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Introduction
The city wakes wrong. Morning arrives in Ashbridge with a blink and a lag, like a
screen that stutters before the picture catches. Lights cough back to life in ragged
grids. Elevators sulk between floors. Somewhere a substation exhales that bite of
ozone you can taste on your tongue if you breathe with your mouth open. Sirens start
late, then remember themselves all at once. I stand in it—this pause, this skipped
beat—and I know, with the bone-deep certainty that comes from sitting too long with
other people’s worst nights, that we will be measuring time from this morning for a
while.

I am a crisis counselor, which doesn’t mean I fix anyone. It means I go where the heat
is—ERs, clinics, shelters, living rooms after someone has done something they can’t
undo—and keep the temperature from cracking another person open. My work is
breath counts, soft voices, sharp edges hidden under coffee and clean sweaters. I
carry granola bars, spare phone chargers, the city directory memorized well enough to
translate bureaucratic Latin into human. I keep my own panic like a folded note in a
pocket: present, private, worn thin at the creases. On good days I’m a hinge between
people and help. On bad days I’m just a witness who doesn’t flinch.

Ashbridge makes you practice not flinching. The river splits us into old brick and new
glass, cranes perpetually pecking at the skyline. Harbor cranes pivot over the East
Channel. The Market Line smells like hot oil and sugar even at dawn. The Third Rail
tunnels sweat and hum. We’re the kind of city that still names intersections after
factories that don’t exist. Rook Street, Boiler Place, the Armitage Spur. If you say the
names out loud, you can feel who lived there before the rent doubled and the murals
got commissioned. Names matter to a place. They’re the hooks we hang our days on.

When the power goes, names get slippery. This morning, the touchscreen map at a
bus kiosk near Mercy East Hospital chirps its cheerful two-tone ringtone—descending,
then rising, the city’s public transit chime I could pick out of a dream—and redraws
itself. The South Wharf is still there. The Glass Triangle still angles hard light at the
sidewalk. But a little crenellation of streets near Harlow Yard is labeled something I
don’t recognize: Meridian Gardens. I know those blocks as Garnet Court, where I used
to take hot meals to a woman who’d lost two sons and still knitted hats for babies
she’d never meet. Meridian Gardens is a developer’s wish. Garnet Court is a memory
with the stained mug and the draft by the window. The map blinks. The new name
sticks.

My phone wakes reluctant. Battery seventy-three percent, then sixty, then
inexplicably back to eighty-two. Timestamps have hiccups. An email from the city’s
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Office of Resilience pings my inbox at 3:03 a.m., thin on details and fat on
reassurance; the header says yesterday, the body says today, and the footer says
“Thank you for your continued partnership.” Partnership is a word bureaucracies use
when they want you to feel included in your own sedation. News links open to white
pages with gray boxes where photos should be. A local station rolls B-roll of a calm
river and the mayor at a podium, his mouth shaping a statement I can’t hear. The
closed captions are all punctuation. A carousel ad loads beneath it: Mnemosyne Labs,
a stenciled helix and a soft imperative—remember better.

My job should be straightforward after a citywide failure: check on patients, make lists
of the vulnerable, improvise a plan around whatever the grid will give us. Instead, I’m
counting the seconds between ambulances like a metronome and listening for
something else. There’s a high tone under the street noise, like a phantom note left
over after a fire alarm test. It comes and goes, threading through the city’s day. When
it peaks, I get a pressure behind my eyes, the kind I associate with hunger, grief, and
certain songs you can’t turn off in a grocery store. A kid at the bus stop hums a tune I
know from our kitchen years ago—Leo’s tune, the one he whistled when he didn’t
want to say he was scared. The hum doesn’t resolve. It just loops.

Leo. My brother exists in my chest like a bruise. We are not on good terms, which is a
gentle way to say we let our childhood do the talking long after we grew. He is
younger by four years and older than me in the ways that matter to surviving
Ashbridge. He disappears when things get hard; I organize, label, and assign chores.
When I call him this morning, the line clicks and gives me silence scented with
electricity. The two-tone city ringtone bleeps, then I get his voicemail, the greeting
blank like someone cleared their throat and erased it. I call again. The call log fills with
the same number stacked like a gambler’s bad hand. The dates blur. If I had sleep, I
lost it days ago. If I lost more than sleep, the city is not eager to tell me.

At Mercy East, a nurse with a braided crown of hair and a coffee stain shaped like a
comma on her scrub top looks at me, recognition flickering, and then shutters it. “Can
I help you?” she asks, formal, professional. I know her. I’ve stood beside her when a
mother made the sound no human is designed to make. I say my name. I say my title.
She frowns, eyes sliding past the place on my wrist where the tape residue from an IV
catches lint. “We didn’t have a mass-casualty overnight,” she says. “No blackout
here.” She says the last part like she’s trying it on, like the word doesn’t quite fit the
mouthfeel of the morning. Behind her, the waiting room TV shows a looping public
service slide: If you or someone you love is experiencing confusion, please call the
Ashbridge HelpLine. A number shimmers and then steadies. I could quote the script. I
helped write it.

In the atrium, a pop-up table gives away bottled water with labels that have been
stuck on crooked in a hurry. The labels read Mnemosyne Labs in lowercase, friendly
font. “Community wellness check,” the volunteer chirps. Her badge swivels and shows
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the city seal married to a private logo. The mayor loves that word too: community. He
appears on a different screen near the gift shop, sleeves rolled to serious. “We are
resilient,” he says, the sound finally catching up, slick as a wet street. “We learn. We
move forward together.” Behind him, a banner celebrates the Ashbridge Revive
initiative with renderings of sunlit plazas where I know there are currently chain-link
fences and rust.

I am not a conspiracy theorist. I am a woman who has used her own breathing app to
get through the night. I am a professional who knows the smell of adrenaline and the
taste of metallic fear that rides its slipstream. But I also trust patterns. The pattern
today is this: maps that rename what I remember, screens that forget what they just
promised to say, a nurse who knows me choosing not to know, and a ringtone that
keeps finding my ear whether I want it or not. If the city has a nervous system,
someone has their fingers on it.

I count. In for four. Hold. Out for six. My hands want a clipboard, want a list I can check
off, want to turn chaos into errands. Instead I have questions that feel personal in a
way public disasters usually don’t. Where was I when the lights went? Why does my
body remember tape and antiseptic when my mind has a clean gap the size of a
weekend? Why does Leo’s name taste like copper when I say it out loud? And why,
when I look up at the digital clock over the triage desk, does it blink 08:23 and then
10:41 and then, briefly, 08:23 again, as if time itself can’t decide whether to commit?

Ashbridge is big enough to swallow a person and careless enough to forget it did. I’ve
built a life in the negative spaces, helping people hold on to themselves when the city
tries to sand them down. This morning, as the power steadies and the headlines refuse
to print their own names, I feel the ground tilt under me. If forgetting can be scaled, it
can be sold. If it can be sold, someone is already counting the profit. I call Leo one
more time and listen to the city’s descending, then rising chime. It rings into the gap.

If Ashbridge is going to forget, it’s not going to be him. And it’s not going to be me.
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CHAPTER ONE: Woken in White Noise
The first thing I rediscover is the taste of a copper penny resting against the back of
my throat. It is the flavor of a seizure, or a car wreck, or a very specific kind of lie. I try
to swallow, but my mouth is a desert of synthetic cotton. My eyelids feel like they’ve
been sealed with industrial adhesive, and when I finally force them open, the world
arrives in a jagged blast of fluorescent white that vibrates against my retinas. I am not
in my apartment on Callowhill Street. I am not in my office at the crisis center. I am
lying on a thin, vinyl-covered cot in a room that smells aggressively of bleach and the
ozone scent of a dying cooling fan.

I sit up too fast. The room tilts forty-five degrees to the left, and a wave of nausea rolls
through my gut, hot and insistent. I catch myself on the edge of a metal rolling cart,
my fingers brushing against a stack of plastic kidney basins. The floor is poured
concrete, painted a dull, institutional gray that has chipped away near the floorboards
to reveal older, darker layers of Ashbridge history. This is a basement. I recognize the
hum of heavy-duty HVAC pipes overhead—the deep, rhythmic thrumming that sounds
like the city’s heart failing a stress test. 

I reach up to steady my head and feel a sharp, stinging tug on the inside of my left
wrist. I look down. There is a small, square bandage there, the kind they use after
drawing blood or running an IV. When I peel it back with trembling fingers, the skin is
bruised a deep, cosmic purple, but there is no puncture wound—just a perfectly
circular, pale indentation that looks less like a needle mark and more like a pressure
sensor. My skin feels cold, the kind of deep-tissue chill that comes from being under
anesthesia for a time you haven't authorized.

My memories of the last two days are a shuttered window. I remember Friday
afternoon. I remember the humidity sitting heavy over the East Channel and the way
the light hit the brickwork of the old textile mills. I remember buying a coffee at the
stand near the Third Rail entrance and thinking about calling Leo to see if he’d finally
paid his electricity bill. After that, there is nothing. Not a fade-to-black, not a hazy blur,
but a clean, surgical extraction. It is as if someone took a pair of scissors to the film
strip of my life and taped the ends back together, leaving me with a jump cut that
spans forty-eight hours.

I stand up, my legs feeling like they belong to a much older, more fragile version of
Nora Flynn. I’m wearing my own clothes—a navy blazer and charcoal slacks—but
they’re wrinkled in ways that suggest I’ve been sleeping in them, or perhaps tossed
into a pile. I check my pockets, my movements frantic and uncoordinated. My wallet is
there. My keys are there. But when my hand dives into the inner pocket of my blazer,
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my fingers close around a scrap of paper I don’t recognize. It’s a page torn from one of
the legal pads I keep on my desk, the yellow paper familiar, but the ink is dark and the
handwriting is jagged, a desperate scrawl that looks like it was written in a moving
vehicle.

Find Leo. Don't trust the list.

The words hit me like a physical blow. I know this handwriting. It is mine, but it’s the
version of my script I only use when I’m vibrating with a panic attack—the loops are
too wide, the pressure of the pen nearly tearing through the paper. I don’t remember
writing it. I don’t remember why I would need to find Leo any more than usual. And
"the list"? The phrase is a vacuum, sucking the air out of the room. As a counselor, I
live by lists—resource lists, suicide prevention checklists, intake forms—but none of
them feel like they belong in a warning written to myself during a blackout.

The door to the room is heavy steel, painted the same depressing gray as the floor. It
has no handle on the inside, only a small, reinforced glass window wire-meshed
against impact. I peer through it and see a corridor that looks like a forgotten artery of
the Mercy East clinic system. It’s narrow, lit by flickering tubes that cast long, rhythmic
shadows. At the far end of the hall, a shadow moves. It’s not the sharp, purposeful gait
of a doctor or the weary shuffle of a night-shift nurse. It’s a slow, methodical
pivot—the silhouette of someone standing guard, their head turning in a slow arc as
they monitor the hallway.

I back away from the door, my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird.
My professional brain—the part of me that handles the "warm handoffs" and the de-
escalation protocols—tries to take over. Assess the environment, Nora. Identify exits.
Check for weapons. I look around the room again. It’s a storage overflow, filled with
crates of surgical masks and outdated monitors. There is a secondary door in the
corner, partially obscured by a stack of collapsed cardboard boxes. I move toward it,
holding my breath, every creak of my shoes sounding like a gunshot in the sterile
silence.

This door opens. It leads into a janitor’s closet that smells of pine-scented ammonia
and wet mops. Beyond that is a narrow service stairwell, the air cooler and smelling of
damp stone. I take the stairs two at a time, my knees protesting, my vision still
swimming with white spots. I need to get to the street. I need to see the sky and
confirm that the city is still there, that Ashbridge hasn't folded in on itself while I was
sleeping in a basement.

As I reach the ground floor, a door bursts open above me and I hear the heavy tread of
boots on metal. "Room four is empty," a voice shouts, echoing down the stairwell. It’s
a flat, toneless voice, the kind used by private security contractors who are paid to be
efficient rather than empathetic. "She’s mobile. Check the perimeter."
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I don't wait to hear the rest. I duck through a fire exit that spills me out into a narrow
alleyway behind the hospital. The transition is jarring. The sun is an aggressive, pale
disc hanging over the skyline, but the light feels wrong—too thin, filtered through a
haze of what looks like static. The city sounds are muted, the usual roar of the
Armitage Spur reduced to a low-frequency hum. I lean against the brick wall, gasping
for air that tastes like burnt wires.

I pull out my phone. The screen is a mess of glitching pixels. The clock says it’s
Sunday morning, confirming the two-day hole in my life. There are no missed calls.
There are no texts. My entire digital footprint for the last forty-eight hours has been
scrubbed clean. When I try to open my call log, the phone emits that two-tone city
chime—the one I heard in the atrium, the descending and then rising bleep. It’s louder
now, vibrating through the casing of the phone until my hand goes numb.

I look toward the mouth of the alley. A black sedan is idling at the curb, its windows
tinted to a mirror finish. A man in a dark suit stands beside it, his gaze fixed on the
hospital exit. He isn't looking for a patient; he’s looking for a target. He holds a tablet
in one hand, his thumb scrolling through something with a repetitive, mechanical
motion. On the back of the tablet, I see it—the stenciled helix logo of Mnemosyne
Labs, glowing a soft, neon blue.

The weight of the note in my pocket feels like lead. Find Leo. My brother is the only
person who knows the dark corners of this city better than I do. He’s the one who
taught me how to disappear in plain sight when we were kids, dodging the social
workers and the well-meaning neighbors who wanted to split us up. If I wrote that note
to myself, it means Leo is part of whatever took those two days from me. It means he
might be the only one who knows what happened in the white noise of the blackout.

I turn away from the sedan and head deeper into the maze of the hospital’s loading
docks, keeping my head down and my pace steady. I am Nora Flynn. I am a woman
who helps people navigate their worst days. But as I merge into the sparse, confused
crowd of pedestrians on the main terminal, I realize the irony of my profession. I am
the crisis now, and I have no idea how to talk myself down. I have a bruise on my
wrist, a warning in my handwriting, and a city that seems to be pretending it never
went dark. And somewhere in the middle of it all, someone is still watching, waiting for
the white noise to settle so they can finish whatever they started.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace

http://www.tcpdf.org

