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Chapter 1: Ground Level






Petra Volkov drove a ten-year-old Subaru with a cracked dashboard vent and an air freshener that had lost its scent long ago. She reached the service exit at the south end of the terminal in less than twelve minutes. That meant Declan had called her as soon as Wren asked, and Petra had acted right away, no questions. That was just who she was. Wren had met her twice: once at a bioethics symposium in Portland two years ago, and once at a departmental fundraiser she only attended because Declan talked her into it. Both times, Wren got the sense that Petra kept a short list of people she trusted and knew exactly what she was willing to do for them.

Evidently Wren had made the list.

"Don't tell me the details," Petra said as they turned onto the access road. She checked the mirrors with the same calm focus she gave the road ahead, not tense but thorough. "Not yet. Tell me where."

"South," Wren said. "The 5. Not Portland."

Petra nodded and drove.

Declan was in the back seat with the rolling carry-on between his knees.

That bag held the cooling case. The cooling case held the only complete sample of Strand-7 in existence that wasn't already in someone else's hands. Wren hadn't lost sight of it since the lab and she wasn't going to start now.

She watched the rearview mirror like a careful driver on an unfamiliar road: regularly, not obsessively, checking again and again. The terminal faded behind them. The access road curved onto the interstate, and the morning commuter traffic pulled them into its flow, which was exactly what they needed. Two more cars. That was all they were. Two more cars heading south on a gray Tuesday morning.

"My phone's in a seat pocket in Terminal A," Wren said. "I left it face down between the armrest and the seat back."

"Mine's still active," Declan said. "I'll deal with it at the first stop."

"As soon as we stop."

Petra drove in silence, which Wren appreciated more than she could easily say. The landscape shifted in familiar ways: suburban sprawl giving way to the highway corridor, the Sound a gray line to the west, the Cascades a dark shape on the eastern horizon. The morning was cold, overcast, and looked completely ordinary, which felt wrong in a way she couldn't quite explain.

She had spent three years working carefully and methodically, documenting everything. Every step was logged, every sample catalogued, every result confirmed before moving on. She had done everything right, but now she was in a borrowed car heading south because someone had already used her research to hurt people. Two researchers at a California health clinic were in the hospital with symptoms Simone said matched uncontrolled cellular aging. Telomerase activation without a stop signal. A process meant to repair had become the opposite.

She knew the risk as soon as she realized the research had been stolen before it was finished. She hoped the people who took it would see they only had part of the work. She was wrong, and now two people in a California hospital were suffering because of it.

"The counter-agent," Declan said from the back seat. He wasn't asking. He was doing what she was doing, thinking ahead to the next step.

"First I need to stabilize what we have," Wren said. "The compound is a liquid right now. It will start to degrade in about six weeks. I need to lyophilize it, freeze-dry it into a shelf-stable powder. I know someone in Tacoma with the right equipment—Dr. Priya Hallett. I've published with her twice. She's careful and honest about what she knows, which is rarer than it should be."

"You trust her?" Declan asked.

"Yes. I trust her."

"Then that's the first stop."

"First stop after tonight," Wren said. "We need to be somewhere offline before we make any calls. The phone I left in the terminal was compromised at the hardware level. It sent out location data even when it was powered off. I don't know yet what else might be compromised."

Petra's voice came from the front, practical and even: "I know a place outside Centralia. Cash only, no paperwork. It's done exactly this kind of quiet before."

Wren looked at the mirror one more time. Highway. Traffic. Nothing that was anything except what it appeared to be.

"Centralia," she said. "Thank you, Petra."

Wren watched the side mirror from the passenger seat. The terminal grew smaller behind them as the access road curved onto the interstate ramp, and the morning traffic swallowed them up. Two more cars. Nothing special about them at all. She kept watching until the terminal was gone and the highway opened up. Then she made herself stop, knowing that watching something fade away was a way of holding on, and she needed to focus on what came next. Future focus had to be where her attention was now. 

The compound sat behind her in the rolling carry-on. Declan kept his hand on the handle. She had gone over this in her mind three times since leaving the freight door: compound secure, documentation distributed, Simone informed, phones disabled. The checklist was clear. The next problem was where they were headed and who could get them there safely, and Petra was already handling that without being asked.

The road south was clear. Portland faded behind them into the gray mid-morning sky. Wren let out a slow breath and put her hands on her knees. The next twenty-four hours would demand everything she had, and that was fine. She had spent her whole career preparing for something hard and had never run from it.

Petra's car merged into the flow of traffic on I-5 south and became, once again, just another vehicle in the usual Tuesday morning movement. That was the goal. Not escape, exactly, at least not yet, but to put enough distance between them and the terminal so they could make their next decision from a place of stability instead of just reacting.








