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Chapter 1: The Empty Ward
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Awareness returned like a switch being thrown in a dark room.

There was no slow swim toward consciousness, no lingering fog. One moment there was nothing. The next, there was the cold, the smell, and the silence.

The cold was industrial, seeping through the thin fabric of a medical gown into her back. The smell was antiseptic, layered over something stale and metallic. The silence was absolute. No hum of machines, no distant voices, no shuffle of feet.

She opened her eyes.

Fluorescent light panels stared down from a pockmarked ceiling, half of them dead. The glow they cast was a sickly, green-tinged pallor, turning the room into a diorama of washed-out colors. She was on a gurney, her wrists and ankles secured by thick, industrial-strength Velcro straps. Not gentle medical restraints. These were the kind used for transport.

Panic, hot and sharp, lanced through her chest. She tried to sit up, but the straps held firm. A dry, rasping sound escaped her throat—her first attempt at a scream.

Think. Breathe.

She forced air into her lungs, the effort loud in the perfect quiet. She turned her head. The room was small, square, and utterly abandoned. A stainless-steel sink with a single faucet sat against one wall, beneath a cracked mirror. Cabinets hung open, empty. A rolling instrument tray was overturned on the floor, its contents scattered—a few plastic syringes, a snapped tourniquet, a single latex glove.

No monitors. No IV stand. No call button.

Where am I?

The question echoed, finding no purchase. She searched her mind for an anchor—a name, a face, a reason—and found only a yawning, formless blank. The harder she pushed, the more it receded, like chasing a shadow. The emptiness was total. She knew things—what a sink was, what the straps were—but she knew nothing of herself.

A new kind of cold, deeper than the room’s chill, settled in her bones.

She strained against the straps again, testing them. They were anchored tightly to the gurney’s frame. Her right hand clawed at the air, fingers searching. The movement made the rough fabric of the gown’s sleeve scrape against her inner forearm.

There was a bump. A hard, foreign ridge beneath the material.

Ignoring the pinch of the strap, she twisted her wrist, working her fingers up her sleeve. Her fingertips brushed against something solid, sewn into the seam. Not a tag. Something heavier. She pinched the fabric, pulling it down to expose a few inches of her forearm.

A key.

It was about two inches long, brass, with a simple bow and a single, distinctive tooth—a deep, jagged cut in the middle, like a mountain range on a map. It was crudely but securely stitched into the sleeve with thick, black thread, the knots bulky against her skin.

Someone had put this here. For her to find.

The implication was a new layer of ice. This was planned.

A soft, electronic crackle made her jump. It came from the far corner of the room, near the door. A small, boxy television was mounted high on the wall, its screen previously dark. Now, it flickered to life with a burst of static snow.

A local news logo materialized—a stylized skyline she didn’t recognize. A severe-looking anchor with perfect hair was mid-sentence.

“...police have cordoned off the entire Riverside Drive area. The victim, identified as Marcus Thorne, was found in his luxury apartment early this morning. Sources describe the scene as ‘exceptionally violent.’”

A photograph filled half the screen. A man in his forties, handsome, smiling in a tailored suit. Marcus Thorne. The name meant nothing. The face sparked nothing.

“Authorities are urgently seeking a person of interest,” the anchor continued, her tone grave. “This individual is believed to have been the last to see Thorne alive and may have critical information.”

A graphic appeared next to the anchor’s head. It was a police sketch.

The air left her lungs.

The sketch was a woman. High cheekbones, wide-set eyes, a determined set to the jaw. It wasn’t a photograph, but the resemblance was unmistakable. It was her face.

“This woman is considered armed and extremely dangerous. If you see her, do not approach. Contact authorities immediately.”

The straps weren’t just restraints. They were a cage. She was in a cage, and the entire world outside was being told she was a monster.

The screen changed to show exterior footage of a modern apartment building, police tape, flashing lights. Then, it cut to a live shot. A police spokeswoman stood at a podium, microphones clustered before her.

“We are now classifying Marcus Thorne’s death as a homicide. We are actively searching for our prime suspect.” The spokeswoman looked directly into the camera, her gaze flat and penetrating. “Her name is Laine.”

Laine.

The name hit her like a physical blow. It didn’t feel familiar. It felt like a label slapped on a box she’d never opened. But it was hers. Laine. Prime suspect.

The broadcast flickered again, the signal dissolving into jagged lines before the screen went dead, plunging the corner back into shadow.

Prime suspect. For a brutal murder. In a locked, empty hospital room.

Her heart was a frantic drum against her ribs. She had to get out. Now.

She ripped her left arm upward with a desperate, raw strength she didn’t know she possessed. The Velcro on that strap gave a tortured rrrrrip and tore free from its anchor. Her left hand was loose.

She fumbled for the key stitched into her right sleeve, fingers clumsy with adrenaline. The black thread was tough. She couldn’t break it. She needed to cut it.

Her gaze swept the room, locking onto the scattered instruments on the floor. The syringe. The plastic was useless. The tourniquet. No.

The snapped tourniquet. One end had a small, plastic clamp with a sharp, broken edge.

It was just out of reach.

Laine—the name was a bitter taste on her tongue—stretched her freed left arm to its limit, fingers straining. The gurney’s side rail was in the way. She gritted her teeth and shoved her body sideways, making the whole wheeled frame screech across the linoleum. An inch. Two.

Her fingertips brushed the broken plastic clamp.

A sound froze her.

Not from the room. From beyond the door.

A low, reverberating clang. Metal on metal, distant, somewhere deep in the building. Then silence again.

Someone was here.

Panic sharpened into a razor’s edge. She wasn’t just trapped; she was trapped with someone. The “Cleaner” from the news? The police? The real killer?

She hooked a finger around the broken tourniquet and dragged it toward her, the sound impossibly loud in the silence. She snatched it up. The broken edge was jagged, not a blade, but it had a point.

Working frantically, she sawed at the thick black threads securing the key to her sleeve. The plastic was weak, bending dangerously. She focused on one thread, working it back and forth. It snapped with a tiny ping.

Another clang, closer this time. A heavy door swinging shut? Footsteps? It was impossible to tell through the layers of wall and silence.

She sawed at the second thread. Her breath came in short, sharp gasps. The key shifted, hanging by a single fiber. One more.

A new sound. A low, electrical hum that built from the walls themselves. The dead fluorescent lights above her head flickered, buzzed, and then blazed to full, blinding life. The room was suddenly, clinically bright, exposing every stain on the floor, every crack in the tile.

Power. Someone had just turned on the power.

The third thread snapped.

The brass key dropped into her palm. It was cool, surprisingly heavy for its size.

No time to think about what it unlocked. She had to get off this gurney.

She attacked the remaining straps. The Velcro on her right wrist tore more easily now that she had leverage. She sat up, the world tilting for a dizzying second, and bent to her ankles. The straps there were tighter, doubled over. She picked at the seam with the broken plastic, prying one layer free, then yanked with both hands. Rrrrip. Rrrrip.

She was free.

She swung her legs over the side, bare feet hitting the freezing floor. A wave of nausea and dizziness washed over her. She gripped the gurney’s rail, waiting for it to pass. Her body felt weak, unfamiliar. How long had she been out? What had they given her?

The key. She clenched it in her fist, the jagged tooth biting into her palm. A focus point.

The door. It was heavy-looking, painted a dull industrial green, with a small wire-reinforced window at eye level. There was no handle on the inside. Just a smooth metal plate where a lever should be. A keyhole sat beneath it.

This was not a patient’s room. This was a holding cell.

She padded to the door, her steps soundless on the cold floor. Peering through the window, she saw a long, empty corridor stretching into darkness. The lights were out there, except for a single red EXIT sign glowing faintly far to the left. The hum of the power didn’t extend to the hall. They’d only turned on her room.

A message. A taunt. I know you’re awake.

She pressed her ear to the cold metal. Nothing but the frantic pulse in her own head.

She looked at the key in her hand, then at the keyhole. It was a simple, old-fashioned pin-tumbler lock. It might fit.

Before she could talk herself out of it, she slid the key into the hole. It went in smoothly, to the hilt. She turned it.

A solid, satisfying clunk resonated through the door mechanism.

She held her breath, waiting for an alarm, a shout. Nothing.

Pushing against the smooth metal plate, the door swung outward with a soft, sighing creak. The corridor air was colder, smelling of dust and damp concrete. The darkness was nearly total, the red EXIT sign a lone, bleeding eye in the distance.

To her immediate right, fixed to the wall, was a floor plan encased in a dusty plexiglass frame. HILLCREST MEMORIAL HOSPITAL – WEST WING, LEVEL B. The map was a maze of rectangles and labels: MORGUE, LABORATORY, LONG-TERM STORAGE. Her room was marked SECURE HOLDING.

Hillcrest Memorial. The name meant nothing, but the "Memorial" part felt like a bad joke.

Another sound echoed down the corridor, from the direction opposite the EXIT sign. A soft, shuffling drag. Then a wet, rhythmic tap... tap... tap.

Not footsteps. Something else.

Laine ducked back into her room, pulling the door nearly closed, leaving only a crack to peer through. Her heart hammered against her ribs. The key was a cold brand in her fist.

From the depths of the darkness, a figure emerged into the faint red glow of the exit sign.

It was a man in dark janitorial coveralls, pushing a wide, heavy bucket on wheels. A mop handle protruded from it. He moved slowly, head down. Tap... tap... tap... went the mop head, dripping some dark liquid onto the floor as he pushed the bucket along, leaving a trail of wet patches behind him.

He stopped almost directly opposite her door.

He straightened up, slowly, and turned his head. Not toward her door, but down at the trail his bucket was leaving. He stood there, perfectly still, for a long five seconds.

Then, he reached into the bucket.

He didn’t pull out the mop.

His hand came up holding a long, metal handle. But attached to the end wasn’t a mop head. It was a blade, about a foot long, curved and sinister, dripping with the same dark fluid.

Laine stopped breathing.

The Cleaner wasn’t a police term. It was a job description.

He took a slow, deliberate step toward the trail of liquid, raising the blade as if to scrape it clean. His gaze lifted, following the trail.

It led right to her door.

Time slowed to the drip of liquid from the curved blade.

The man in the coveralls—the Cleaner—tilted his head, his face still in shadow. He was looking at the wet patches on the floor, then at the slight crack of light from her room seeping into the dark hall.

Laine’s muscles coiled, screaming to slam the door shut, to lock it. But the sound would be a gunshot in the silence. He’d know for sure.

She held still, a statue in the sliver of darkness, willing herself to vanish.

The Cleaner took another step closer, his boots making no sound on the wet linoleum. He was ten feet away. Then eight.

He raised his free hand, not toward the blade, but to his ear. He tapped it, a casual gesture.

A radio. He had an earpiece.

He listened, his head cocked. A faint, tinny squawk was barely audible. He grunted, a low, displeased sound.

“Copy,” he muttered, his voice a gravelly rasp that carried in the stagnant air. “Still sweeping B-Level. Found some... spillage. Heading to the east stairwell to check the generator complaint.”

He was talking to someone. He had backup. A plan.

His eyes, two pits of shadow, scanned the door one last time. For a heart-stopping moment, Laine was certain he saw her, that he was looking directly into her own wide, terrified eye through the crack.

But then he turned. He shoved the wicked blade back into the bucket with a wet schlick, grabbed the handle, and continued his slow, shuffling progress down the hall, away from her, toward the distant red EXIT sign. The tap... tap... tap of the mop head resumed, fading into the darkness.

Laine didn’t move until the sound was completely gone, swallowed by the building’s silence. She let out a shuddering breath she hadn’t realized she was holding, her body trembling with the aftershock of adrenaline.

Spillage. Generator complaint.

He was hunting her, but he was also following orders, checking on things. This was an operation. She was a loose end in a system that was now active.

She couldn’t go toward the exit he’d taken. That was a direct path to him.

Pushing the door open fully, she slipped into the corridor, moving in the opposite direction, deeper into the bowels of Level B. The darkness was almost physical. She kept one hand on the cold, gritty wall to guide herself, the other clenched around the key. Her bare feet were silent, but every sense was screaming, hyper-alert to the slightest sound.

She passed closed doors marked PATHOLOGY, ARCHIVES (INACTIVE), LINEN. All locked. The key in her hand felt increasingly specific, precious. It was for something important.

A faint, blue-tinged light began to seep from up ahead. Not the warm red of an exit sign. This was the cold, electronic glow of standby power.

She reached a T-junction. To the right, the corridor ended at a pair of large, sealed double doors labeled MORGUE – AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. The blue light was coming from a digital keypad beside it, its screen softly lit.

To the left, the corridor continued, but the ceiling here had partially collapsed. A tangle of wires, ductwork, and ceiling tiles hung down like metallic guts, blocking the way. A sign dangled from a wire: STRUCTURAL HAZARD – NO ENTRY.

A dead end both ways. Panic began a fresh, cold crawl up her spine.

Then she saw it. Between the morgue doors and the collapse, nearly hidden in the deep shadow, was a third door. It was plain, gray steel, narrower than the others. There was no marking, no window. Just a keyhole.

Her palm sweated around the brass key. This was it. It had to be.

She crept to the steel door, listening. Nothing. She slid the key into the hole. It fit perfectly. She turned.

The lock released with a heavy, well-oiled thunk.

She pulled the door open. It was heavy, moving on stiff hinges. Beyond was not a room, but a steep, narrow staircase leading up into utter blackness. A draft of slightly warmer, mustier air drifted down.

A way out. Or a way deeper in.

A sound from behind her made her spin. Back down the main corridor, from the direction of her old room, a beam of white light cut through the darkness. A flashlight, sweeping side to side. Muffled voices.

“...check every door. She can’t have gone far barefoot.”

They were searching. Systematically.

Laine didn’t hesitate. She slipped through the steel door and pulled it shut behind her as quietly as she could, plunging herself into absolute darkness. The lock re-engaged with a soft but final click.

She was now trapped in a pitch-black stairwell, with pursuers on the other side of the door. But she was moving. Up.

She began to climb, one hand on the rough concrete wall, the other groping ahead in the void. The stairs were metal, grating, and each careful step echoed too loudly in the confined shaft. She counted. Ten steps. A small landing. Turn. Ten more.

On the third landing, her outstretched hand hit another door. She felt for a handle. There was a lever. She pressed it down slowly.

It was locked. From the other side.

A wave of claustrophobia threatened to choke her. She was in a vertical coffin.

She continued up. Her legs burned, her breath coming in ragged gasps. The air grew warmer, dustier. She passed another locked door. Level 1? The ground floor?

She lost count of the flights. Just as her hope began to fray, her hand, sweeping ahead, met not another door, but empty space. The stairs ended.

She’d reached the top. A final door stood here, outlined by the faintest line of pale, pre-dawn light seeping around its edges. Morning. She’d lost hours, a whole night.

This door had no keyhole. It had a simple push-bar handle, the kind meant for emergency exit. A decal was peeling on the metal: ROOF ACCESS – ALARM WILL SOUND.

An alarm. It would bring them running from everywhere.

But below her, down the echoing stairwell, she heard a distant thud. Then the screech of unoiled hinges. The gray steel door at the very bottom, the one she’d come through, was being opened.

Voices, clearer now, echoed up the shaft. “Stairwell clear to B-Level. Moving up.”

They were coming.

Laine looked at the roof door, at the alarm warning. She looked at the key in her hand, useless here. She had no choice.

She put her shoulder to the bar and shoved.

The door burst open with a deafening, brain-jarring shriek.

A pulsating, white alarm light mounted above the door began to spin, throwing strobing flashes across a vast, flat roof. The sound was a physical assault, a klaxon that screamed her location to the entire city.

Cold, damp wind slapped her face, carrying the smell of rain and distant traffic. The sky was a bruised purple, bleeding into orange at the horizon. Dawn.

Laine stumbled out onto the gravel-coated tar. The roof was a labyrinth of industrial equipment: huge, humming HVAC units like sheet-metal beasts, towering ventilator shafts, clusters of satellite dishes. Water towers stood on rusted legs at the far corners. The building was taller than she’d imagined, overlooking a sea of lower, older rooftops and, beyond a chain-link perimeter fence, the slow, gray curl of a river.

Riverside Drive. The crime scene was out there, somewhere.

The alarm was a beacon. She had seconds.

She ran, gravel biting into her bare feet, ducking behind the nearest HVAC unit. The roof access door slammed shut behind her, muffling the klaxon slightly, but it still screamed into the morning.

She peered around the metal edge. The door stayed shut. No one had emerged yet. They’d be coming from inside, taking the stairs. Or would they?

Her eyes darted across the roofscape. There had to be another way down. Fire escape. Maintenance ladder.

Then she saw it. Between two ventilator stacks, a figure stood.

Not by the door. Already on the roof, waiting. A man in dark tactical clothing, silhouetted against the lightening sky. He held a compact submachine gun, held low and ready. He wasn’t looking at the door; he was scanning the roof, his head moving in slow, precise arcs. A perimeter guard.

He hadn’t been alerted by the alarm; he’d been placed here to cut off this exact escape route.

Laine shrank back, her back pressing against the cold metal of the HVAC unit. Think. She was weaponless, barefoot, in a medical gown. He had body armor and an automatic weapon.

The wind whipped the gown around her legs. The key was still a hard lump in her fist.

A crackle of radio static. The guard touched his own earpiece. “Roof alarm triggered at Access Point Alpha. No visual on target yet. Moving to investigate.”

He began to walk, his boots crunching on the gravel, heading straight for her hiding spot.

Trapped. Again.

Her gaze fell on the roof’s surface. Littered among the gravel were tools, forgotten maintenance items: a long, iron pipe. A roll of duct tape. A frayed electrical cable.

And a heavy, four-foot-long wrench, left near a valve cluster.

The guard was twenty paces away, his weapon now raised to his shoulder.

Laine dropped to her knees, grabbed the heavy wrench. It was monstrously heavy, slick with old grease. Useless as a thrown weapon. But maybe not as a distraction.

She hefted it, took a breath, and hurled it sideways, away from her, toward a cluster of satellite dishes near the roof’s edge.

The wrench sailed through the air and clanged with a tremendous, ringing BANG against a metal dish support, then clattered across the roof.

The guard instantly pivoted, his weapon tracking the sound. “Contact! West edge!” he barked into his mic, sprinting toward the noise.

This was her chance. She burst from behind the HVAC unit, not toward the door, but in the opposite direction, running parallel to the roof’s edge, keeping the machinery between her and the guard’s last position. Her feet were agony, cut and bruised, but she pushed through it.

She spotted a metal ladder bolted to the side of a raised platform holding a water tower. It led down to a lower section of the roof, a parapet maybe ten feet below.

She didn’t hesitate. She scrambled over the edge, her hands gripping the cold, wet rungs. She descended fast, the metal shuddering. As her head dropped below roof level, she saw the guard in the distance, now realizing the deception, turning back, raising his weapon.

She dropped the last few feet, landing in a crouch on the lower parapet. This was a narrow walkway running along the side of the building. Below was a six-story sheer drop to an alley.

And directly in front of her, bolted to the building’s brick face, was an old, wrought-iron fire escape. It was rusted, painted black, and led down into the gloom of the alley.

Salvation.

A spray of gravel rained down from above. The guard was at the roof edge, looking down. He saw her. He brought his weapon up.

Laine threw herself at the fire escape, grabbing the cold iron railing. She swung her legs over and started down, the entire structure shaking and groaning under her weight. It was a cacophony of rattles and squeals.

Thwip! Thwip!

Two bullets sparked against the brickwork inches from her head, the sound suppressed but the impact vicious. Chips of brick stung her cheek.

He was shooting to kill.

She descended in a controlled fall, hands burning on the rails, feet barely touching the steps. Two floors down. Three. The alley rushed up to meet her, piled with trash bags and puddles.

Above, the guard was leaning over, trying to get a clearer angle. He wouldn’t follow her down the shaky escape; he’d radio her location and converge at the bottom.

She hit the final landing, a platform ten feet above the alley floor. The escape ladder that should have extended down was rusted in the upright position, held by a corroded release lever.

She slammed her weight against the lever. It didn’t budge.

Thwip! Another round gouged the platform at her feet.

With a scream of pure effort, she jumped, pushing off from the railing.

She fell, the world rushing up. She hit the alley surface in a rolling impact that drove the air from her lungs and sent a bolt of white-hot pain through her ankle. She lay for a second in a cold, greasy puddle, gasping, the taste of garbage and blood in her mouth.

She was down. She was out.

She pushed herself up, her right ankle shrieking in protest. Sprained, maybe broken. She could not stop.

Limping, she scrambled to the mouth of the alley. It opened onto a deserted service road behind the hospital. To her left, the road curved toward the main gates. To her right, it ended at a high, chain-link fence with the river beyond.

A black SUV with darkened windows skidded to a halt at the far end of the service road, blocking the exit to the street. The passenger door flew open.

Laine turned and ran toward the river, toward the fence, with nowhere else to go.

The chain-link fence was ten feet high, topped with coiled razor wire. Beyond it, a narrow, overgrown embankment sloped down to the river’s concrete retaining wall. The water was the color of lead, moving with a sluggish, powerful intent.

The SUV’s doors slammed. Voices shouted. “Stop! Police!”

Police? Or men who sounded like police? She couldn’t trust anything.

Her ankle screamed with every step, but the fence was the only option. She reached it, hooked her fingers into the cold, diamond-shaped links, and began to climb. The metal bit into her fingers and the soles of her torn feet. The gown tangled around her legs. She climbed with the single-minded desperation of an animal fleeing a trap.

Halfway up, a hand grabbed her bare ankle.

She kicked back blindly, her heel connecting with something soft. A grunt of pain, and the grip loosened. She scrambled higher, the razor wire looming above.

“Don’t!” a voice yelled from below. “The wire!”

She didn’t care. She reached the top, the cruel, spiraled steel glinting in the dawn light. There was no way over it without being shredded. To her left, the fence joined the wall of the hospital’s old boiler house. The roof of the single-story structure was just below the level of the razor wire.

A gamble. Her last one.

She swung her body sideways, along the top of the fence, away from the boiling house roof. The razor wire snagged the back of her gown, tearing it with a loud rip. She ignored it, hand-over-handing along the fence top until she was directly above the lower roof. She took a breath and let go.

She dropped, landing on the corrugated tin roof with a crash that dented the metal. She rolled, came up on the edge, and looked down. A dumpster was below, overflowing.

Behind her, on the other side of the fence, the men had reached the base. One was already holstering his weapon to climb. The other spoke into a radio. “Target is on the boiler house roof, heading for the river side. Converge.”

Laine jumped from the roof into the dumpster. The landing was softer, a sickening plunge into bags of foul-smelling medical waste. She clawed her way out, tumbling onto the pavement.

She was at the river’s edge. A concrete walkway ran along the top of the retaining wall. To her right, it led back toward the hospital’s main grounds, where more figures were now running. To her left, it stretched into the distance, following the river’s curve.

She ran left, limping badly, the cold concrete numbing her bleeding feet. The river was on one side, a steep, wooded embankment rising on the other.

A new sound joined the chase—the powerful thrum of a boat engine. Out on the river, a sleek, black rigid-hulled inflatable boat (RHIB) with no markings cut through the water, keeping pace with her. Two men in black gear stood at the bow.

They had the land. They had the water. They were funneling her.

Ahead, the walkway passed under a massive, graffiti-covered highway bridge. The dark arch of its underpass was a mouth of shadow.

Something vibrated against her thigh.

She startled, almost falling. It came from the only pocket in her medical gown—a small, thigh-level slit. She shoved her hand in and pulled out a slim, black smartphone. It was locked, the screen displaying the time: 5:17 AM. A notification banner glowed at the top.

1 New Message (Unknown Number)

Her blood ran cold. She slowed to a hobble, fumbling to open it. The phone used a simple swipe pattern. She tried a guess—an ‘L’ for Laine? Nothing. A Z-shape? The screen unlocked.

She tapped the message.

It was a single line of text.

You have nine hours to figure it out, or you're next.

Below the text was a link. And below that, a second message came through in real time:

The first hour is for running. You’re doing great. Click for your gift.

She stared at the words, the world narrowing to the glowing screen. The sender knew she was running. Knew she was alive. Was watching.

The roar of the boat engine grew louder as it neared the shore. Boots pounded on the walkway behind her, maybe a hundred yards back.

The bridge’s underpass was twenty feet ahead. Darkness.

With a shaking thumb, she tapped the link.

It opened a real-time traffic camera feed. The view was of a street, a quaint row of brick buildings with shops on the ground floor. One had an awning: THE OLD CURIOSITY SHOP – ANTIQUES & LOCKS.

The camera zoomed jerkily, as if controlled by the sender, focusing on the shop’s front door. A brass number was nailed beside it: 217.

An address. A destination.

A “gift.” Or the next trap.

A bullet snapped past her head, ricocheting off the concrete wall with a whine. The men on the walkway were in range.

Laine shoved the phone back into her pocket and summoned the last of her strength. She sprinted, a lurching, pained dash, for the cover of the bridge.

She plunged into the cold, damp shadows of the underpass. It stank of urine and wet moss. Graffiti covered the walls. Halfway through, she saw it—a narrow, rusted service ladder bolted to the wall, leading up into the bridge’s superstructure.

Another way. Not on the map.

She jumped, caught the bottom rung, and pulled herself up into the dripping, metallic darkness above, just as her pursuers ran into the underpass below, their flashlights cutting beams through the gloom.

She climbed, into the steel intestines of the bridge, the phone’s message burning in her mind.

Nine hours.

Figure it out.

The first hour was over.
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Chapter 2: Sewn In
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The inside of the bridge was a cathedral of rust and echoes. Massive steel I-beams formed a labyrinth of shadows, the predawn light seeping in through ventilation grates high above. The air vibrated with a deep, constant drone as the first heavy traffic of the day began to rumble overhead.

Laine clung to the service ladder, her body trembling with exhaustion and shock. Her ankle was a throbbing, sickening pain. Her feet were a mess of cuts and embedded gravel. The torn medical gown flapped uselessly around her, offering no protection from the chill.

But she was, for the moment, unseen.

Below, in the underpass, the beams of flashlights stabbed through the gloom.

“Where did she go? She’s not in the underpass.”

“Check the walls. There’s got to be another way out.”

“Boat team, do you have visual on the river side?”

Their voices were tense, professional, but edged with frustration. They were hunters who had lost the scent.

Laine pulled herself up onto a narrow steel maintenance walkway that ran along the side of the bridge’s interior. She lay on her back on the cold grating, staring up at the darkened underbelly of the road deck, trying to control her breathing. The adrenaline was receding, leaving a deep, bone-aching fatigue and a clarity that was almost worse.

She was Laine. She was wanted for murder. She had nine hours, now eight and change, to prove she didn’t do it, before the person who really did killed her. And someone, the person with the phone, was guiding her. Or toying with her.

She pulled out the phone again. It was slick with river damp and her own sweat. The screen glowed, a beacon in the dimness. No new messages. She opened the map application. It was already running. A pulsing blue dot represented her, deep inside the bridge structure over the river. A destination was pinned about two miles away: 217 Riverwalk Lane. The Old Curiosity Shop.

A route was highlighted, avoiding main roads, cutting through back alleys and along the industrial riverfront.

They were giving her a path. But why? To help her? Or to lead her into a more controlled kill box?

She had to move. They would expand their search. They would bring dogs. They would scan the bridge.

Pushing through the pain, she sat up. On the walkway, amidst cigarette butts and empty bottles, she saw a discarded, stained windbreaker, snagged on a bolt. It was filthy, but it was dark blue and would cover the glaring white of the medical gown. She shrugged into it. It smelled of motor oil and old sweat, but it was a layer of concealment.

She needed shoes. That was non-negotiable.

Following the walkway, she limped deeper into the bridge’s interior. It opened into a wider service area where a metal utility cart sat, covered with a tarp. Under the tarp, amid tools and spare parts, she found a pair of worn, grease-stained work boots. They were two sizes too big, but she stuffed the toes with rags from the cart and laced them tight. The agony of putting weight on her swollen ankle made her see stars, but she could now walk without leaving a trail of blood.

She was no longer a barefoot woman in a hospital gown. She was a grimy, limping figure who might belong in this industrial nowhere. It was a thin disguise, but it was something.

The walkway eventually terminated at a heavy, locked door marked BRIDGE MAINTENANCE – ACCESS TO PIER 7. Next to it was a small, grimy window. Peering out, Laine saw not the river, but a cluttered, decaying waterfront yard. Rusted shipping containers were piled haphazardly. Weeds grew through cracked asphalt. A chain-link fence separated the yard from a deserted street.

This was the back side of the hospital’s territory, the industrial underbelly.

The door was locked with a heavy padlock. But on the utility cart, among the tools, was a two-foot-long steel pry bar.

It took three tries, her hands slipping, the sound of metal screeching against metal hideously loud to her ears. But with a final, wrenching crack, the hasp of the padlock tore free from the rotting doorframe.

She slipped out into the damp, salty air of the yard.

The phone in her pocket vibrated.

She ducked behind a stack of pallets, heart hammering, and looked at the screen.

Unknown Number: Good adaptation. The boots are a smart choice. The address is your only lead. The key is the answer. Find what it opens.

They were watching. Not just through traffic cameras. They had eyes on her, real-time. A cold sweat broke out on her back. She scanned the yard, the rooftops, the distant windows. Nothing.

The key. She’d almost forgotten it, still clutched in her left hand, her knuckles white around it. She opened her palm. The brass was dull in the gray light. That jagged, unique tooth. It was a high-security key, not for a simple lock. A safe deposit box? A specialized locker? A private cabinet?

The Old Curiosity Shop. Antiques & Locks.

It fit. It had to.

She had to get to 217 Riverwalk Lane. She pulled up the map route on the phone and began to move, keeping to the shadows of the containers, her limp a constant, painful rhythm.

The journey was a blur of pain and hyper-vigilance. She crossed empty lots choked with weeds, scrambled over fences using the pry bar as a hook, and darted through the loading docks of silent warehouses. The city was waking up. She heard the distant growl of buses, the beep of delivery trucks. Every person in the distance was a potential threat. Every cruising car made her freeze.

At one point, she passed a newspaper box. The morning edition was visible behind the glass. The headline was in bold, black type: BUSINESSMAN BRUTALLY SLAIN IN RIVERSIDE APARTMENT. Below it was the same police sketch of her face. POLICE HUNT “ARMED AND DANGEROUS” WOMAN.

She looked away, a knot of nausea tightening in her stomach.

After what felt like an eternity of alleyways and nervous pauses, she saw it. A quaint, two-story brick building squeezed between a vacant lot and a closed-down diner. A faded green awning proclaimed THE OLD CURIOSITY SHOP. The number 217 was nailed to the sooty brick beside a sturdy-looking oak door.

The windows were dark, covered on the inside with what looked like shelves and hanging rugs. It looked closed, possibly permanently.

This was it. Her “gift.”

She stood across the narrow lane, hidden in the doorway of the abandoned diner, and watched. The street was quiet. No black SUVs. No men in tactical gear. Just the drip of a drainpipe and the distant sound of the river.

It felt like a trap.

But what was the alternative? To run until the nine hours elapsed and a bullet or a blade found her in another alley?

The key felt hot in her hand. It was the only tangible piece of her missing past.

She waited five minutes. Ten. Nothing moved.

Gritting her teeth, she crossed the street, her oversized boots scuffing on the wet pavement. She tried the doorknob. Locked, of course.

Next to the door was an old-fashioned brass bell and a sign: FOR AFTER-HOURS LOCKSMITH SERVICE, RING BELL. She pressed it. A dull, distant buzz sounded inside.

No response.

She rang again, longer.

A light flicked on in the back of the shop, a yellow glow seeping around the edges of a curtained doorway. Slow, heavy footsteps approached. A series of locks clunked and scraped on the other side.

The oak door opened a few inches, held by a security chain. A single, wary eye peered out from a wrinkled, age-spotted face. An old man, with a thatch of white hair and thick glasses.

“We’re closed,” he rasped, his voice like dry paper. “Come back at nine.”

“I need your help,” Laine said, her own voice rough from disuse and stress. “It’s an emergency. It’s about a key.”

She held up the brass key, showing him its distinctive tooth.

The old man’s eye fixed on it. He went very still. The wary suspicion in his gaze deepened, but it was mixed with something else. Recognition. And fear.

“Where did you get that?” he whispered.

The question hung in the damp air between them. It wasn’t the curiosity of a locksmith. It was the dread of a man seeing a ghost.

“I woke up with it,” Laine said, the truth sounding insane even to her. “Sewn into my sleeve. I need to know what it opens.”

The old man stared at her face, then back at the key. His eyes flicked past her, scanning the empty street. The fear on his face was palpable. He was weighing a terrible risk.

“Please,” Laine said, her voice breaking. “They’re saying I killed someone. I don’t remember anything. This key is all I have.”

Something in her desperation, or perhaps the raw truth of her words, decided him. His shoulders slumped. “Hell,” he muttered. “Come in. Quickly.”

He unlatched the security chain and opened the door just wide enough for her to slip through, then shut it immediately behind her, relocking three different deadbolts with practiced, trembling hands.

The shop was a claustrophobic cave of curios. Shelves groaned under the weight of broken clocks, tarnished silver, ceramic dolls with cracked faces. Dust motes danced in the single light beam from the back room. The air smelled of lemon oil, old paper, and mildew.

The old man turned to her, his back to the curtained doorway. He didn’t offer a name. “Let me see it again. Closer.”

She handed him the key. He took it to a cluttered desk under a green-shaded lamp, pulling a large magnifying glass on a stand over it. He studied the key under the lens, his breathing shallow. He traced the jagged tooth with a calloused finger.

“You made this,” he said, not looking at her.

“What?”

“This cut. It’s not factory. It’s hand-filed. Expertly. To a very specific bitting pattern. I’ve only seen work like this once before.” He finally looked up at her, his eyes huge behind the thick glasses. “You came to me six months ago. You asked me to teach you how to do it. How to make a key that could only be duplicated by the person who knew the original lock’s imperfections.”

Laine’s mind reeled. “I... I was here?”

“For three days. You were a fast learner. Quiet. Intense. You paid in cash. You had a lock with you. A very expensive, very old dual-control safe deposit lock. You practiced on it until you could make a key that would beat it.” He set the key down on the desk as if it were red-hot. “You told me you were an archivist. Protecting something. I didn’t ask more. I know better.”

An archivist. The word meant nothing to her, but it felt like a shape clicking into a blank space.

“What does it open?” she pressed.

“You never said. But a key like this... it’s for a specific container. A private vault. A museum case. Or...” He hesitated. “A morgue drawer.”

Hillcrest Memorial. Morgue – Authorized Personnel Only.

The cold from the hospital seemed to seep back into her bones. Marcus Thorne was dead. His body would be there.

“You need to go,” the old man said suddenly, his fear returning in a wave. He shoved the key back into her hand. “You shouldn’t have come here. They’ll know.”

“Who are ‘they’?”

“The people you were afraid of six months ago!” he hissed, glancing nervously at the front window. “The ones who would kill for what that key protects. You said if you ever came back here in trouble, it meant the plan had gone wrong. That I was to give you the package and you would disappear.”

“Package? What package?”

He stared at her, realization dawning. “You don’t remember any of it.”

“I remember nothing.”

He swore under his breath, a shaky, defeated sound. He hobbled over to a large, standing antique clock—a grand-father clock with a carved oak case. He opened the front panel, reached inside past the motionless pendulum, and pressed something. With a soft click, a small, hidden compartment popped open in the clock’s base.

From it, he pulled out a slim, waterproof document tube, black, about the length of her forearm. He handed it to her. It was heavy.

“You left this. Paid me to keep it safe. Said it was your insurance.”

Laine uncapped the tube. Inside was a single item: a sleek, black 9mm pistol, a spare magazine clipped beside it. Underneath the weapon was a folded piece of heavy paper.

She set the tube down, handling the gun with an instinctive caution that felt both alien and familiar. She checked the magazine—full. She chambered a round with a smooth, practiced motion that surprised her. Muscle memory. A skill from the void.

She set the gun on the desk and unfolded the paper. It was a detailed, hand-drawn schematic. At the top was written: *Hillcrest Memorial – Morgue Vault B-12. Sub-basement 2. Access via East Service Elevator (Key Code: 7721).*

Below the schematic was a list.

Retrieve the core.

Do not trust the evidence.

Thorne was the courier. The buyer is the threat.

Nine hours to exchange or erase.

The final line was underlined twice: If I am compromised, I am the only witness.

It was her handwriting. She knew it with a certainty that bypassed memory.

“The core.” The old man was reading over her shoulder, his voice a whisper of awe and horror. “My God. That’s what this is about? The Aethelred Core?”

The name meant nothing to her. “What is it?”

“A legend. A tech myth. A next-generation data storage device, small as a thumb drive, supposedly holds a terabyte of encrypted information. Unbreakable encryption. The kind of thing corporations go to war over. Governments.” He looked at her with new terror. “You stole it?”

“I don’t know!” Laine snapped, folding the schematic and stuffing it into the windbreaker pocket. She re-capped the document tube, slinging its strap over her shoulder. The weight of the gun inside was both a terror and a relief.

A loud thump came from the front of the shop.

They both froze.

It was the sound of a shoulder trying the door, testing the locks.

The old man’s face went ashen. “The back. Through there.” He pointed a shaking finger toward the curtained doorway. “Alley leads to the riverwalk. Go!”

“Come with me,” Laine said.

“I’m too slow. I’ll delay them. Go!”

Another, heavier thud shook the door. A voice, muffled but clear: “Police! Open up!”

They weren’t waiting for an answer. The sound of something heavy—a battering ram—being positioned scraped against the outside step.

Laine grabbed the pistol from the desk. The old man pushed her toward the curtain. “The lock on the back gate is a Medeco. Your key won’t work. The code is 1963. Now go!”

She didn’t wait. She plunged through the curtains into a small, cluttered kitchenette, then out a rear door into a narrow, brick-lined alley. As she stumbled into the cool air, she heard the splintering crash of the shop’s front door giving way. Shouts. A cry from the old man that was abruptly cut off.

A gunshot.

Single, sharp, and final.

They had killed him. For helping her. For knowing about the key.

Her stomach clenched. She ran, the new boots pounding the alley stones, the document tube slapping against her back. She hit a rusty metal gate at the alley’s end. A keypad. Her fingers, slick with panic, stabbed the numbers: 1-9-6-3.

The lock buzzed. She shoved the gate open and burst out onto the deserted riverwalk promenade.

She was exposed. The river was to her left. To her right, a row of closed boutique shops. At the far end of the promenade, she saw two figures in dark clothing break into a jog toward her.

She ran the other way, heading north, away from the hospital, deeper into the city’s old industrial quarter. The phone in her pocket buzzed incessantly.

She didn’t look at it. She knew what it would say.

The second hour is for remembering.

But all she remembered was the sound of a single gunshot, and an old man’s life, spent for a key she had made and a past she couldn’t recall.

The riverwalk was a trap. Long, open, with few places to hide.

Laine cut right, ducking between two buildings into a network of service lanes behind a row of converted warehouses. Her lungs burned, her ankle a blaze of pain with every step. The image of the old locksmith’s face, the sound of that gunshot, played on a loop in her mind.

She had caused that. Her past, her actions, had murdered that old man as surely as if she’d pulled the trigger.

Do not trust the evidence. Her own note. What evidence? The evidence that said she’d butchered Marcus Thorne?

Thorne was the courier. The buyer is the threat.

So Thorne was involved. He wasn’t an innocent victim. He was part of the deal. A deal for the “core.” And the buyer had turned violent.

But where did she fit? Was she the seller? The thief? A rival?

She found a recessed doorway, deep in shadow, and slumped into it, sliding down the wall to sit on the cold concrete. She had to think. She was running blindly.

She pulled out the phone. Three new messages from the Unknown Number.

2: You’re leaving a trail. The shopkeeper is a liability they’ve now resolved.

3: The police are not your friends. The badge one of them used at the shop was fake. Credible, but fake.

4: Your next destination is the only place you can decode the core. The schematic will show you. You have 7 hours, 42 minutes.

Attached to the last message was a grainy, zoomed-in photograph. It showed a police-style badge, clutched in a gloved hand. The badge number was visible: DL-724. It looked real. But the texter was saying it wasn’t.

Were they telling the truth? Were her pursuers not police at all, but the “buyer’s” people, using the manhunt as perfect cover to hunt her down and retrieve the core? It made a sick kind of sense. It explained their shoot-to-kill attitude.

But the texter... who were they? A friend? The real buyer, playing a deeper game? Some third player?

She was a piece on a board, and everyone seemed to know the rules except her.

She pulled out the hand-drawn schematic again, studying it under the dim light from a distant security lamp. *Hillcrest Memorial – Morgue Vault B-12. Sub-basement 2.*

She had to go back. Back into the lion’s den. The core was there. The answer was there. In a morgue drawer, probably with Marcus Thorne’s body.

The note said retrieve the core. Her past self had hidden it there, likely in the one place no one would look for a data device: inside a corpse.

The sheer, grim audacity of it was chilling.

But the hospital was now the most heavily watched place in the city. The schematic showed an alternate route: the East Service Elevator. A key code. It might be a way in, if the code still worked and if they hadn’t sealed it.

She needed a better disguise. The windbreaker and boots were good for a glance, but not for walking into a hospital.

Her eyes landed on a dumpster at the end of the lane. Next to it was a discarded pile of clothing, likely from a homeless camp. She sorted through it, her nose wrinkling. She found a pair of men’s baggy cargo pants, stiff with dirt but intact. A dark hooded sweatshirt, damp but wearable. She changed quickly in the shadows, stuffing the medical gown and windbreaker deep into the dumpster. She kept the boots. In the pocket of the cargo pants, she found a forgotten knit cap. She pulled it on, tucking her hair inside.

She looked in a dark window reflection. She was now a shapeless, grimy figure, genderless. It would have to do.

The phone’s map now highlighted a new route—not to the hospital’s main entrance, but to a utility access point two blocks east of the main campus, near a disused water treatment plant.

She began to move, sticking to the deepest shadows. The city was fully awake now. Commuters, delivery vans. She kept her head down, her limp now just part of the character of a street-worn person.

As she neared the access point—a fenced-off, overgrown area with a manhole cover marked CITY/ HILLCREST UTIL.—her phone buzzed with a different tone. An alert.

It was a news push notification. She’d never opened the news app, but it was pre-loaded.

BREAKING: Person of Interest in Thorne Murder Linked to Second Homicide. Elderly Locksmith Found Dead in apparent break-in. Police describe suspect as “extremely volatile.”

They were escalating the narrative. Framing her for the old man’s murder too. Tightening the noose.

She silenced the phone, her jaw clenched.

The fence around the utility area was chain-link, but old and sagging. She found a spot where the bottom was loose, pried it up with the steel bar (which she’d kept, a crude but effective tool), and slithered underneath.

Inside, it was a jungle of weeds and concrete pads holding ventilation shafts and electrical conduits. In the center was the manhole, but to its side was a less obvious feature: a rusty, horizontal steel door set into a concrete slope, like a cellar entrance for a bomb shelter. It was secured by a heavy, digital keypad lock.

The schematic was precise. This was a secondary maintenance entrance to the hospital’s sub-basement utility tunnels.

She approached, her heart pounding. This was a direct path back into the beast’s belly. She pulled out the phone, checking the code from the schematic: 7721.

She keyed it in. The pad beeped, a red light flashing.

ERROR. CODE 02.

Wrong. Or changed.

Panic flickered. This was her only planned way in.

The phone in her hand vibrated. A new message.

Unknown Number: They changed the code after the breach. The new one is the shopkeeper’s gate code. A poetic oversight on their part.

She typed it. The keypad beeped green. With a heavy hydraulic hiss, the steel door unlocked and swung inward an inch, revealing a yawning, dark descent.

They were guiding her. They knew about the changed code. They knew about the old man’s gate.

They were inside the system.

She pulled the door open fully. A set of metal rungs led down into blackness. The smell of damp concrete and ozone wafted up.

Taking a deep breath, gripping the document tube’s strap, she started down into the dark, pulling the heavy door shut above her. It sealed with a definitive, echoing clang, cutting off the morning light.

She was back in the dark. Heading toward the morgue.

The ladder descended about twenty feet into a narrow, cylindrical concrete shaft. At the bottom, a low archway led into a tunnel. It was lit by widely spaced, wire-caged bulbs that cast pools of sickly yellow light, leaving long stretches in deep shadow. The air was cool and hummed with the vibration of massive machinery—generators, pumps, the hospital’s hidden heart.

Pipes of all sizes ran along the walls and ceiling, dripping condensation. The floor was slick with moisture.

According to the schematic, she needed to follow this main utility conduit west for about two hundred yards, then take a left branch marked MORGUE SUPPLY / WASTE TRANSFER.

The tube on her back felt heavier than ever. She unslung it and took out the pistol, holding it down at her side. The tunnels were not empty. She could feel it. The distant echo of a footfall that wasn’t hers. The scuff of a boot on wet concrete, just around a bend.

They would expect her to run away. They might not expect her to come straight back to the epicenter. But the “Cleaner” from before, the man with the blade, he operated down here. This was his domain.

She moved as silently as she could, her oversized boots a liability. She paused at each intersection, listening. The sounds of the machinery were both a cover and a curse, masking other noises but also straining her hearing.

She found the left branch. A sign, faded but legible, confirmed it: ➔ MORGUE & BIOHAZARD DISPOSAL. The tunnel here was narrower, darker. The lights were fewer. The smell changed—less ozone, more chlorine and a sweet, coppery undertone she recognized from the empty hospital room. Antiseptic and blood.

The schematic showed Vault B-12 was at the end of a spur off this tunnel, secured behind a reinforced door with a biometric scanner and a keycard reader. Her stolen key wouldn’t work there.

But her past self had left another note. At the bottom of the schematic, in tiny print, was an addendum: *“Scanner blind spot: maintenance panel left of door. Power conduit. 30-second loop possible.”*

She didn’t know what that meant, but her past self seemed to think it was a way in.

A new sound joined the hum. A soft, metallic dragging. Far ahead, at the limit of her vision, a shadow detached itself from a wall and moved across the tunnel. Tall. Coveralls.

The Cleaner.

He was doing his rounds. Or waiting.

Laine shrank into a recess where a large pipe valve created a pocket of darkness. She held her breath, pressing herself against the cold concrete.

The dragging sound grew closer. Scrape... tap... scrape... tap. He was pulling his bucket. The blade would be inside.

He passed her recess, not three feet away. She could smell him—sweat, bleach, and that underlying metallic scent. He moved slowly, methodically, his head on a swivel. He stopped directly under a light.

For the first time, she saw his face clearly. He was younger than she’d thought, maybe late thirties, with a gaunt, hollow-cheeked face and eyes that held a vacant, disinterested look. A working man doing a dirty job. But the way his hand rested on the bucket’s handle was alert, ready.

He looked right at her recess.

She froze, finger tightening on the pistol’s trigger.

His eyes scanned the darkness. He took a step toward her.

A radio on his shoulder crackled. “Sweeper, report to sub-basement one, east stairwell. Possible sensor trigger.”

The Cleaner—Sweeper—sighed, a sound of pure boredom. He tapped his mic. “Copy. Moving.” He turned and shuffled away, back the way he came, the scrape-tap fading.

He hadn’t seen her. Or he hadn’t cared enough to look closer. She was part of the mess to be cleaned up later.

She waited until the sound vanished, then slipped from her hiding spot and hurried down the tunnel, following the signs for the morgue vault.

She found the door. It was imposing, made of brushed steel, with a palm scanner glowing a soft blue and a card reader beside it. A red light above the door indicated it was locked and alarmed.

To the left, as the note said, was a metal maintenance panel, secured by four Phillips-head screws. She pulled the pry bar from her belt. The flat head wasn’t perfect, but she could use it as a lever. She jammed it into the seam of the panel and heaved.

The screws, corroded by the damp, pulled through the metal with a shriek that seemed catastrophic in the quiet tunnel. She froze, listening.

No running feet. No alarm.

The panel came away, revealing a nest of color-coded wires and circuit boards behind the door’s control system. She stared, helpless. She didn’t know what she was looking for. “Power conduit. 30-second loop.”

Her eyes traced the thickest bundle of wires. One was a red conduit labeled PRIMARY POWER. It was connected by a simple push-fit connector.

The note said a loop. Could it be as simple as... unplugging it?

But that would kill the power to the door, likely triggering a breach alarm.

Unless...

She saw a secondary, identical red conduit right next to it, labeled BACKUP/MAINT. It was not connected to anything, its end capped.

Her past self, the archivist, the planner, had seen this. Had known.

Hands trembling, she pulled the primary power connector apart. The blue light on the palm scanner died. The red alarm light flickered. A low, intermittent beep started from a speaker inside the panel.

She had seconds.

She grabbed the backup conduit, uncapped it, and plugged it into the socket she’d just vacated. The beeping stopped. The scanner light glowed blue again. The system thought it was still on primary power. It was now running on a dummy line, a closed loop with no actual current. It was blind.

The door’s magnetic lock gave a soft clunk as it disengaged.

She pulled the heavy door open and slipped inside, pulling it closed behind her. It re-locked automatically.

She was in a small, cold antechamber. Another door, this one with a large glass window, led into the morgue proper. The room beyond was dark, lit only by the ambient glow from freezer unit controls. Rows of large, stainless-steel drawers were set into the wall, each bearing a number.

B-10. B-11. B-12.

Her target.

But first, she looked through the window. The main morgue room was empty. No attendant. It was the shift change hour, maybe. Or they’d been told to stay away.

She opened the inner door. The cold was intense, biting through her stolen clothes. The silence was absolute, broken only by the hum of refrigeration units.

She went to drawer B-12. There was no nameplate, just a digital slot that would normally hold a toe tag ID. It was blank.

She grabbed the handle. It was locked. A keyhole, small and discreet, was set into the steel face.

Her key.

She slid it in. It turned smoothly.

She pulled the drawer open. It rolled out on silent bearings, heavy.

Inside was a black body bag, zipped closed.

Laine stood there, staring at it. Marcus Thorne. The courier. The man she was accused of killing.

She had to find the core. Her note said it was here. Inside him?

Steeling herself, she unzipped the bag, the sound loud in the silence.

The face that greeted her was not Marcus Thorne’s.

It was a woman. Late twenties. Dark hair. A look of shock frozen on her pale, waxy features. A single, brutal gunshot wound to the center of her forehead.

Laine stumbled back, her hand flying to her mouth.

She didn’t know this woman. But the body was fresh. Very fresh. Not Thorne.

Then she saw it. Clutched in the woman’s stiff, folded hands, not hidden inside the body at all, was a small, brushed-aluminum case, the size of a glasses case.

The core.

She reached for it.

A voice spoke from the darkness behind her, calm and familiar.

“I told you not to trust the evidence.”

Laine whirled, raising the pistol.

Standing in the doorway to the antechamber, holding a suppressor-equipped pistol pointed casually at the floor, was the man from the news broadcast. The handsome, smiling man in the tailored suit.

Marcus Thorne was alive.

The world tilted. The cold of the morgue became irrelevant against the ice flooding her veins.

Marcus Thorne stood there, looking every bit the successful businessman, though his suit was now wrinkled, his hair slightly disheveled. He held his weapon with an easy, professional competence. His eyes were on her, calculating, curious, but not surprised.

“You...” Laine breathed, the pistol in her hand wavering. “They said you were dead. The news... your picture...”

“A necessary fiction,” Thorne said, his voice a smooth baritone. “A doppelgänger, unfortunately. This poor soul.” He gestured with his gun toward the drawer. “She was the buyer’s liaison. Greedy. Tried to double-cross us. I had to clean it up. And it provided excellent cover. A dead Marcus Thorne is a wonderful thing. No one looks for a dead man.”

“Us?” The word was a whisper.

“You and me, Laine. Or should I call you by your real name? Elise. Elise Vance, former archivist for Aethelred Technologies.” He took a slow step into the room, his eyes never leaving hers. “You stole the prototype core. I was your broker. Your partner. We were supposed to sell it to a very private, very wealthy buyer. Then you got cold feet. Or you got greedy. You sewed that key into your own sleeve—a clever bit of paranoid theater—dosed yourself with a retrograde amnesiac from the hospital pharmacy, and tried to reset the board. You thought if you forgot the deal, you’d be safe. But you left yourself a trail of breadcrumbs, just in case.”

The words landed like physical blows. Partner. Thief. Self-inflicted amnesia.

“No,” she said, but it was weak. The schematic. The key she’d made. The gun she knew how to use. It all fit a terrible, logical pattern.

“Yes,” Thorne said softly, almost sympathetically. “You were always the smartest one in the room. And the most frightened. The buyer... they aren’t a corporation. They’re a syndicate. When the deal went sideways, they sent their cleaners. The ones you’ve met. They don’t want the core back. They want it, and they want every witness erased. That includes you. And, since my death is public, it now includes me too. We’re loose ends together.”

He took another step. He was five paces away. “The man texting you? That’s them. They’re herding you. Letting you lead them to the core, and then they’ll take it and slit your throat in some forgotten tunnel. They killed the old man to flush you. They changed the door code, then fed you the new one to see if you’d bite. You did.”

It made a horrifying sense. The texter was the enemy. She’d been playing their game from the first message.

“Why are you here, then?” Laine asked, her finger tightening on the trigger. “If they want us both dead?”

“Because I’m not as sentimental as you,” Thorne said. A sad smile touched his lips. “I cut a new deal. I give them the core, and I give them you—the rogue thief who killed their liaison and tried to steal from them. I walk away. My death stays permanent. I get a new life.”

He raised his pistol, centering it on her chest. “I’m sorry, Elise. Truly. We were good together. But the nine hours? That was never a deadline for you to solve anything. It was my extraction window. The buyers gave me nine hours to deliver you and the core before they burn this city down looking for us. We’re in hour three. I’m making my delivery.”

Laine’s mind raced. The amnesia was a weapon she’d turned on herself. Her own notes warned her not to trust the evidence. Was Thorne the evidence she shouldn’t trust? Or was he telling the terrible truth?

She looked at the woman in the drawer. The buyer’s liaison. Killed by Thorne.

Thorne was the courier. The buyer is the threat. That’s what her note said.

But Thorne was also the threat. He was the nexus.

“The core is right there,” Thorne said, nodding to the aluminum case. “Pick it up. Slowly. Toss it to me.”

It was her only bargaining chip. Her only life insurance.

She moved slowly toward the drawer, keeping her own gun pointed at him. She reached in, her fingers closing around the cold metal case. It was heavier than it looked.

“Toss it,” Thorne repeated, his voice hardening.

In that moment, she saw it. A flicker in his eyes. Not toward her, but toward the morgue’s entrance door. A split-second of distraction.

He wasn’t alone. He’d said “we.” He had backup coming. This was a stall.

She had one chance.

Instead of tossing the case, she flung it sideways, as hard as she could, toward the far wall of stainless-steel drawers. It clattered loudly, skittering into the shadows under a gurney.

Thorne’s eyes instinctively flicked toward the sound.

Laine didn’t aim. She dropped to one knee and fired twice.

The gunshots were deafening in the sealed, tiled room.

Thorne was fast. He was already diving to the side. One round sparked off a drawer behind him. The second caught him in the side, just above the hip. He grunted, his own shot going wild, punching a hole in the ceiling tile.

He crashed into a tray of instruments, sending them clattering.

Laine was already moving. She didn’t go for the core. She ran for the antechamber door. Thorne was wounded, not out. And his backup was seconds away.

She slammed through the inner door, into the small chamber. The outer door was still locked, the system still in its dummy-loop. She had to reset it to get out.

She yanked open the maintenance panel. She pulled the backup conduit free and jammed the primary power line back in.

The system rebooted with a beep. The alarm light flashed red. A siren began a low, building wail deep within the hospital.

The door lock disengaged.

She hauled it open as Thorne staggered into the antechamber behind her, blood staining his white shirt, his face a mask of fury. He raised his weapon.

Laine threw herself into the utility tunnel as three suppressed shots thwipped into the doorframe where she’d been.

She ran, not back the way she came, but down a different spur of the tunnel, following a sign that said INCINERATOR ACCESS. The core was lost. Thorne had it. Or his people would have it soon.

She had failed. Her past self’s plan was in ashes.

The sirens were growing louder, echoing through the tunnels. She had triggered a full breach alarm. Every security guard, every cleaner, every fake cop would be converging on the morgue.

She was deeper in the maze than ever, with no prize, no trust, and less than seven hours left on a clock that likely meant nothing.

As she rounded a corner, a figure stepped out of the shadows.

It was the Cleaner. Sweeper. He held his curved blade in one hand, a radio in the other. He looked at her, his vacant eyes showing a flicker of professional interest.

“Found the spill,” he said into the radio, his voice flat. “At the incinerator fork. Containing now.”

He dropped the radio and started toward her, the blade held low.

Laine raised her pistol. It felt terribly light.

She pulled the trigger.

Click.

The magazine was empty. She’d fired her last two rounds at Thorne.

Sweeper smiled, a thin, joyless stretching of his lips.

“Time to clean up,” he said, and lunged.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: Prime Suspect
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The blade came in a low, scything arc aimed at her legs—not to kill instantly, but to cripple, to bring her down for easier disposal.

Instinct took over. Laine threw herself backward, her spine slamming into the cold tunnel wall. The curved steel whispered past her thigh, slicing through the cargo pants and scoring a line of fire across her skin.

She gasped, shoving off the wall, using the momentum to pivot away from a second strike. He was fast, economical, no wasted motion. A technician of violence.

Her hands were empty. The pry bar was tucked in her belt at the small of her back. As he reversed his grip for an upward stab, she grabbed the only thing within reach—a length of rubber hose dangling from a steam valve. She whipped it at his face.

It was a feeble weapon, but it made him flinch, buying her a half-second. In that sliver of time, she yanked the steel pry bar free, its weight a sudden, solid comfort in her grip.

He came again, blade leading. She parried, the clang of steel on steel ringing sharp and brief in the narrow space, swallowed by the wailing sirens. The impact jolted up her arm. He was stronger.

He drove her back, step by step, toward a heavy, riveted metal door marked INCINERATOR FEED – BIOHAZARD ONLY. The door had a large, red wheel lock. A dead end.

She couldn’t match his skill. She had to use the environment.

As he thrust, she sidestepped, letting the blade skitter off the pry bar and past her. She slammed the bar down not on him, but on a small, brittle-looking PVC pipe junction on the wall beside his head.

It shattered. A jet of scalding-hot steam erupted with a deafening hiss, filling the tunnel with a blinding, white cloud.

Sweeper screamed, a raw sound of surprise and pain, throwing his arms up over his face. The steam wasn’t just hot; it was pressurized, scouring.

Laine didn’t wait. She dropped the pry bar, turned, and ran back the way she’d come, leaving him blinded and flailing in the geyser. She sprinted past the morgue access door—now swarming with figures in tactical gear—and ducked into a different, narrower pipe chase she’d noted earlier.

The sirens were everywhere, disorienting. She needed to get out of the sub-basement. Up. To where there were people, witnesses, chaos she could use.

She found a ladder, a true maintenance ladder, not a staircase, bolted to the wall. It led up to a hatch. She climbed, her arms burning, the shallow cut on her thigh weeping blood. She shoved the hatch open and emerged not into a hallway, but into a cluttered janitor’s closet on the ground floor of the hospital’s old wing.

Peering through the slats of the door, she saw chaos. Orderlies and nurses were milling in the corridor, confused by the alarms. Hospital security, real security in lighter uniforms, were trying to direct traffic. The tactical teams were down below, hunting in the dark. Up here, it was just institutional panic.

She slipped out of the closet, keeping her head down, blending with the flow of staff moving patients in wheelchairs and beds toward designated safe areas. The knit cap hid her hair, the oversized clothes made her shapeless. She was just another grimy maintenance worker caught in the drill.

But she needed to see. She needed to know if Thorne had gotten out.

She moved against the current, toward the main atrium. The news would be on there. The story would be evolving.

The atrium was a vast, glass-fronted space. A large television mounted high on the wall was tuned to a local news channel. A crowd of staff, visitors, and convalescing patients had gathered, staring up.

On the screen was the police spokeswoman from the earlier broadcast. She looked graver than before.

“...can now confirm a second incident linked to the individual sought in the Marcus Thorne homicide. An elderly shopkeeper in the Riverwalk district was found deceased this morning following an apparent break-in. Evidence at the scene directly ties this violence to the same suspect.”

A photograph of the old locksmith, smiling in better days, filled the screen. Laine’s throat tightened.

“Furthermore,” the spokeswoman continued, “we have just received credible information that this suspect may have infiltrated Hillcrest Memorial Hospital itself, triggering the security lockdown you may be hearing about. This individual is considered armed, extremely dangerous, and is likely suffering a severe psychiatric episode. If you see this woman, do not engage. Immediately notify security or law enforcement.”

The police sketch returned to the screen, larger than life. Laine felt dozens of eyes in the atrium unconsciously scanning the crowd. She turned her face away, pulling the hood lower.

The spokeswoman’s next words froze her blood.

“We are also releasing a new piece of evidence recovered by our forensic teams.”

The screen changed to show a evidence bag. Inside was a surgical instrument. A long, sharp bone saw, its teeth stained a rusty brown.

“This weapon was found hidden near the scene of Marcus Thorne’s apartment. It bears fingerprints we have now positively matched to our suspect. We believe it was the primary weapon used in the attack.”

The camera zoomed in on the horrific tool. Laine’s stomach turned. She had no memory of it, but the image felt violently, personally wrong.

“We are urging all medical facilities, particularly surgical supply vendors, to review their inventories...”

A hand gripped her upper arm, firm and professional.

“Miss? You need to come with us to the secure staging area. This wing is being cleared.”

It was a hospital security guard, a man in his fifties with a tired face. He wasn’t looking at her face; he was looking at her dirty, non-staff clothes.

“I... I’m with environmental services. Sub-basement,” she mumbled, trying to pull her arm away.

“All non-essential personnel to the atrium or out the main doors,” he said, his grip tightening. He was leading her toward a side corridor where other “non-essential” people were being herded. Toward a checkpoint where other guards were checking IDs.
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