinary caution.

Not panic. Not stupidity. Procedure wearing a clean shirt.

He had been thirty-one, still wearing a badge then, still believing procedure was a structure strong enough to hold back chaos if a man respected it properly. A seventeen-year-old named Elena Cruz had disappeared from a supervised group home after leaving a note that said she needed air. Her caseworker insisted Elena had a history of running. The administrator said she was manipulative. A patrol officer said she had probably gone to a boyfriend.

Gabe had asked for camera footage. He had requested the visitor log. He had waited for the supervisor with the key to the second office, because the file cabinet was locked and the file would clarify whether Elena had a restraining order in place against anyone.

He had been careful.

Eighteen minutes.

That was how long it took the white panel van to reach the county line.

They found Elena forty hours later in a drainage channel behind an abandoned strip mall, alive but so badly hurt that she would not speak for three months. When she finally did, she said the man who took her had used the group home’s language. He told her the staff had approved the trip. He told her she would lose privileges if she made a scene. He told her good girls did not make everyone worry.

Gabe had never again trusted the word runaway when it arrived too neatly.

He parked in the restricted underground garage beneath the private medical building and killed the engine.

For one second, he sat there with both hands on the wheel.

Mara Keene had been missing for at least five hours.

Five hours was not a number. It was an animal. It grew teeth. It ate tire tracks, witnesses, camera memory, burner phones, license plates, courage. Every minute after the first hour became harder to win back.

He got out.

The garage smelled of concrete, oil, and rain trapped in tire treads. Two Archive guards stood beside the secured elevator. Both wore the dead-eyed expressions of men who had been told to be alert without being told what would save them if alertness failed.

“Gabriel Ortiz,” he said.

The older guard checked his tablet. “Temporary clearance.”

“Temporary enough.”

“Phone, weapon, and recording devices.”

Gabe removed his phone and set it in the tray, then lifted his jacket enough to show the holstered pistol at his hip.

The guard’s expression tightened. “Sir–”

“If I disarm, I walk. If I walk, you explain to Dr. Vale why the missing-persons investigator left while your witness was being moved through God knows what corridor by God knows who.”

The younger guard swallowed.

The older one made a decision above his pay grade and nodded once. “Weapon remains holstered unless authorized.”

“Unless necessary,” Gabe said.

The guard did not like that, but he let it pass.

The elevator took him down three levels without music. Gabe appreciated that. If the Archive had piped in soft piano, he might have shot the speaker on principle.

The doors opened into a corridor that had been designed to calm witnesses and intimidate everyone else. Matte walls. Indirect light. Cameras so discreet they became more threatening. Doors without visible handles until one stood close enough to be judged by the sensors.

A building full of controlled access.

A building full of people who believed that made them safe.

Briggs waited near the elevator, broad and square-faced, with a gray streak in his hair and a fresh coffee stain on his shirt. “Ortiz.”

“Briggs.”

“You remember me?”

“You put a chair through a conference-room wall in the Marchand case.”

“That chair had it coming.”

“Most do.”

Briggs gave him the first honest expression Gabe had seen all morning: exhaustion, fear, and gratitude disguised as impatience.

“This way.”

They moved down the corridor quickly. Voices sharpened as they approached the safe-suite wing. Gabe caught fragments.

“...internal exposure...”

“...legal classification...”

“...not confirmed abduction...”

“...no press involvement...”

He stopped walking.

Briggs took two more steps before noticing. “What?”

Gabe looked through the glass panel ahead. He could see the cluster outside Suite 3C: Vale in his charcoal suit, Celia Rook in cream, a young guard trying to look smaller than his shoulders, legal staff, analysts, and Tamsin Bell standing just inside the open doorway.

Open doorway.

Good.

Then he saw Tamsin’s face.

He had met her twice before, both times around Archive cases that had left everyone in the room pretending they were less damaged than they were. Tamsin had been all sharp eyes and crooked humor then, a woman who could make a joke land like a scalpel and then look surprised when someone bled.

Now she stood in a room that had taken a witness, one hand at her side and the other curled loosely around her phone. Too loosely. That was what told him. People gripping phones in fear looked obvious. Tamsin looked as if she had made a careful treaty with her fingers and the treaty was failing.

Her gaze lifted to his.

Gabe felt the impact in his chest before he had time to be annoyed by it.

Not attraction.

Or not only attraction.

Recognition, maybe. The ugly kind. One survivor of bad rooms recognizing another person who knew how doors could lie.

He started walking again.

Vale turned first. Relief moved across his face and disappeared behind authority. “Ortiz.”

“Dr. Vale.”

“Thank you for coming.”

“Don’t thank me yet.”

Tamsin’s mouth twitched.

It should not have pleased him.

It did.

Gabe stopped at the threshold of Suite 3C. He did not enter. Not yet. First rule of a room that had stolen someone: let it confess from a distance before you contaminated the language.

He looked at the door. Reinforced. Soft-close hinge. Interior release. Exterior keypad and badge access. No visible damage.

He looked at the jamb.

No splintering. No tool marks from where he stood. He would need the techs for detail, but the door had not been kicked, pried, or forced.

He looked at the people.

Derek, probably the young guard. Scared and guilty. Briggs, angry and useful. Vale, controlling the perimeter through sheer will. Legal, calculating exposure. Celia Rook, calm as a closed file.

And Tamsin.

Inside the room, not outside it.

With the door open because she had either demanded it or threatened someone creatively enough that they forgot protocol.

Gabe did not smile. “Who touched the room?”

Tamsin lifted two fingers. “Define touched.”

“Physically.”

“Less fun.”

“Tamsin.”

“Night nurse, meal staff, two security officers, Celia’s team, the first search unit, me, and possibly the ghost of institutional arrogance.”

Vale said, “We have logs.”

“I’ll need them.”

“Of course.”

“No. Not of course. I need the raw logs. Badge access, door sensors, elevator calls, camera diagnostics, maintenance overrides, meal delivery records, medical wearable feed, staff comms from midnight to six-thirty, and every person who knew Mara Keene was in this suite.”

Legal opened her mouth.

Gabe looked at her. “Before you say privacy, privilege, exposure, or chain of custody, decide whether you want Mara Keene found alive or properly footnoted.”

Her mouth closed.

Tamsin made a soft sound that might have been approval or indigestion.

Vale’s eyes narrowed. “You’ll get what you need.”

“I’ll get everything, or I’ll assume the missing-persons case is being obstructed by the same people who lost the missing person.”

That landed badly.

Good.

People moved faster when offended.

Celia Rook stepped forward, hands folded at her waist. “Mr. Ortiz, no one is minimizing the urgency. But Mara’s psychological profile is complicated. She had been under immense stress. There is a meaningful possibility she left of her own accord.”

Gabe looked at Tamsin.

Her expression had gone blank in the way a window went blank at night: not empty, just reflecting back whatever came too close.

He turned back to Celia. “Meaningful to whom?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“To Mara, or to the institution responsible for her?”

Color touched Celia’s cheeks. “I’m saying we should avoid assumptions.”

“I agree. Let’s avoid the one where a high-risk witness days from deposition walked barefoot out of a secure suite, erased herself from cameras, bypassed controlled elevators, disconnected her monitor, and left behind all personal effects because she felt whimsical.”

“She had a history of flight.”

“So do people being hunted.”

Tamsin looked at him then, really looked.

Gabe felt it and did not let himself react.

He had a job. The room first. The woman missing from it second. The woman standing inside it somewhere after both, no matter how much every protective instinct he possessed had already begun making reckless suggestions.

Get Tamsin out.

Put a guard on her.

Take her phone.

Lock down her movements.

Find out who called her and make sure they could never reach her again.

Bad instincts in responsible clothing.

He had learned not every impulse to protect deserved obedience.

Barely.

He looked at Tamsin’s phone. “Briggs says you received a call.”

Her face changed by half an inch. That was all. Tamsin Bell did not flinch generously.

“Yes.”

“Unknown number?”

“Yes.”

“Voice?”

“Female. Whispering. Could be Mara. Could be someone imitating her. Could be a recording. Could be the worst morning radio promotion in history, but I’m leaning away from that.”

“What did she say?”

“Tell them I was good.”

A muscle tightened in his jaw.

He looked into the room again.

Bed too neat. Chair angled toward the door. Mug on the table. Laminated schedule. Open bathroom door. Sealed window. Soft colors.

Good.

The word had teeth here.

“Anything else?”

Tamsin hesitated.

Gabe hated that his first response was satisfaction. Not because she was afraid. Because hesitation meant there was more, and more meant direction.

He was a bastard sometimes. The useful kind.

“There was humming in the background,” she said.

“What kind?”

Her gaze slid past him to Celia, then Vale, then the cameras in the hallway.

“Old kind.”

He understood what she did not say.

Personal kind.

Gabe wanted to ask in private. He also knew private could become pressure if he made it one. So he stayed still and waited.

Tamsin sighed. “It was a tune used in the community I came from. Not a hymn exactly. More like a behavioral leash set to music.”

Derek’s face went pale again.

Celia watched Tamsin with careful sympathy. Too careful.

Gabe saw Tamsin notice it.

“Who has access to your intake history?” he asked.

Vale’s answer came too fast. “Sealed therapeutic and operational files are compartmentalized.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

Vale looked at him.

Gabe let the silence stretch.

It was one of the few luxuries he allowed himself in an investigation. Silence made people uncomfortable. Uncomfortable people decorated the truth.

“Limited senior witness-care staff,” Vale said at last. “Assigned clinicians. Archive directors. Some case-specific personnel if a survivor’s history bears direct operational relevance.”

“Names.”

“That will take time.”

“Mara doesn’t have time.”

Vale nodded once to one of the analysts. “Pull the access matrix.”

The analyst left at a near-run.

Gabe turned to Tamsin. “May I see your phone?”

Her hand closed around it.

There it was.

Not refusal. Defense.

He did not reach for her. Did not soften his voice into that careful tone people used when they wanted compliance and preferred not to admit it. He kept his hands visible at his sides.

“You can hold it while I look,” he said. “Or you can read me the call time and number. Or you can refuse, and I’ll work around it more slowly.”

Something moved through her face then. Surprise, maybe. Irritation that he had surprised her.

“You always give menus?”

“When I remember.”

“And when you don’t?”

“I make mistakes.”

It was too honest. He had not meant to say it like that.

Her thumb shifted on the phone. “I’ll hold it.”

“Fine.”

She stepped to the threshold, leaving the room but not quite entering the corridor. The distinction mattered to her. Gabe saw it and stepped back so she had space.

She angled the screen toward him.

Unknown caller. No number displayed. Call duration eleven seconds. Time stamp 6:42 a.m.

Eleven seconds.

Everything today wanted eleven minutes, eleven seconds, little gaps shaped exactly like opportunity.

“Can your techs pull carrier data?” he asked Vale.

“Already started,” Vale said.

“Start again outside Archive systems.”

Celia’s brows lifted. “Why?”

Gabe looked at her. “Because a witness vanished from inside them.”

The corridor went very quiet.

Tamsin’s mouth curved just slightly. “That’s a nice line. Did you rehearse it in the elevator?”

“No. I had to argue about my gun in the elevator.”

“Priorities.”

“I thought so.”

For half a second, there was something between them that did not belong in a missing-witness corridor: warmth, dark and unwilling. It vanished as quickly as it came.

Good.

Bad.

He did not have time to decide.

Gabe took one step into the room.

The air changed.

Lavender and stale tea. Recirculated cold. Something faintly metallic beneath it, maybe HVAC, maybe fear, maybe his imagination doing what imagination did around the missing–trying to fill absence with sensory proof.

He let his gaze move slowly.

“Talk me through what you saw,” he said.

Tamsin leaned against the open door frame, still holding her phone. “The room is wrong.”

“Specific wrong.”

“My favorite flavor.”

“Tamsin.”

“The bed is made for inspection. Not comfort. The chair faces the door without admitting it faces the door. The wellness schedule uses containment language disguised as care. Meals are controlled. Contact is controlled. Movement is controlled. The emergency options card is written like a lullaby for liability.”

He crossed to the bed but did not touch it. “And Mara responded to that?”

“Mara recognized it. Or her body did.”

“You think the abductor used the environment to prime her.”

“I think the environment did half the work before the abductor arrived.”

Gabe crouched beside the bed. From this angle he could see the place where Tamsin must have found the paper. A difficult reach. Intentional. Not the placement of someone trying to stage a clue for the first responding officer.

A witness had hidden it for the right wrong person.

“Where’s the drawing?”

“Evidence sleeve on the dresser.”

He looked at it.

The moth stared through plastic, uneven and furious.

Not a clean symbol. Not a network mark. Not intimidation.

A distress flare made by hand.

His chest tightened.

He thought of Elena Cruz again, her first words after three months of silence. I thought I was following the rules.

Gabe stood.

“Was Mara left-handed or right-handed?”

Celia answered. “Right, according to medical intake.”

“Pen?”

Tamsin pointed toward the paperback on the nightstand. “Probably taken from the back of the book. Those awful beach thrillers sometimes have reader-group questions and blank pages. Civilization’s greatest crime after unsalted butter.”

Gabe glanced at the torn edge. “She made this after she knew something was wrong.”

“Yes.”

“How long would it take?”

“To draw a lopsided moth while terrified? Fifteen seconds. Thirty if she cared about artistic legacy.”

“Long enough to know she was about to open the door.”

Tamsin went still.

He looked at her.

“She knew someone was coming,” Gabe said. “Not a sudden grab. Not a forced entry while she slept. She had warning.”

Tamsin nodded once. “And not enough time to run.”

“Or running wasn’t the rule she thought would save her.”

The words sat between them.

Tamsin’s expression shifted. The humor left, and what remained was older than her face should have been. Not fragile. He disliked that word for her. Fragile implied easily broken. Tamsin Bell looked like someone who had broken and learned to use the edges.

“People think obedience is passive,” she said. “It isn’t. It can take everything you have.”

Gabe believed her.

That was the dangerous part.

He believed her so quickly that he had to question whether he was following evidence or following her.

A good investigator distrusted both.

“Tell me about the call,” he said.

Her eyes sharpened. “I did.”

“Tell me what it did to you.”

“No.”

Fair.

He deserved that.

Gabe nodded. “Then tell me what it tells us.”

That, she accepted.

“The caller wanted me unsettled. Not informed. There was no location, no demand, no trade. Just the phrase and the tune. Whoever sent it either had Mara or wanted me to think they did.”

“You think it was meant for you, not the Archive.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I remember the tune.”

Celia spoke from the doorway. “That may be precisely why we should limit Ms. Bell’s exposure. If the perpetrator is targeting her psychologically–”

“No,” Tamsin said.

One word. Flat. Immediate.

Gabe saw the room change around it.

Celia’s concern cooled. Vale’s attention sharpened. Derek looked as if he had chosen the wrong hallway in life. Briggs folded his arms and said nothing, but his gaze moved to Gabe.

Everybody waiting to see who would turn Tamsin Bell into a problem.

Gabe had the sudden vivid image of taking Tamsin by the elbow and walking her out of this room, away from Celia’s polished voice, away from lavender and cameras and the word good. He could put her in an interview room with clear glass, post Briggs outside, have the call traced, get her statement recorded, slow her breathing, put a wall between her and whatever had just reached through her phone.

He could.

He did not.

Instead, he turned to Celia. “If the perpetrator is targeting her psychologically, then Ms. Bell is evidence.”

Tamsin’s eyes narrowed. “Careful, Ortiz.”

He glanced back at her. “Evidence with legal rights, personal boundaries, and a talent for making everyone uncomfortable.”

“That’s better.”

“Working on it.”

Celia did not look amused. “This is not a game.”

“No,” Gabe said. “It’s a live missing-persons case with an active secondary targeting event. Which means we do not remove the only person who can interpret the behavioral cues because those cues are unpleasant. We also do not expose her without informed consent.”

The last two words tasted like penance.

Informed consent.

Words he had learned late and carried like a stone.

Elena Cruz had not had it. Not from the man who took her. Not from the staff who managed her. Not from Gabe, when he let the first hours be eaten by other people’s certainty about her behavior.

Tamsin watched him as if she had heard something in the pause before the words.

He hoped she had not.

He hoped she had.

The contradiction sat in his chest, familiar and unwelcome.

Vale said, “What do you need?”

Finally.

Gabe looked at the room one more time, then at the corridor.

“I need this treated as an abduction until Mara Keene is located alive and says otherwise without pressure. I need a timeline team working minute by minute from midnight. I need an external tech pull on the call to Tamsin’s phone. I need every camera within six blocks of every service exit, parking access point, and maintenance tunnel. I need staff held for interviews, not group briefings. I need the nurse who did the 1:06 check separated from everyone else. I need the meal tray bagged. I need the tea tested for sedatives, beta blockers, antihistamines, anything that makes compliance easier without putting a person on the floor.”

Celia’s lips parted slightly.

Good. She had not expected that last category.

Gabe turned to Briggs. “The wearable.”

“Disconnected at two.”

“Where is it?”

Briggs grimaced. “Bathroom trash.”

Tamsin said, “Too obvious.”

Gabe nodded. “Yes.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning whoever took her wanted you to know the monitor came off in the room. They wanted the official timeline to start late. If it was in the trash at two, she may have been gone by one-thirty.”

“Or earlier,” Tamsin said.

“Or earlier.”

The five-hour absence became five and a
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