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Chapter One
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The train shuddered hard enough to rattle the windows, jolting Lena Ward awake.

For a moment she didn’t know where she was — darkness outside, fluorescent lights flickering overhead, the low hum of steel grinding against steel. Then her eyes adjusted, and the world snapped back into place.

Car 7. Northbound commuter line. 2:13 a.m.

She’d fallen asleep sitting upright, her backpack clutched to her chest like a shield. The car was nearly empty — just a handful of late-shift workers slumped in their seats, a college kid with headphones, and a man in a gray coat staring out the window as if the night held answers.

Lena rubbed her eyes. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep. She hadn’t meant to be on this train at all. But after the night she’d had — the argument, the slammed door, the voicemail she couldn’t bring herself to listen to — she just needed motion. Noise. Distance.

The train lurched again.

Harder.

The man in the gray coat stood abruptly. “That’s not normal.”

Lena frowned. “What?”

He didn’t answer. He was looking at the floor — no, beneath it — as if he could hear something the rest of them couldn’t.

A low, rhythmic clicking.

Fast. Precise. Mechanical.

The man’s face drained of color.

“Oh God,” he whispered. “They found me.”

Lena sat up straighter. “Are you okay?”

He turned toward her — and for the first time she saw the blood on his hands. Dark. Fresh. Smearing the sleeve of his coat.

He stumbled down the aisle toward her.

“Take this,” he said.

Lena recoiled. “What are you—”

“Please.” His voice cracked. “You’re the only one awake.”

He pressed something into her palm — small, cold, metal.

A flash drive.

Lena stared at it. “Sir, I don’t—”

He grabbed her wrist with surprising strength. His eyes were wild, terrified, desperate.

“Listen to me,” he said. “Don’t trust anyone. Not the police. Not the news. Not the people who come looking for this.”

Lena’s pulse hammered. “What’s on it?”

He shook his head. “You don’t want to know.”

The clicking beneath the train grew louder.

Faster.

The man looked toward the front of the car — then back at her.

“They’re going to derail it,” he whispered. “They can’t let me reach the city.”

Lena’s breath caught. “What? Who?”

He didn’t answer.

He shoved her backward, forcing her down behind the seat.

“Stay down,” he said. “And when the lights go out—run.”

The train screamed as metal tore against metal.

Passengers jolted awake. Someone shouted. Someone else prayed.

The man in the gray coat stepped into the aisle, arms raised as if surrendering to an invisible threat.

“I’m here!” he shouted. “Leave them alone!”

The clicking stopped.

For a heartbeat, the world held still.

Then the train exploded sideways.

Lena felt herself lifted off the ground, weightless, helpless, the world spinning in a blur of shattered glass and screaming steel. Seats tore loose. Bodies slammed into walls. The lights blew out in a shower of sparks.

The last thing she saw before everything went black was the man in the gray coat — thrown through the air like a rag doll, his body hitting the far wall with a sickening crack.

And the flash drive still clenched in her fist.
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Cold water slapped Lena across the face.

She gasped, choking on dust and smoke as she clawed her way out from under a twisted metal panel. The world around her was a nightmare of sparks, shattered glass, and the groaning skeleton of the derailed train. Emergency lights flickered weakly, casting the wreckage in a sickly red glow.

Someone was screaming. Someone else was praying. The air smelled like burning wires and blood.

Lena pushed herself upright, her ears ringing so loudly she couldn’t tell if she was making any sound at all. Her hands shook violently. Her knees buckled. But she forced herself to stand.

She was alive.

Barely.

Her backpack was gone. Her phone was gone. But when she looked down, her fist was still clenched tight around the flash drive.

The man in the gray coat.

His voice echoed in her skull.

Don’t trust anyone.

A metal beam groaned overhead. Lena stumbled away just as it collapsed, sending sparks across the floor. She coughed, waving smoke from her face, and scanned the wreckage for survivors.

“Help!” a voice cried. “Somebody—please!”

Lena climbed over a row of mangled seats toward the sound. A woman was pinned beneath a collapsed luggage rack, her leg twisted at an impossible angle. Lena dropped to her knees.

“I’ve got you,” she said, though she wasn’t sure she did.

She braced herself and pulled. The metal shifted an inch—then another. The woman screamed, but Lena didn’t stop. With one final heave, the rack lifted enough for the woman to drag herself free.

“Thank you,” the woman sobbed. “Oh God, thank you...”

Lena nodded, breathless. “We need to get out. The car might collapse.”

She helped the woman to her feet. Together they limped toward the broken emergency door, where cold night air seeped through the cracks.

Then Lena froze.

A figure stood outside the wreckage.

Not a paramedic. Not a firefighter. Not a cop.

A man in a black coat, face hidden beneath a hood, scanning the wreckage with slow, deliberate movements. He wasn’t looking for survivors.

He was looking for something.

Or someone.

Lena’s stomach dropped.

The flash drive.

The man turned his head slightly, as if he could sense her watching. Lena ducked behind a torn seat, heart pounding so hard she thought it might burst.

The woman whispered, “Who is that?”

Lena shook her head. “Not rescue.”

The man stepped closer to the wreck, boots crunching on broken glass. He reached into his coat and pulled out something small and metallic.

A gun.

Lena’s blood ran cold.

He wasn’t here to help.

He was here to clean up.

She grabbed the woman’s arm. “We have to move. Now.”

They crawled toward the opposite end of the car, staying low, staying quiet. The man climbed inside, sweeping the gun across the wreckage like he was checking off a list.

Lena reached the shattered rear window and helped the woman through it. The cold night air hit her like a slap. She followed, dropping into the wet grass beside the tracks.

“Run,” Lena whispered.

The woman didn’t argue. She limped into the darkness, disappearing into the trees.

Lena turned back toward the train.

The man in the black coat was standing in the doorway now.

Looking directly at her.

He raised the gun.

Lena bolted.

She sprinted into the woods, branches whipping her face, lungs burning, the flash drive cutting into her palm. Behind her, the man crashed through the underbrush, fast, relentless, gaining ground.

Lena stumbled over a fallen log, caught herself, and kept running. She didn’t know where she was going. She didn’t know who the man was. She didn’t know why the train had been sabotaged.

But she knew one thing:

The man in the gray coat hadn’t been lying.

Someone wanted this flash drive badly enough to kill an entire train full of people.

And now they wanted her.

She burst through a thicket and skidded to a stop at the edge of a steep embankment. The river roared below, black and violent.

Footsteps thundered behind her.

The man was close.

Too close.

Lena looked at the river. Then at the trees. Then at the flash drive in her hand.

She took a breath.

And jumped.
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Chapter Three
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The river hit Lena like a fist.

Freezing. Black. Merciless.

The current dragged her under before she could scream. Water filled her nose, her mouth, her lungs. She kicked hard, fighting upward, but the river spun her like a rag doll, slamming her against rocks hidden beneath the surface.

Her fingers scraped something sharp. Pain shot up her arm. She forced her eyes open underwater — saw nothing but darkness and bubbles.

The flash drive.

She still had it.

She clutched it tighter and kicked again, lungs burning, chest ready to burst—

Her head broke the surface.

She gasped, coughing violently as the current swept her downstream. The world was a blur of moonlight and rushing water. She tried to swim toward the bank, but the river was too strong.

Behind her, on the ridge, a flashlight beam cut through the trees.

The man in the black coat.

He was tracking her.

He followed the riverbank at a steady pace, not running, not rushing — just moving with the certainty of someone who knew she wouldn’t get far.

Lena’s heart hammered.

She forced her body sideways, angling toward a fallen tree jutting out over the water. The current slammed her into it. She grabbed a branch, fingers slipping, then caught another and hauled herself up, coughing, shaking, freezing.

She collapsed onto the muddy bank, chest heaving.

The woods were silent.

Too silent.

She pushed herself to her knees, dripping, shivering, her clothes heavy with river water. She looked down at the flash drive in her hand.

A tiny piece of metal.

Small enough to lose. Small enough to overlook. Deadly enough to kill for.

She shoved it into her pocket and staggered to her feet.

A twig snapped behind her.

Lena spun.

A flashlight beam swept across the trees, slow and deliberate.

He was close.

She backed away, deeper into the woods, her breath fogging in the cold air. Her legs trembled with every step, but she forced herself forward, weaving between trees, ducking under branches, moving as quietly as she could.

Another twig snapped.

Closer.

Lena pressed herself against a tree, heart pounding so loud she was sure he could hear it. She peeked around the trunk.

The man in the black coat stepped into the clearing, scanning the ground with a small device that beeped softly.

A tracker.

He wasn’t following footprints.

He was following her.

Lena’s stomach twisted.

She backed away slowly—

Her foot hit a branch.

It cracked.

The man’s head snapped up.

Lena ran.

Branches tore at her arms. Mud sucked at her shoes. Her lungs burned. She didn’t look back — she didn’t need to. She could hear him behind her, moving fast, silent except for the crunch of leaves under his boots.

She burst through a line of trees and stumbled onto a narrow road. A single streetlight flickered overhead, illuminating an empty stretch of asphalt.

Empty—

Except for a pickup truck parked on the shoulder.

Engine running. Headlights off.

Lena froze.

The driver’s door opened.

A man stepped out — tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a worn leather jacket and a look that said he’d seen too much and trusted too little.

He raised a hand.

“Stop,” he said. “Don’t run.”

Lena backed away. “Stay back!”

“I’m not here to hurt you,” he said. “I saw the crash. I saw you jump. Get in the truck if you want to live.”

Behind her, the man in the black coat emerged from the trees.

Gun raised.

Lena didn’t think.

She dove into the truck.

The stranger slammed the door, jumped into the driver’s seat, and floored the gas.

The tires screamed. The truck fishtailed. A gunshot cracked through the night.

The rear window shattered.

Lena screamed.

The stranger didn’t flinch. “Buckle up.”

“Who are you?” Lena gasped.

He kept his eyes on the road, jaw tight.

“Name’s Rourke,” he said. “Used to be a detective.”

“Used to be?”

He glanced at her — just once.

“Until I found out what they were hiding.”

Lena’s blood ran cold.

“Who?” she whispered.

Rourke shifted gears, the truck roaring as it sped into the darkness.

“The same people who just tried to kill you,” he said. “And the same people who killed my partner.”

He looked at her again.

“And now they want that flash drive.”

Lena’s hand tightened around it in her pocket.

Rourke nodded.

“Good,” he said. “Because whatever’s on it... it’s big.”

Lena swallowed hard. “How big?”

Rourke’s expression darkened.

“Big enough,” he said, “that they’ll burn the whole city down to keep it quiet.”

The truck disappeared into the night.

And the hunt began.
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Chapter Four
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The truck tore down the narrow mountain road, headlights off, engine growling like something alive. Trees blurred past in streaks of black and silver. Lena clung to the door handle, soaked, shaking, adrenaline still burning through her veins.

Rourke drove like a man who’d done this before — fast, controlled, eyes flicking between the road and the rearview mirror.

“Is he still behind us?” Lena asked, breathless.

Rourke didn’t answer.

He didn’t need to.

A pair of headlights appeared on the ridge behind them, weaving through the trees with predatory precision.

Lena’s stomach dropped. “That’s him.”

“Yeah,” Rourke said. “And he’s not alone.”

As if on cue, a second set of headlights flared to life farther up the ridge.

Lena’s pulse hammered. “How many are there?”

“Enough,” Rourke said. “But don’t panic.”

“I’m not panicking.”

“You’re absolutely panicking.”

Lena gripped the flash drive in her pocket. “Why are they after this? What’s on it?”

Rourke exhaled through his nose. “I don’t know. But I know who they are.”

Lena waited.

Rourke didn’t elaborate.

“Are you going to tell me?” she pressed.

He took a sharp turn, the truck fishtailing on the wet asphalt. “Not until we’re somewhere safe.”

“Are we going somewhere safe?”

“Working on it.”

The headlights behind them grew brighter.

Closer.

Lena twisted in her seat. The man in the black coat was behind the wheel of the lead vehicle — a black SUV with no plates, no markings, no hesitation. He wasn’t trying to run them off the road.

He was herding them.

“Rourke,” Lena said, voice tight, “he’s pushing us somewhere.”

“I know.”

“Where?”

Rourke’s jaw tightened. “A dead end.”

Lena’s breath caught. “Then why are we going this way?”

“Because,” Rourke said, “I’m not done yet.”

He slammed the brakes.

The truck skidded sideways, tires screaming, gravel spraying in a wide arc. The SUV behind them swerved, overcorrected, and clipped a fallen branch. It spun out, crashing into a ditch with a violent crunch.

The second SUV barreled forward, trying to close the gap.

Rourke floored the gas again.

The truck shot forward, engine roaring.

Lena stared at him. “You did that on purpose.”

“Yep.”

“Are you insane?”

“Probably.”

The second SUV gained on them, headlights flooding the cab with harsh white light. Rourke reached under his seat and pulled out a metal case.

Lena’s eyes widened. “Is that—”

He flipped it open.

A flare gun.

He cracked the window, aimed behind them, and fired.

The flare streaked through the night like a comet, smashing into the SUV’s windshield. The vehicle swerved wildly, flames licking across the glass. It veered off the road and slammed into a tree with a deafening crash.

Silence.

Just the truck’s engine and Lena’s ragged breathing.

Rourke rolled the window back up. “That buys us a few minutes.”

Lena stared at him, stunned. “Who are you?”

Rourke didn’t answer right away. He kept his eyes on the road, scanning the darkness ahead.

Finally, he said, “Someone who’s been running from the same people for a long time.”

Lena swallowed hard. “The man on the train said they’d derail it to stop him. He said they’d kill everyone.”

“They did,” Rourke said quietly. “And they’ll do worse.”

Lena’s voice trembled. “Why?”

Rourke glanced at her — just once.

“Because whatever’s on that flash drive,” he said, “is the kind of thing people kill presidents to protect.”

Lena’s breath caught.

Rourke continued, “And now you’re the only witness left.”

The truck rounded a bend and descended into a valley swallowed by fog.

Lena looked out the window, heart pounding.

“What do we do now?” she whispered.

Rourke tightened his grip on the wheel.

“Now?” he said. “We disappear.”

He flicked off the headlights.

“And then we find out who wants you dead.”
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Fog swallowed the truck as Rourke guided it down the narrow service road, the engine rumbling low, the world outside reduced to shifting gray shapes. Lena pressed her forehead to the cold window, trying to steady her breathing. Her clothes were soaked. Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking. Her mind replayed the train crash in jagged flashes she couldn’t control.

Rourke didn’t speak for several minutes. He drove like a man who trusted silence more than words.

Finally, he said, “You’re in shock.”

Lena didn’t look at him. “I watched a train full of people die.”

“I know.”

“And someone tried to kill me.”

“I know.”

“And you’re driving like this is normal.”

Rourke exhaled slowly. “It is. For them.”

Lena turned. “Who are they?”

Rourke kept his eyes on the road. “A private intelligence network. Off-books. Off-record. Off-limits. They operate in the cracks between agencies. No oversight. No accountability.”

“What are they called?”

Rourke hesitated.

Then: “The Quiet Room.”

Lena’s blood ran cold. “I’ve heard that name before.”

“Where?”

“On the train. The man in the gray coat... he said they found him.”

Rourke nodded. “Then he was telling the truth.”

Lena swallowed hard. “What do they want with me?”

“They don’t want you,” Rourke said. “They want what you’re carrying.”

Lena touched the flash drive in her pocket. “What’s on it?”

Rourke shook his head. “I don’t know. But I know what they’re willing to do to get it.”

Lena stared at him. “You said they killed your partner.”

Rourke’s jaw tightened. “Yeah.”

“What happened?”

He didn’t answer.

The fog thinned as they reached a clearing. A run-down gas station sat at the edge of the road — lights off, windows boarded, the sign half-collapsed. Rourke pulled behind the building and killed the engine.

Lena frowned. “Why are we stopping?”

“Because we need to switch vehicles,” Rourke said. “They’ll track this one.”

Lena’s pulse quickened. “How?”

“Plate scanners. Traffic cams. Cell tower triangulation. They don’t need your phone to find you.”

Lena shivered. “So what do we do?”

Rourke stepped out of the truck. “We get off the grid.”

Lena followed him into the cold night air. The fog clung to her skin like damp cloth. Rourke walked to a rusted storage shed behind the gas station and pried the door open.

Inside was a motorcycle.

Black. Silent. Fast.

Lena blinked. “You stashed that here?”

“Years ago,” Rourke said. “Didn’t think I’d need it again.”

He rolled it out, checked the fuel line, and tossed her a helmet. “Get on.”

Lena hesitated. “Where are we going?”

Rourke swung a leg over the bike. “To someone who can crack that drive.”

“Who?”

“A friend.”

Lena raised an eyebrow. “Do you trust him?”

Rourke paused.

“No,” he said. “But he hates the Quiet Room more than I do.”

Lena climbed on behind him, gripping the sides of the seat.

Rourke started the engine.

The motorcycle growled to life.

Then—

A gunshot cracked through the fog.

Lena screamed as the bullet tore through the shed behind them.

Rourke cursed. “Hold on!”

A figure emerged from the fog — the man in the black coat, moving fast, gun raised, eyes locked on them.

He’d found them.

Again.

Rourke revved the engine.

“Go!” Lena shouted.

He didn’t need the encouragement.

The motorcycle shot forward, tires spitting gravel as they tore down the service road. Fog whipped past them. Trees blurred. The wind roared in Lena’s ears.

Behind them, the man sprinted after them — impossibly fast — before disappearing into the fog.

Lena clung to Rourke, heart pounding.

“Is he still back there?” she yelled.

Rourke didn’t answer.

He didn’t have to.

Because a moment later, headlights flared behind them.

A third vehicle.

A black sedan.

Engine screaming.

Closing fast.

Rourke leaned forward. “They’re not stopping this time.”
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