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THE COLD NIGHT pressed against the windows of the '65 Mustang like a warning. Wind funneled down the empty streets, pushing trash in spirals and howling low through the alleys like a wounded thing. The city beyond the windshield flickered like a dying signal—Crimson Mesa, jagged and hostile, its skyline stitched together by broken neon and empty promises.

Nadine Singh hunched over the wheel, her dark hair hanging in greasy strands that hadn't seen shampoo in days. The cracked vinyl seat stuck to her back through a sweat-damp shirt, every movement peeling her from the upholstery like dead skin. Her knuckles were bone white on the wheel, tendons standing out like cables under strain. The engine idled with a predator's purr, daring her to make a move.

She hadn't eaten in two days. Maybe three. Time had become elastic, meaningless. The last thing in her stomach was a vending machine coffee from a rest stop outside Amarillo—bitter, burnt, and laced with chemicals that still turned her insides sour. Her mouth tasted like copper pennies and desperation.

But it wasn't hunger gnawing at her.

It was the fear.

Not fear of dying. That would've been easy. A relief, even. No, this fear was deeper. Older. The kind that clung to your spine like cold sweat and whispered in your ear during the darkest hours before dawn. The kind that whispered: you've crossed the line now—and there's no going back. The kind that reminded her of what she'd left behind and the questions that would never stop coming.

She wiped a trembling hand across her forehead, feeling the salt sting of old sweat mixed with new panic. She checked the rearview mirror for the hundredth time in the past hour. No sirens. No headlights. Just the night behind her, vast and unknowable with danger lurking around every corner, or so she imagined. And ahead—more of the same endless uncertainty.

The sign blinked to life in the distance like a curse: BENNY'S LIQUOR.

A clown with a cracked smile clutched a bottle like a weapon. Red neon tears glowed in his eyes, casting bloody shadows across the empty parking lot with the message: Raise your spirits. 

Nadine didn't smile. Nothing did it for her anymore. Joy had become a foreign concept, something she remembered other people experiencing in what felt like a previous lifetime. 

To the world, she was Maria Santos. No one knew her real name except Sister Anita who named her as a baby. There was something holy about that name: Nadine Singh. One day she’d use it. But for now, she didn’t want it associated with what she’d become over the last six years, and what she planned to do in the next six minutes. 

She killed the headlights and coasted into a shadow beside the dumpster. The Mustang hissed as it cooled, metal contracting with small pops that sounded like distant gunfire. Her breath fogged the inside of the windshield, each exhale another ghost she didn't want to see.

For a long moment she just sat there, fingers locked on the wheel, staring at that grotesque sign like it held answers to questions she was afraid to ask.

Then she reached for the glovebox.
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THE PISTOL WAS still there. Matte black. No serial number. No story. Just a tool. Just a choice. She picked it up and laid it across her lap like a memory, the weight of it both familiar and foreign after days of running. Her thumb brushed the slide, slow and reverent, the way someone might trace a scar they'd long since stopped pretending had healed.

The metal was cold against her skin, colder than the night pressing against the car windows. She'd carried this gun for three months now, since everything had gone sideways in Phoenix. 

The trembling came back. Not because she was afraid. Not anymore.

Because there was no turning back.

From the passenger seat she grabbed her disguise: a faded gas station ball cap with an oil stain across the brim, and a pair of scratched aviators that had seen better decades.

She leaned into the rearview mirror, her reflection fragmented by a crack that ran diagonally across the glass. Fitted the hat, pulling it low over her eyes. Slid on the glasses, feeling the wire frames settle against her temples. 

Then stared.

The disguise didn't matter. Not really. Not with those eyes. Eyes that had seen too much in too short a time. Eyes like a ghost who remembered what it was to bleed.

"Okay," she whispered to her fractured reflection, and reached for the door handle. "Let's do it."

The night slapped her the moment she stepped outside. Wind knifed under her coat and clawed at her skin with fingers made of ice and urban decay. She welcomed it. It reminded her she was still alive, still breathing, still capable of feeling something other than the hollow numbness that had settled in her chest.

The door to the liquor store jingled as she stepped inside, a sad little sound like a wind chime in a morgue. The place smelled of stale bleach and floor polish barely hiding the scent of something rotting beneath it—maybe old fruit, maybe something worse. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead like angry insects, casting a greenish pallor over shelves of whiskey and familiar brands of vodka and others that hadn't run a commercial since the '90s.

Behind the counter stood a guy who looked like he belonged at a gym, not a register. Muscles too big for retail, built for intimidation rather than customer service. A tight shirt that strained at the seams across his chest. He didn't even glance up from his phone, thumbs working the screen with the focused intensity of someone avoiding eye contact.

"Can I help you?" he mumbled, his voice carrying the boredom of someone who'd given this same greeting a thousand times.

"I'm looking for the Red Rock Café," Nadine said. Her voice calm. Even. Practiced. 

He snorted without looking up. "Wrong part of town, lady."

She pulled the gun.
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HE LOOKED UP.

Now she had his full attention.

The phone slipped from his fingers, clattering onto the counter with a plastic crack. His eyes went wide, pupils dilating as his brain processed the matte black shape pointed at his chest. The gym-built confidence drained from his face like water through a broken dam.

"You serious?"

"Empty the register," she said. No tremble in her voice. No echo of guilt. Just words. Cold and final as a judge's gavel.

He hesitated, hands frozen halfway between surrender and something stupider.

That was his mistake.

But he made others, too.

He opened the till with shaking fingers that fumbled over the buttons. The drawer slid out with a mechanical sigh, like it didn't want to see what came next. He pulled out a meager stack of bills—twenties, tens, maybe a few crumpled fives that looked like they'd been through a washing machine.

"That's it?" she asked, glancing at the pathetic pile that wouldn't even fill a gas tank.

"Two hundred ten bucks," he said, his voice thin and reedy, stripped of the casual boredom from thirty seconds ago. "That's all we got, I swear."

"Open the safe."

"There's no safe." Too quick. Too defensive.

Wrong answer.

"Don't lie to me."

"I swear on my mother's grave. Look, this place is a dump. You think we got vaults back here? Corporate takes the cash every night."

She stepped forward, boots squeaking against linoleum that probably hadn't been mopped since the Bush administration. The muzzle of the gun leveled with his heart, steady as a compass needle finding true north.

"Try again."

His eyes darted to the side. Quick. Involuntary.

She saw it.

The twitch under the counter. The subtle movement of his left hand.

Silent alarm.

Dammit.

A shriek of sirens erupted from the corner speaker, a harsh, glitchy stutter that cut straight through the nerves like a dentist's drill. Red lights began to spin above the door, casting the room in flashing blood that turned everything into a crime scene before the crime was even finished.

He lunged.

She fired.

The gun kicked in her hand like a living thing trying to escape. The sound shattered the air, louder than thunder in the confined space. Her ears rang with a high whine that drowned out everything else. He staggered back—expression frozen in shock and disbelief—and fell in a heap behind the counter, blood blooming through the cotton of his shirt like ink in water.

A sound.

A scream.

High-pitched and terrified.

Nadine turned.

A man—balding, maybe forty, wearing a rumpled suit that suggested middle management and bad decisions—dropped a bottle of wine that exploded against the floor in a shower of glass fragments. His hands shot into the air, useless shields against a threat that had already moved past him.

Their eyes met.

And in that second, she knew—he would remember her. Every detail. The shape of her jaw beneath the fake nose. The set of her shoulders. The way her hand didn't shake even after killing a man.

One shot. That's all it would take. Clean up the loose end. Silence the witness.

But she didn't fire.

She ran.

The door slammed behind her with enough force to crack the glass. The alarm still howled like a banshee. She dove into the Mustang, engine roaring to life with a sound like controlled violence, and peeled out of the lot with tires screaming their own kind of confession. The clown sign faded in the rearview mirror, its neon tears still bleeding red into the night. Crimson Mesa swallowed her whole.

But she felt it.

That man's eyes.

Like open wounds.

Watching her.

Burning her name into memory.
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SHE DIDN’T KNOW how far she drove. Ten blocks? Ten miles? The streets of Crimson Mesa smeared past in streaks of neon and fractured reflections, like rain on glass. Each intersection bled into the next, a blur of cracked pavement and forgotten stoplights that blinked their warnings to no one. Her grip on the wheel was white-knuckled, jaw clenched so tight her molars ached and she could taste copper where she'd bitten her tongue.

The Mustang's interior smelled like engine oil, old leather, and adrenaline. The dashboard lights flickered—amber and red warnings that she'd learned to ignore over the past thousand miles. A reminder that the car, like her, was running on borrowed time and sheer mechanical stubbornness. One headlight had been busted since Albuquerque, the glass spider-webbed from a close encounter with a parking garage pillar. She never bothered to fix it. You didn't fix things when you weren't sure you'd be around tomorrow.

Her mind replayed the moment again. And again. A loop she couldn't escape, like a broken record skipping on the same damaged groove. The clerk's face—surprised, confused, not even angry. Just caught. Like a deer frozen in headlights that couldn't comprehend the approaching danger.

The way he jerked back when the bullet found him. The wet sound his body made when it hit the ground behind the counter, like a sack of meat dropped from height.

He hadn't even reached for a weapon. Just pressed a button. Followed company policy probably drilled into him during orientation. Keep the register light, hit the alarm if trouble starts, let insurance handle the rest.

And now he was dead.

Because of her.

Because she needed gas money and grocery money and another tank of fuel to carry her further away from the things that hunted her in the darkness.

She turned sharply into a narrow alley between two burnt-out buildings that had probably housed dreams once—maybe a restaurant, maybe a shop where people bought things that made them happy. Now they were just hollow shells with boarded windows like dead eyes. She killed the lights. Bricks loomed on either side like tombstones in an urban cemetery. The car coasted to a stop beneath a lamppost that hadn't worked in years, its bulb long since shattered by stones or bullets or time itself.

She cut the engine.

Silence fell.

The kind of silence that makes your own heartbeat sound like a drum, like something trying to break out of your chest. The kind that amplifies every small sound—the tick of cooling metal, the distant hum of traffic on streets that still had purpose, the whisper of wind through broken glass.

The gun lay on the passenger seat, heavy and still warm from being fired. She didn't look at it.

Couldn't.

Her chest rose and fell in shallow bursts that never quite satisfied her lungs' need for oxygen. She pressed her forehead to the wheel, eyes shut tight, the cracked vinyl cool against her skin. Maybe if she squeezed hard enough, she could rewind time. Maybe the world would give her a do-over, let her walk into that store and ask for directions like a normal person with normal problems.

But life didn't work that way. It never had.

No tears came. She didn't cry anymore. Those muscles had atrophied along with hope and the belief that tomorrow might be better than today.

Instead, her mind spun toward the real problem.

The man in the store. The witness.

She should've killed him.
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SHE’D HAD THE chance. One clean shot. Eliminate the loose end.

But she couldn't do it.

Because that would've made her someone else. Someone she swore she'd never become. Someone like the people who'd taught her that killing could be justified with the right paperwork and the proper chain of command.

She leaned back in the seat and stared at the ceiling. The vinyl was cracked, sagging, a spiderweb of time and wear that mapped the car's history in tears and splits. Just like her. Just like everything she'd ever touched that started whole and ended broken.

She reached for the glovebox—not for the gun, but for the cigarettes tucked behind the duct tape and a half-empty bottle of aspirin that rattled like dice when she moved it. She lit one with a cheap plastic lighter that had somehow survived three states and a dozen motels. The flame flared briefly in the dark, illuminating her fingers—scarred knuckles, a burn mark on her wrist from Tucson, hands that had learned to hurt people professionally—and then smoke filled the cabin like incense in a church full of ghosts.

The drag burned her throat. The second went down easier, filling her lungs with poison that felt like absolution.

Smoke curled toward the ceiling, mixing with memories she hadn't asked for. Mixing with the past that followed her everywhere, no matter how many miles she put between herself and the places where she'd learned to be afraid.

And just like that—

She was gone.


TWENTY-TWO YEARS EARLIER

Los Angeles, California



The woman looked like she hadn't slept in days. Her coat was too thin for the December chill that cut through Los Angeles like something with teeth. Hair matted, shoulders hunched against more than just the cold, eyes hollow from crying too long and too hard. She held the baby like something sacred and fragile—like letting go would kill her, but holding on would destroy them both.

The infant screamed.

That jagged, animal scream only newborns had, full of need and fear and protest against a world that had already proven itself cruel. The woman climbed the steps to the Sacred Heart Orphanage, every motion stiff with hesitation and finality. She stood for a moment under the broken porch light that flickered like a dying heartbeat, breath frosting in the air, tears freezing on her cheeks before they could fall.

Then she bent down and placed the baby on a threadbare blue blanket that had probably been white once, before the world had stained it with its particular shade of gray.

Pinned a torn scrap of paper to her chest with a safety pin that caught the light.

Her hand hovered over the child's face, fingers trembling with cold and something deeper than weather.

Then clenched into a fist.

A whisper no one would ever hear passed her lips—maybe a prayer, maybe an apology, maybe just a mother's final goodbye to a child she couldn't keep safe.

And then she walked away.

Didn't run.

Didn't look back.

Just disappeared into the alley, swallowed by night and history and the kind of desperation that turns love into abandonment.

Inside, Sister Anita was lighting candles in the chapel, each flame a small prayer against the darkness. New to America, barely twenty-five, with a soft voice and a spine of steel forged in Kerala villages where survival meant faith and stubbornness in equal measure. Her rosary clinked as she walked toward the front door, the sound of crying pulling her from prayer like a bell calling her to duty.

She opened the door and gasped.

A baby. Tiny, furious, wrapped in a blanket that smelled of cigarettes and milk and the particular desperation of someone who'd run out of choices.

"Oh, sweetheart," Anita murmured in Malayalam, scooping her up, rocking her gently as the baby's fists waved in protest against a universe that had already shown its true face.

Behind her, Sister Agnes appeared. Older. Stern. Unimpressed by yet another casualty of the world's casual cruelty.

"Another stray," Agnes muttered, her voice carrying forty years of seeing children abandoned like unwanted pets.

"I'll care for her," Anita said without hesitation, the words carrying the weight of a vow.

Agnes grunted. "Don't get attached."

Later that night, while rain began to fall against windows that had seen too many storms, Anita sat at the desk and filled in the register with careful handwriting:


Nadine Singh

No known parents. No date of birth. Abandoned at doorstep.



She wrote the name slowly, as if naming her meant protecting her from a world that had already proven it didn't care about small things that needed protection.

Sister Anita took the baby in her arms and whispered in her ear. Nadine Singh, you are special. Believe it. People will never forget you. 

Thunder rolled in the distance, promising a storm that would last for days.

The storm had only just begun.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 6

[image: ]




EIGHT YEARS LATER

Nadine sat on the narrow bed in the dormitory that smelled like industrial disinfectant and the accumulated tears of children who'd learned that homes weren't permanent and love was something other people received from families that actually wanted them. Sister Anita Majumdar had found her there after another night of crying herself to sleep, wondering why God let bad things happen to kids who'd never hurt anyone and just wanted someone to care whether they were happy or scared.

"Little one, why such sadness on this beautiful morning?" Sister Anita's voice carried the kind of gentle warmth that made even institutional spaces feel less like warehouses for unwanted children and more like places where healing might eventually happen.

"Sister Agnes says I'm going to hell because I got angry and threw my breakfast plate. She says God doesn't love children who can't control their temper."

Sister Anita settled onto the bed with the careful grace of someone whose presence made everything feel safer and more manageable, her weathered hands folding in her lap like prayers made visible through decades of practicing compassion in places where kindness was often the only gift adults could offer.

"Oh, my dear child. Sister Agnes speaks from her own pain sometimes, and pain can make even good people say things that aren't true. God doesn't work the way she described."

"Then how does God work?"

"Come, let me show you something."

Sister Anita led her to the window that overlooked the courtyard where other children played games that helped them forget, at least temporarily, that they were living in a place designed for people nobody wanted. The morning sun made everything look golden and peaceful, like maybe the world wasn't as harsh as nighttime fears suggested.

"Look at those flowers, Nadine. See how they grow even in soil that's hard and rocky? They don't choose where to plant themselves, but they bloom anyway because that's what flowers do. God works through them to create beauty in places where beauty shouldn't be possible."

"But what about bad things? What about when people hurt children or when parents don't want their kids anymore?"

Sister Anita was quiet for a moment, watching children chase each other around playground equipment that had seen better decades but still served its purpose of providing joy to people who had precious little of it in their daily lives.

"God doesn't cause bad things, little one. People cause bad things when they forget how to love properly. But God takes those bad things and uses them to build strength and compassion in hearts that might never have learned those gifts any other way."

"I don't understand."

"You're here in this place because adults made choices that hurt you. That's not God's fault—that's people forgetting their responsibility to protect the innocent. But God is using your time here to teach you things that children with easy lives never learn."

"What kinds of things?"

"How to be strong when life is hard. How to find hope when everything seems hopeless. How to love people even when they haven't earned it. These are gifts that will make you special for your whole life, even though right now they just feel like punishment."

Sister Anita reached into her pocket and pulled out a small silver cross attached to a delicate chain, the kind of jewelry that looked handmade rather than mass-produced. Nadine could see words engraved on the back in script so fine it must have taken hours to complete.

"This belonged to my mother, who gave it to me when I was about your age and facing troubles that seemed too big for a little girl to handle. Now I want you to have it."

She turned the cross over, revealing the inscription that would become more meaningful with each passing year: Faith is Forever along with the initials A.M. engraved in flowing letters that suggested someone who'd taken time to make this gift as beautiful as possible.

"Faith is forever, Nadine. No matter what happens to you, no matter how hard life becomes, no matter how many people disappoint you or hurt you, God's love remains constant. Faith is the one thing that can never be taken away unless you choose to give it up."

Sister Anita placed the chain around Nadine's neck with the ceremonial care of someone performing a sacred ritual, the cross settling against her chest with a weight that felt significant beyond its physical presence.

"Keep this on wherever you go and God will always be with you. When you're scared, touch it and remember that you're loved. When you're angry, touch it and remember that God has a plan for your life that's bigger than whatever pain you're feeling right now."

Nadine touched the cross with fingers that had learned to be gentle with precious things because precious things were rare in her experience. The metal felt warm against her skin, like it was somehow alive with the love that had motivated Sister Anita to give away something that must have meant everything to her.

"But what if I do bad things? What if I get so angry that I hurt someone?"

"Then you touch the cross and remember that God's love is bigger than any mistake you could ever make. Faith isn't about being perfect, little one. Faith is about trusting that God can use even our worst moments to create something good."

"Will you always be here to remind me?"

Sister Anita's smile carried the kind of gentle sadness that adults wore when they knew truths about impermanence that children weren't ready to understand. "I'll be here as long as God wants me here. But more importantly, His love will be with you wherever you go, and this cross will remind you of that love when I can't."

That night, Nadine fell asleep touching the cross and feeling, for the first time since arriving at the orphanage, that someone actually cared whether she was happy or frightened. The gift wasn't just jewelry—it was tangible proof that love existed, that she mattered enough for someone to sacrifice something precious, that God might actually have plans for her life that didn't involve permanent sadness.

She would carry Sister Anita's cross through foster homes and martial arts training, through years of violence and moral compromise, trying to become someone worthy of the faith that had been gifted to her by someone who'd understood that some gifts were more valuable than safety or comfort.

Faith is forever.

Even when everything else fell apart, that truth would remain constant.
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THE CIGARETTE WAS nearly burned to the filter, the ember glowing like a dying star between her fingers.

Nadine flicked it out the window and watched the sparks scatter across wet asphalt, tiny orange fireflies that died the moment they touched the ground. Her stomach twisted—not from guilt, but from the kind of ache that sits in your soul when you remember where you came from. When you remember being small and afraid and completely alone in a world that had already forgotten you existed.

She hadn't thought of Sacred Heart in years. Or Sister Anita with her soft voice and fierce protection. Or the name she'd been given by a woman who'd tried to love unwanted children in a system designed to warehouse them. The orphanage had been demolished six years ago—she'd seen the article in a newspaper at a truck stop outside Phoenix. Another piece of her past erased by progress and real estate development.

She touched her cheek. Not to feel for tears—there were none—but to remind herself that she was still here. Still breathing. Still Nadine. Still fighting against forces that wanted to reduce her to a case number or a statistic or a body bag with no one left to claim it.

But for what?

The question hung in the cigarette smoke that filled the car like ghosts of all the choices that had led her to this moment. The money she'd taken was barely enough to fill the tank and grab a motel room for one night. She'd risked her life—and taken another—for two hundred ten dollars and a bag of consequences that would follow her for years. If she lived that long.

She lit another cigarette with hands that shook only slightly. Her fingers were steadier this time, muscle memory overriding the adrenaline crash that made her feel hollow and electric at the same time.

What she needed was a plan. Maybe a new city, somewhere without the kind of heat that had been building around her since Phoenix. Somewhere they wouldn't think to look for someone like her.

She glanced in the side mirror, checking for headlights that might be following. The Mustang still had a quarter tank—enough to get her past the state line if she drove smart and didn't stop for anything but traffic lights. Maybe east toward the Carolinas where she could disappear into small towns and tobacco fields. Maybe to Kansas City or Reno, where the casinos generated enough cash flow to hide financial transactions that couldn't bear scrutiny.

Somewhere she could disappear again.

Start over.

Become someone new.

But she knew one thing for sure: Crimson Mesa had just become her past. Another burned bridge in a life that had become a series of abandoned places and forgotten names.

And this time, she wasn't looking back.

The engine turned over on the third try, coughing like an old man with too many cigarettes and not enough hope. She backed out of the alley, the single working headlight cutting through the darkness like a wounded eye trying to find its way home.

In the distance, sirens wailed.

Getting closer.

Time to go.
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THE HIGHWAY CLAWED away from Crimson Mesa like a scar across the landscape. Concrete veined with potholes and faded paint zipped beneath the tires of the Mustang as Nadine drove east, the wind clawing through the cracked window seal and tugging at her thoughts like fingers trying to drag her back to face what she'd done.

She hadn't spoken a word aloud since leaving the city. Not a curse. Not a prayer. Not even the kind of whispered promises to herself that people made when they were trying to convince themselves that tomorrow might be different. The radio didn't work—just a hiss of static and a cassette tape stuck in the player that occasionally spit out warbled snippets of 70s rock, like ghosts of better times trying to break through the electronic snow.

The city lights vanished behind her, swallowed by distance and the curvature of the earth. Now it was just blackness stretching to every horizon, open road that seemed to lead nowhere, and the low growl of the engine—steady, reliable, like a loyal dog that hadn't figured out it was dying.

Her hands were steadier now on the steering wheel. Not calm. But resolved. The trembling had stopped somewhere around mile marker forty, replaced by the kind of grim determination that came when you realized you'd crossed a line and the only way forward was to keep walking.

She had no plan.

Only direction.

And sometimes, when the world had stripped away every other option, that was enough.

At a run-down gas station off Route 86, she stopped. The place looked like it had been abandoned mid-century and then re-opened by someone who never updated a damn thing—a time capsule of American decline preserved in rust and broken dreams. One flickering overhead light cast sickly yellow shadows across cracked asphalt. A rusted-out ice machine bore a hand-written sign that said "No Ice Since '94." The gas pumps were older than she was and didn't take cards, their analog displays clicking over numbers like slot machine reels.

Inside, it smelled like mothballs and microwaved regret, with an undertone of stale cigarettes and industrial disinfectant that couldn't quite mask whatever had died behind the walls.

A man in his fifties leaned behind the counter, nursing a cherry slurpee and reading a dog-eared tabloid with headlines about alien abductions and celebrity divorces. His gut hung over his belt like a question mark, and his eyes had the glazed look of someone who'd given up on most things years ago.

"Restrooms?" she asked, her voice hoarse from cigarettes and silence.

He pointed with his thumb without looking up from an article about Bigfoot sightings in Oregon. "Back left. Don't mind the smell."

She didn't.

The bathroom was what she expected—filthy, one flickering bulb that strobed like a broken disco ball, and a cracked mirror stained with something that looked like decades of smoke and time and desperation. She locked the door behind her, checked it twice, and stared at herself in the fractured glass.

The disguise had done little to change who she really was. The aviators were long gone, probably crushed under someone's boot in the liquor store parking lot. The ball cap sat crushed in the footwell of the Mustang, soaked with sweat and fear. Her face was hers again, naked and raw and recognizable to anyone who might be looking.

She turned on the tap. Rust groaned through the pipes like something in pain before water spat out in uneven spurts, brown at first, then clearing to a stream that tasted like metal and broken promises.

Nadine splashed her face with water that was colder than she'd expected, scrubbed her hands like she could rub away the guilt and the gunpowder residue and the memory of a man falling behind a counter. Her fingers lingered on the inside of her wrist, tracing the faint scar there—a thin white line that told a story she never shared with anyone. An old one. One of many.

"You messed up," she muttered at the mirror, her voice echoing off cracked tiles.

The face looking back didn't disagree.
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BACK AT THE register, she bought a Coke, a pack of jerky, and a roll of breath mints. Simple things. The kind of purchases that didn't stick in people's memories or create patterns that law enforcement could follow later.

"Long night?" the man asked as he rang her up, his fingers moving across keys that looked like they'd been pressed a million times by people buying forgettable things with cash they couldn't afford to spend.

She nodded, watching him count change from a register that probably predated electronic payment systems.

"You got that look," he said, studying her face with the careful attention of someone who'd seen enough broken people to recognize the symptoms.

"What look's that?"

"Like you're tryin' to outrun something that doesn't have feet." He handed her the change—crumpled bills and coins warm from his palm. "Something that travels at the speed of memory."

Nadine met his gaze, seeing herself reflected in eyes that had probably witnessed their share of midnight confessions and desperate transactions. Something flickered between them—recognition, maybe. Or a mutual understanding born of broken nights and the kind of choices that left permanent marks on your soul.

"You ever win that race?" she asked, genuinely curious about how someone survived decades of carrying weight that never got lighter.

He smiled without joy, the expression of someone who'd learned to find humor in hopeless situations. "Nope. But I've learned to sleep with it. Dreams are just memories anyway."

Outside, under the sickly glow of the fluorescent light that buzzed like a dying insect, she popped the trunk. The Mustang's storage space was cramped and smelled like rust and old oil, but it held everything she owned in the world. She rifled through the duffel bag she'd packed days ago in another city, when her problems had been different but no less complicated—some clothes that could pass for normal in most situations, two burner phones still in their packaging, and a leather-bound notebook with nothing written in it. Just blank pages that stared back at her like an accusation. A reminder that she still hadn't figured out what the hell she wanted from this new life.

From any life.

She changed shirts in the shadows behind the car, swapped out her hoodie for a leather jacket that smelled like rain and motor oil and the kind of freedom that came with motorcycle rides she'd never taken. Pinned her dark hair into a tight bun and tucked it under a wool cap that had seen better winters. The jacket was heavier than the hoodie, but it changed her silhouette in ways that might matter later.

A new look. Not enough to fool a determined cop or a traumatized witness with a good memory, but enough to slip beneath the casual notice of security cameras and minimum-wage clerks who saw hundreds of faces every day. Enough to breathe a little easier in a world that seemed designed to suffocate people like her.

She checked her phone. No signal. The screen showed nothing but the digital equivalent of static—no bars, no connection to the networks that tracked people's movements through electronic breadcrumbs they didn't even know they were leaving.

Good.

The witness from the liquor store would be talking to the cops by now, probably in some beige interview room that smelled like bad coffee and industrial carpet. Giving them what he remembered—medium build, female, olive skin, late twenties maybe. Hair tucked under a hat. Gun held steady in hands that didn't shake. Scared but dangerous, the worst kind of combination.

A sketch artist would be at work within the hour, translating traumatic memory into something that might or might not resemble her actual face.

APBs would be issued to patrol units whose officers would glance at composite drawings that all looked like the same generic criminal.

But the city had bigger problems than a lone liquor store heist that had netted barely enough money to matter to anyone except the dead clerk and his family, if he even had one. With luck—and she hated relying on luck more than almost anything—she'd have forty-eight hours before anyone really started looking for a woman who might not even exist by then.
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SHE GOT BACK in the car, the leather seat cold against her back despite the jacket. The interior still smelled like cigarettes and fear, but now there was something else—the sharp scent of determination mixed with the kind of desperation that made people do things they'd never thought possible.

Started the engine.

It coughed, sputtered once, twice, then caught with a growl that sounded almost grateful. The dashboard lights flickered to life—oil pressure, temperature, the fuel gauge hovering just above empty though she’d filled it a half hour ago.

A long stretch of highway lay ahead, coiling into the blackness like a snake made of asphalt and broken dreams. No streetlights out here. No signs of civilization except the road itself, carved through landscape that had probably looked the same for a thousand years before the first highway crews had scarred it with progress.

She took a swig of Coke, the sweetness cutting through the metallic taste that had settled in her mouth. Chased it with the phantom flavor of gunpowder still lingering in her throat, a reminder that some things couldn't be washed away with carbonated sugar water and wishful thinking.

Then she hit the gas.

The Mustang responded like it had been waiting for permission, like some part of its mechanical soul had been holding back until this moment when running became more important than fuel economy or engine longevity. The speedometer climbed past sixty, past seventy, the needle dancing toward numbers that would make this a felony stop if anyone with a badge happened to be watching.

The white lines on the road became a blur, hypnotic and endless, creating the illusion of standing still while the world rushed past at dangerous speeds. Trees flashed by like dark sentinels guarding secrets that would never be revealed. Mile markers counted down the distance to destinations that might not even exist anymore.

Miles disappeared beneath her wheels with the hungry efficiency of time devouring memory. Crimson Mesa became a glowing smudge in the rearview mirror, then a memory, then a nightmare that belonged to someone else, then nothing at all. Just another place she'd been and could never return to, another bridge burned in a life that had become a series of abandoned territories.

But she couldn't shake the feeling that something was following her.

Not a car—she'd been checking the mirrors obsessively, watching for headlights that stayed the same distance behind her for too long. Not a cop—she would have seen the telltale silhouette of a light bar or the aggressive posture of a patrol vehicle built for pursuit rather than comfort.

Something worse.

Something that didn't need headlights or engines or even a physical form to track her across state lines and through the darkness that had become her natural habitat.

Her past.

The accumulated weight of every choice that had brought her to this moment, every compromise that had seemed necessary at the time, every line crossed in the name of survival. It followed her like gravity, invisible but inescapable, pulling at her with a force that increased with every mile she put between herself and the life she'd been trying to escape.

And it was gaining ground.

No matter how fast she drove, how many aliases she used, how many times she changed her appearance or her story or her destination, the past moved at the speed of consequence. It had been patient for years, allowing her to believe that distance meant safety, that new names meant new possibilities.

Just then her cell phone buzzed.

She froze. It was a text from a number she didn’t recognize. She stared at the screen, the blue light harsh in the dark Mustang. All it said was:

I FOUND YOU.
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SHE PANICKED, RACKING her brain, trying to figure out who the call could be from.

The blood drained from her face. How? She had burned the previous burner, swapped SIMs, and driven a circular route for two hours. Who had the tech to pierce that veil? The Syndicate? The Feds?

She had to know. The uncertainty was worse than a bullet.

Her fingers trembled slightly as she typed a response.

Who is this?

She stared at the three dots dancing on the screen, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird.

The phone chirped.

I saw your number in my contacts, but didn’t know who it was.

Nadine stared at the screen, the breath whooshing out of her lungs. It wasn’t a hit team. It wasn’t an assassin. It was just a random wrong number or a phishing bot scaping for active lines.

She let out a huge sigh of relief, her shoulders dropping three inches.

"Unbelievable," she muttered.

She blocked the number and pocketed her phone. 

The Mustang’s tires whispered across wet asphalt as Nadine pulled off the main road and into the shadow of a half-collapsed warehouse that had probably manufactured dreams once, before the economy had moved on to cheaper places with more desperate workers. Rust streaked the corrugated walls like dried blood, painting abstract patterns that told stories about what happened when progress left buildings behind to die slowly in the elements.

She killed the engine and sat still, her breath fogging in the cold air that smelled like urban decay and broken promises. The silence rushed in through the cracked windows like flood water, filling every space in the car until even her heartbeat seemed too loud. For the first time in hours, quiet wrapped around her like a shroud.
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