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Chapter 1
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Meryl Rook had learned, over the years, that scandal was rarely a single event. It was a weather system. It rolled in from somewhere you couldn’t see, stalled over your name, and then lingered long after the actual damage was done, dropping little reminders at random. A week after the first headline, strangers still looked at her like they could smell something off.

The café near her temporary sublet had a chalkboard sign that promised COMFORT FOOD WITH INTEGRITY, which felt aggressive in a way Meryl didn’t have the energy to unpack. She sat by the window anyway, laptop open, a paper cup of coffee cooling beside her, and watched a couple argue quietly on the sidewalk. They had that specific posture of people who wanted to remain private while also wanting the world to know they were suffering.

She could relate.

The internet had decided she was a villain with a tidy job title. Crisis-management consultant made people imagine she carried a fire extinguisher and a moral waiver in the same tote bag. The truth was less cinematic and more exhausting. She had been a translator. She translated panic into statements, liability into apologies, human harm into phrases that could survive in court.

Sometimes she even helped.

Now, whenever her name appeared, it arrived wrapped in a fog of vagueness. That was the cruelest part. If the public had been able to summarize what she’d done in one sharp sentence, she could have fought it. She could have denied it, reframed it, owned it, converted it. But the story was a blur of insinuation and clipped context, and blurred stories had a special kind of adhesive. They stuck because they invited imagination.

A new alert slid onto her screen from a media-monitoring service she couldn’t bring herself to cancel.

ROOK, EVELYN: “The fixer who broke the law?”

Below that, a smaller line from a second outlet:

Former consultant denies wrongdoing; sources say investigation ongoing.

Investigation. Ongoing. Sources. Says.

It was all a language soup, designed to taste like certainty without containing any.

Meryl closed the laptop with a gentleness that suggested she might open it again soon. She didn’t want to be in her apartment. She didn’t want to be in public. She didn’t want to be in her own head, which was currently furnished like a cheap rental: nothing anchored, everything echoing.

Her phone buzzed.

No caller ID.

That used to mean someone in trouble. Lately it meant someone curious. A reporter. An opportunist. A former client deciding, suddenly, that she was contagious.

She stared at it until it stopped, then buzzed again. Not a call this time. A text.

Unknown Number: Meryl Rook. I have something that may interest you. If you’re willing to listen.

Another text followed, as if to keep her from turning it into a dare.

Unknown Number: Not media. Not law enforcement. A job.

Meryl’s first instinct was irritation. A job. Like she was browsing a shelf.

Her second instinct was hunger.

It arrived in the body before it arrived in the mind: shoulders loosening, breath catching, a quick rush of heat that made her hate herself. She had money for a while, yes. She wasn’t starving. She wasn’t sleeping in her car. But her life had been built around being needed. And now she was not only unnecessary, she was unsafe.

She typed: Who is this?

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again, like the person on the other end was trying to decide what kind of world they were speaking into.

Unknown Number: Call me Gordon. This is not my real name. I’m not asking for yours. I’m offering an arrangement.

Arrangement. That word was always a sign. People said arrangement when they wanted to dress coercion as consent.

Meryl waited. She didn’t type anything. Silence could be a lever.

A new message arrived almost immediately, as if he’d been expecting her to use it.

Gordon: You have a particular skill set. You’re also... currently not in demand. That makes you useful in a specific environment.

Meryl’s mouth tightened. Useful. Environment. She could hear the rehearsed caution in it. Whoever Gordon was, he’d been trained not to say anything that could be repeated.

Another message:

Gordon: If you’re willing, I’d like to meet. No phones. Neutral location. Today.

Meryl stared out the café window at the arguing couple. The woman gestured with a paper bag like it contained evidence. The man’s hands stayed in his pockets, which meant either shame or strategy.

A part of Meryl wanted to toss the phone into her purse and walk away. This was how trouble started. This was how women ended up dismembered in storage units. This was how people disappeared in documentaries.

But the other part of her, the part that had spent years being the adult in rooms full of panicking executives, was already running a risk assessment.

The text messages were too clean to be a scam. Scammers tried to hook you with emotion. This person was trying to hook her with professional identity.

And she was hooked.

Meryl typed: Where?

A location arrived: a hotel lobby downtown, the kind with soft lighting and decorative books no one touched. A time: one hour.

She paid for her coffee she hadn’t finished and left the café with a feeling that was part dread, part relief. At least dread was a plan.
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The hotel smelled like expensive shampoo and old money pretending to be newly laundered. Meryl kept her hands visible as she walked, a habit from meeting anxious people who assumed everyone had an agenda. She wore a charcoal coat that made her look like she belonged to a sad business conference. Her hair was clipped back. Her face was clean, almost aggressively neutral. If she looked unremarkable enough, maybe the world would forget she was a headline.

She found a chair with a view of the entrance and the elevators. The lobby music was an instrumental version of something vaguely hopeful, which felt like mockery.

Gordon arrived exactly on time.

He was in his late fifties, maybe early sixties, with hair too carefully cut to be accidental. He carried no briefcase, no folder, no visible weapon, no visible nerves. He moved like someone used to walking through rooms where decisions were being made without him, but near him.

He stopped a respectful distance away and asked, “Ms. Rook?”

Meryl didn’t stand. She didn’t offer her hand. She looked at him long enough to make the question feel slightly foolish.

“Meryl,” she said, because if she said Ms. Rook aloud it would turn her into a public object again.

Gordon sat opposite her, angled so he could watch the lobby without seeming to. He wore a plain gray suit, no tie, the uniform of men who wanted to look harmless while being very expensive.

“I appreciate you meeting,” he said.

Meryl waited.

Gordon’s eyes flicked over her face, quick and practiced, as if taking inventory: fatigue, caution, the faint bruise under one eye that came from sleeping badly. Then he said, “You’ve been through an unpleasant public moment.”

“A moment,” Meryl repeated, and let it sound like a joke, because sometimes that was the only way to keep from sounding like a victim.

Gordon’s mouth twitched, but he didn’t smile. “I won’t pretend I’m here to offer sympathy. I’m here to offer work.”

“What kind?”

Gordon glanced at the lobby bar, where a man laughed too loudly into a glass of something amber and forgiving. Then he leaned forward slightly.

“A residential position,” he said. “Live-in.”

Meryl’s pulse reacted before her mind did. Live-in meant controlled. Live-in meant no easy exit. Live-in meant someone had thought about her as a unit they could place somewhere.

She said, “Try again.”

Gordon didn’t flinch. He seemed to expect this.

“Confidential facility,” he corrected. “With residents. High-profile. High-risk.”

Meryl’s stomach tightened. “You’re describing a safe house.”

Gordon’s expression stayed smooth, but something in his posture acknowledged the accuracy.

“Yes,” he said. “A safe house.”

Meryl heard the phrase like a bell struck in a padded room. Safe house. It conjured images of battered couches, bulletproof doors, people whispering into burner phones. But Gordon didn’t look like a man who dealt in bullets. He looked like a man who dealt in paperwork.

“Who are the residents?” she asked.

Gordon paused, and Meryl saw the pause for what it was: not hesitation, but policy. He was deciding how to say “I can’t tell you” in a way that wouldn’t sound like “you shouldn’t ask.”

“People who have made themselves... vulnerable,” he said. “By knowing things that other parties would prefer remain unknown.”

Whistleblowers, Meryl thought. Her mind supplied the term neatly, as if pleased with itself for spotting the shape in the fog.

“And what would I be doing there?” she asked.

“Supporting,” Gordon said. “Maintaining stability. Helping them... adjust.”

“Adjust to what?”

Gordon’s eyes held hers. “To silence,” he said, as if silence were a climate. “To safety. To a change in circumstances.”

A soft laugh escaped Meryl’s throat before she could stop it. It sounded wrong in the hotel lobby, like a glass breaking in a museum.

“You want me to babysit whistleblowers,” she said. “In a secret house.”

Gordon didn’t correct her. That alone was an answer.

Meryl leaned back in her chair. Her mind began arranging questions into categories: survival questions, ethics questions, legal questions, the kind you asked only to remind yourself you still had standards.

“Who runs it?” she asked.

“A consortium,” Gordon said, and when Meryl raised an eyebrow, he added, “That’s all you need to know.”

“That’s never all I need to know,” Meryl said.

Gordon’s gaze stayed steady. “It’s all you’re allowed to know,” he replied, not unkindly. Just factually, like a doctor explaining a procedure.

Meryl’s scalp prickled. Allowed. She hated that word, not because it was new to her, but because it was honest.

“What’s the pay?” she asked, because she needed to prove to herself she wasn’t here for moral absolution. She was here for money. Money was simpler.

Gordon named a number that was not just generous, but strategic. Enough to make her feel foolish refusing. Enough to make her feel bought.

Meryl’s throat went dry. “Why me?”

Gordon rested his hands on his knees, fingers relaxed. “You understand narratives,” he said. “You understand the way truth behaves in public. And you understand how to keep a person from making a situation worse when they’re frightened.”

Meryl could hear the hidden layer: You know how to make people stop talking.

“I’m not a jailer,” she said.

“No,” Gordon agreed. “You’re not. That’s the point.”

Meryl stared at him. Something about his calm unsettled her. It wasn’t the calm of someone who believed in what he did. It was the calm of someone who had stopped needing belief.

“What happened to the last person in this role?” she asked.

Gordon’s eyes flicked down, then back up. A micro-movement. A note of caution.

“They moved on,” he said.

Meryl smiled without warmth. “That’s what people say when someone disappears.”

Gordon’s expression didn’t change, but the air around them shifted. The hotel lobby’s softness suddenly felt like padding.

“I understand your skepticism,” he said. “But your position would be protective. These people are under significant threat.”

Meryl’s mind offered up the familiar argument: if she didn’t take the job, someone else would. Someone colder. Someone eager.

That argument had served her well for years. It was a useful anesthetic.

“Why now?” she asked, and surprised herself with the tremor of something like desperation.

Gordon looked at her for a long moment, as if he were deciding whether honesty would be a kindness or a mistake.

“Because,” he said, “you have very few options left that don’t involve your name continuing to decay in public.”

There it was. Not a threat, exactly. More like a weather forecast.

Meryl felt the urge to defend herself rise like bile. She swallowed it. Defensiveness made you look guilty. She had taught that to other people. Now she was teaching it to herself.

“What are the rules?” she asked.

Gordon’s eyes sharpened, just slightly. “There are agreements,” he said.

Meryl’s fingers tightened around the edge of the chair. “NDAs.”

“Yes.”

“How airtight?”

Gordon said, “Airtight enough to keep them alive.”

Meryl let that settle. The implication was clear: the agreements weren’t just legal. They were protective. And therefore, anyone who broke them wasn’t merely disobedient. They were suicidal.

“Do I get to read them before I go?” Meryl asked.

Gordon’s mouth moved in a way that suggested he wished he could say yes.

“You’ll be briefed,” he said. “And you’ll sign.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then you’ll go back to your apartment,” Gordon said, “and continue watching your name become a shorthand for something you don’t get to define anymore.”

Meryl stared at him. The worst part was that he didn’t sound cruel. He sounded like someone describing gravity.

She looked past him at the lobby’s decorative books. Titles like THE ART OF LIVING WELL and MODERN MINDFULNESS sat in neat stacks, their spines uncreased. Props. Narratives meant to calm people who wanted to believe in a certain kind of world.

Meryl’s phone buzzed in her pocket, a phantom reminder that her life still had an outside, that she still belonged to the messy public realm where stories fought and bled and mutated.

Gordon watched her face and said, gently, “This is not prison, Meryl.”

Meryl met his eyes. “Then what is it?”

Gordon’s pause this time was longer. He lowered his voice, not because anyone could hear, but because the words themselves were... delicate.

“It’s a place,” he said, “where the truth becomes survivable.”

Meryl felt something cold slide down her spine, not fear exactly, but recognition. She had spent years making truth survivable for corporations. Now someone was offering her a place to do it for people.

Or to them.

“Where is it?” she asked.

Gordon gave her an address that wasn’t an address, just a region and an instruction. He told her what to pack. What not to bring. He said there would be a driver.

He reached into his jacket and placed a small, plain envelope on the table between them. No logo. No name. Just paper, heavy and blank.

“Inside is a prepaid phone,” he said. “For contact only. You’ll use it once. If you accept, you’ll call the number saved as ‘HOME.’”

Meryl didn’t touch the envelope.

Gordon stood. “You have until midnight,” he said.

Meryl looked up at him. “And if I call?”

Gordon’s expression softened in a way that almost resembled pity, which was more alarming than threat.

“Then,” he said, “you’ll stop being a headline.”

He walked away with the calm of someone who had already watched this decision get made many times.

Meryl sat very still, staring at the envelope like it might breathe. Around her, the hotel lobby continued pretending nothing mattered. People laughed. Keys clinked. Someone rolled a suitcase across marble, the wheels sounding like distant teeth.

Meryl finally reached out and slid the envelope toward herself, not opening it yet, just claiming it.

Her reflection in the lobby window looked like a woman practicing how to disappear without anyone accusing her of running.

And for the first time since the scandal began, she felt something that almost resembled direction.

Not hope.

Direction.

And that was enough to scare her.
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Meryl didn’t open the envelope in the lobby.

That restraint felt like dignity, which was funny because dignity was usually just fear wearing a better outfit. She carried it out of the hotel the way people carried evidence, flat-palmed inside her coat pocket, as if warmth could smear fingerprints.

Outside, the city had that late-day sheen where everything looked briefly polished and false: windows catching gold, traffic reflecting itself, pedestrians moving with purpose they didn’t have to justify. Meryl walked two blocks before she realized she was doing it wrong. She was still moving like someone who expected to be recognized.

She stopped at a corner and made herself do something small and practical: adjust her scarf, check her shoelace, turn her body slightly away from the street. The kind of movements that said, I am not performing. She waited until her pulse stopped sprinting.

Gordon hadn’t threatened her. Not directly. He’d offered her something like a controlled environment, the professional equivalent of a padded room with good lighting. The offer sat in her mind like a smooth stone she couldn’t stop turning over.

A place where the truth becomes survivable.

That sentence had two meanings. She could feel them rubbing against each other, making heat.

She headed back to her sublet with her head down and her senses stretched, absurdly attentive to details that usually didn’t matter: a bicyclist’s bell, the sugary stink of exhaust, a woman’s perfume trailing like a warning. She wanted to believe she was being careful. More honestly, she wanted to believe she still knew how.

The building she lived in was temporary in every way. Temporary furniture. Temporary key fob. Temporary neighbors whose names she didn’t know but whose routines she could describe. It was the kind of place you lived when you didn’t want to anchor yourself to a future.

She climbed the stairs instead of using the elevator, partly to avoid strangers, partly because climbing gave her something to do with the restless part of her body that wanted to run.

Inside, the apartment was quiet in that hollow way that suggested it had never been anyone’s first choice. She set the envelope on the kitchen counter and stared at it as though it might eventually confess.

Her phone lit up again with a fresh headline alert.

ROOK TIMELINE: WHAT WE KNOW SO FAR

Underneath it, a collection of bullet points that didn’t actually know anything. It was the public’s favorite trick: list vague statements in a neat format and call it clarity.

Meryl tossed the phone onto the couch, face down. Then she washed her hands. Twice. Not because they were dirty, but because washing them felt like decision-making.

When she looked back at the envelope, it looked exactly the same. Blank. Calm. Patient.

She tore it open with the cautious precision of someone defusing something that was probably not a bomb but could still ruin her day.

Inside was a prepaid phone the size of a deck of cards. No scratches, no branding, no charm. A small folded sheet of paper instructed her, in typed black letters, to turn it on, open contacts, and select “HOME.”

Meryl hesitated long enough to notice how her body had staged itself for refusal: shoulders squared, jaw set, the beginnings of a sarcastic speech loading behind her teeth. She’d been rehearsing a no because no made her feel like she still had leverage.

Then she realized she’d already accepted the meeting. She’d already let a stranger tell her where to sit, what to do, what to bring. Leverage was something you claimed, not something you wished for.

She turned the phone on.

The screen glowed a pale, indifferent blue. One contact. HOME.

She didn’t press it. Not yet.

Instead, she walked to the window and looked down at the street. A man pushed a stroller. A dog dragged its owner toward something interesting. A teenager laughed into a headset, yelling at someone invisible. Everyone had a place to be that felt ordinary to them. Meryl felt as though she’d been peeled away from ordinariness and left to dry.

The worst part of scandal wasn’t the public hatred. Hatred, at least, was coherent. The worst part was the ambiguity, the way people treated you like a spill: not evil, just... inconvenient.

Gordon had offered her coherence. A role. A defined space. A set of rules.

Rules, Meryl knew, could be comforting even when they were cruel. Rules were how you made chaos look like a plan.

She pressed HOME.

It rang once before someone answered.

No greeting. No name. Just a woman’s voice, low and smooth, with a practiced softness that didn’t belong to kindness.

“You have until midnight,” the voice said, as if Meryl’s call had been anticipated and categorized.

Meryl tightened her grip on the phone. “I’m calling.”

A pause. The faintest sound of breathing. Then: “State your acceptance.”

Meryl’s mouth went dry with the strangeness of it. Not do you accept. Not are you sure. Just the expectation that she would.

“I accept,” she said.

“Full name,” the voice replied.

Meryl’s stomach clenched. “Gordon said you weren’t asking for mine.”

“We are asking for a name,” the voice corrected. “For the agreement.”

Agreement. Of course.

Meryl stared at the blank wall across the room. Her reflection in the turned-off television looked like a ghost impersonating a professional.

“Meryl Rook,” she said.

A beat of silence, then: “You will travel under a provisional name. You will be given one. You will answer to it. Do you understand?”

Meryl’s grip tightened further. “Is this mandatory?”

“It is required,” the voice said, still calm. “Do you understand?”

“I understand.”

“You will pack,” the voice continued, “for an indefinite stay. Essentials only. No personal electronics. No external drives. No journals. No recording devices. No personal photographs.”

Meryl’s mind snagged on journals. That wasn’t about safety. That was about documentation.

“And if I bring one anyway?” she asked.

Another pause. Not irritation. Something cooler.

“Then you will not enter,” the voice said. “And your acceptance will be treated as null.”

Meryl waited, hoping for a crack. There wasn’t one.

“A driver will arrive in seventy minutes,” the voice said. “You will bring one bag. You will leave your primary phone in the apartment. If you have pets, you will make arrangements now.”

“No pets,” Meryl said automatically. The admission felt like a small indictment of her life.

“Good,” the voice said, with the faintest hint of approval, as though having fewer attachments made her more efficient.

“Who are you?” Meryl asked.

“I manage intake,” the voice replied.

“What’s your name?”

A pause long enough to feel deliberate.

“You may call me Karis,” the voice said. “This is not my legal name.”

Meryl found herself almost smiling, sharp and humorless. “Nothing is anybody’s legal name here, is it?”

Karis didn’t answer the question. “You will be picked up in seventy minutes,” she repeated, as if repetition was a method of control. “Stand by.”

The line went dead.

Meryl stood in the kitchen staring at the little phone like it had bitten her.

Then the practical side of her kicked in, brisk and almost grateful for something to do. She went to the bedroom and pulled out a suitcase she’d never fully unpacked, because she’d been living as though permanence was dangerous.

Essentials. One bag. Indefinite stay.

She opened drawers and found evidence of how quickly she’d stopped being a person: plain clothes, duplicates of basics, nothing sentimental. A wardrobe assembled for survival, not joy.

She packed underwear, socks, two pairs of jeans, a handful of shirts, a sweater, a coat. Toiletries. Prescription bottles. A pair of running shoes she didn’t use. She stared at her makeup bag and left it open on the bed like a question.

No photographs. No journals. No electronics.

She paused at her bookshelf, at the few books she’d bought because she’d told herself she still read. Her fingers hovered over a slim notebook wedged between two paperbacks. It wasn’t a journal, exactly. It was where she’d written lists: groceries, tasks, phone numbers she didn’t trust her phone to remember.

Still. A written record.

She slid it out, held it for a moment, then shoved it back. It felt like surrender, and also like self-preservation. She couldn’t tell the difference anymore.

Her main phone sat on the couch where she’d tossed it earlier, face down like a punished animal. She picked it up and considered turning it off, wiping it, destroying it. That impulse was old, a reflex from years of advising people to reduce digital exposure. But she stopped herself. If she started behaving like someone with something to hide, she would become someone with something to hide.

Instead, she placed it neatly in a kitchen drawer and shut it. A simple action, almost domestic. Like this was normal.

She checked the apartment for anything else that could disqualify her. Laptop: left. Tablet: left. A little flash drive she’d used once for a presentation: she found it in a junk drawer and held it between two fingers like it was contaminated. She threw it in the trash, then immediately hated herself for the symbolic drama of it.

Seventy minutes was an odd amount of time. Not an hour. Not two. Seventy. It made it feel operational, measured, part of a schedule that didn’t revolve around human convenience.

Meryl sat on the edge of her bed with the suitcase closed beside her and waited.

Waiting was never passive for her. Waiting was when her brain did its worst work.

She replayed the scandal, the way she always did when her defenses wore thin. The original incident had been complicated, and complication was deadly in public. People didn’t want complexity. They wanted a villain and a sentence of explanation short enough to fit in a tweet.

The company had been in trouble. There had been an injury. There had been internal emails. There had been a decision to shape the narrative before it shaped them.

Meryl had done what she always did: identify the emotional pressure points, anticipate the questions, create a story that could survive.

She’d told herself it was mitigation. Containment. That it prevented panic.

Then someone had leaked something she hadn’t expected to leak. A memo with her name in the metadata. Her phrasing. Her fingerprints.

And suddenly, her work wasn’t invisible anymore.

There were worse people than Meryl. There were CEOs who ordered harm. Lawyers who buried evidence. PR men who laughed about it. But Meryl’s face became the one the public could picture. Her name became a handle for collective disgust.

She’d spent years believing that being the translator kept her clean. She hadn’t been the one committing the sin, just drafting the confession. Only now the confession had her handwriting on it, and the world had decided that was close enough to guilt.

The safe house job offered a new kind of invisibility. A different kind of containment.

The question wasn’t whether it was moral. The question was whether she could afford morality.

A knock sounded at her door precisely on time, as if someone had built a clock around her.

Meryl stood, smoothed her coat, and took a breath that felt like she was stepping off a ledge. She opened the door.

A man stood there with the posture of hired patience. Mid-thirties. Clean-shaven. Wearing a dark jacket that didn’t quite read as security but didn’t read as casual either. His eyes flicked to her suitcase, her hands, the hallway behind her.

“Meryl Rook?” he asked.

Something cold moved behind her ribs. Not fear. Recognition. This was the last time that name would open a door for her.

“Yes,” she said.

He held out a hand, palm up, waiting. “Your phone,” he said.

Meryl blinked. “I left it inside.”

“You’ll retrieve it,” he replied, not harshly. Just matter-of-fact. “And place it in the bag we provide.”

There was a bag in his other hand. Black, thick, with a zipper and a small tamper tag.

Meryl felt her shoulders stiffen. “Karis told me to leave it in the apartment.”

The man’s expression didn’t change, but his gaze sharpened, as if assessing how difficult she would be.

“Karis manages intake communication,” he said. “I manage transport. We don’t leave devices unsecured.”

Meryl hesitated, then stepped back inside, walked to the kitchen drawer, and retrieved her phone like a child being forced to surrender contraband. The man watched her movements, not her face. He was scanning for habits.

She returned and placed the phone in the bag. He zipped it, sealed the tamper tag, then nodded once.

“Bag,” he said, gesturing to her suitcase.

Meryl picked it up. It suddenly felt too heavy, like she’d packed guilt without realizing.

“Do you have a name?” she asked, because she needed something human to hold onto.

He paused, and for the first time his expression revealed a flicker of something like amusement.

“You can call me Ian,” he said. “Not my legal name.”

Meryl exhaled a laugh that had no humor in it. “Of course.”

Ian stepped aside, letting her lock the door. She did it carefully, as though she might return, as though this wasn’t an exit disguised as a commute.

They walked down the hallway in silence.

Outside, a black SUV waited at the curb, idling quietly. The city moved around it without noticing, which was the entire point.

Ian opened the back door for her. Meryl slid into the seat, suitcase beside her, sealed phone bag on her lap like a hostage.

Ian got into the front passenger seat. The driver didn’t turn around. The driver didn’t speak.

The SUV pulled away from the curb and merged into traffic with an ease that suggested it belonged.

Meryl watched the buildings slide past, the familiar becoming unfamiliar with each block. She tried to mark the route in her mind, but the city was a maze and she was tired, and the windows were tinted just enough to make certainty slippery.
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