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For the ones who build, and for the ones who have the courage to tear it all down when it’s wrong.

Every fortress is a story. Read the walls, and you will find the key.
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The city was a bleeding wound of light and noise, a chaotic blur seen through the rain-streaked window of a stolen car. Chloe Durand drove, her hands locked on the steering wheel in a white-knuckled grip, her knuckles raw from where she’d hammered them against a basement window. In the passenger seat, Liliana Chen was a statue carved from ice and fury, her gaze fixed on the road ahead, though Chloe knew she wasn’t seeing it. She was seeing the ghost of a hotel room, the barrel of a gun, the face of a man who had betrayed them.

In the back seat, Chloe’s seven-year-old daughter, Maya, was a small, warm bundle, finally asleep under the scratchy wool of a stolen blanket. The rhythmic sound of her breathing was the only thing keeping Chloe from shattering into a million pieces. It was her anchor in a world that had come unglued.

“Where are we going?” Chloe asked, her voice a raw whisper. It was the first time either of them had spoken in over an hour, since the frantic, terrifying escape from the hotel.

“Away,” Liliana answered, her voice flat, devoid of emotion. “There’s an emergency protocol. A safe house. Something the man I was working with set up. In case of the worst.” She paused, the words catching in her throat. “This qualifies.”

Chloe’s mind replayed the scene in the penthouse. The gunshot. The shattering glass. James Casbolt, the cynical, wounded man who had appeared in the library like a guardian angel, throwing himself in front of them, taking the bullet that had been meant for her. And then the silence. The terrible, absolute silence. He was gone. Another casualty devoured by the shadow named Obsidian.

“He saved us,” Chloe whispered, the words a painful admission.

“Yes,” Liliana said, her voice like chipping stone. “He did.” She didn’t elaborate. The name James Casbolt now hung between them, a ghost heavy with sacrifice and unanswered questions.

Liliana directed her through a labyrinth of dark, industrial back roads until they reached a nondescript self-storage facility on the forgotten edge of the city. It was the last place in the world anyone would look for them. The unit was at the end of a long, dimly lit corridor. Liliana bypassed the cheap lock with a practiced, disdainful flick of a tension wrench.

Inside, it was more than just a storage unit. It was a bolt-hole, a ghost’s nest. There was a small cot, a crate of non-perishable food, a burner phone, and a high-end, encrypted laptop. It was a pre-packaged life for a person on the run. James’s life.

“We’re safe here,” Liliana said, though the words sounded hollow even to her own ears. “For now.”

Chloe gently laid the sleeping Maya on the cot, pulling the blanket up to her chin. The child, exhausted by the terror of the past twenty-four hours, didn’t stir. Watching her, a fierce, protective love surged through Chloe, a fire that burned away some of the fear. She had designed buildings meant to withstand bombs, but she had never felt strength like this, the simple, primal power of a mother protecting her child.

She turned to Liliana, who was already hunched over the glowing screen of the laptop, her fingers a blur on the keyboard. “What are you doing?”

“Trying to get a signal out to the only other people I know who are fighting this thing,” Liliana said, her voice tight with concentration. “A journalist and a hacker. They’re deep underground. Hard to find.” She paused, her fingers hovering over the keys. “And I’m trying to make sense of his last words.”

“Whose?”

“James’s,” Liliana said, the name finally spoken aloud. “Before he... before. He yelled something at me. ‘The blueprints! It was never about surveillance!’”

Chloe’s blood ran cold. “The blueprints?”

“He meant your work,” Liliana said, her sharp eyes fixing on Chloe. “The designs for the data centers. What did he mean, it was never about surveillance? What else could it be?”

“I don’t know,” Chloe said, shaking her head, a wave of nausea rolling through her. “I designed secure data storage facilities. Hardened servers, climate control, redundant power systems. That’s all. I gave them the plans, they built them. I never saw the finished sites.”

“There must be another set of plans,” Liliana insisted. “A master set. Something that shows the final configuration.”

“My mentor,” Chloe breathed, a memory surfacing through the fog of fear. “Jett Hendrix. He was the senior architect on the project. He oversaw everything. He had the master blueprints. But he died. A heart attack, they said. About a year ago.”

“How convenient,” Liliana muttered, her cynicism a shield.

Before Chloe could reply, a soft, almost imperceptible chime sounded from the laptop. A response. Liliana leaned closer to the screen, her body tense.

“It’s them,” she said. “A coded message.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard, decrypting the string of characters. A single line of text appeared.

WE ARE COMPROMISED. DO NOT RESPOND. THEY ARE HUNTING US. OBSIDIAN IS NOT WHO YOU THINK. THERE IS ANOTHER LAYER. A GHOST. BEWARE THE—

The message cut off. A second later, the laptop screen went black, a wisp of smoke curling from the keyboard.

“An EMP trace,” Liliana swore, shoving the dead laptop away from her. “They were being tracked. And now they’ve tracked the signal to this location.”

As if on cue, a heavy thud sounded against the metal roll-up door of the storage unit. Followed by another. Someone was outside. They had been found.

Liliana drew the gun she had taken from the hotel guard, her movements fluid and deadly. She pushed Chloe and the still-sleeping Maya behind a stack of heavy crates. “Stay down. And stay quiet.”

The thudding stopped. An intense, terrifying silence descended. Then, the screech of tortured metal as the lock on the outside of the door was forced. The door began to rise, slowly, a sliver of the dim hallway light cutting into their dark sanctuary.

A figure stood silhouetted against the light. Tall, athletic, moving with a predator’s grace. He stepped inside, a gun with a long, thick suppressor held at the ready. He wasn’t one of the thugs from the hotel. This was a professional. An assassin.
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