Mystery

Chapter 1

The flare threw hard light and long shadow across Rig 27. Diesel hummed under my boots. Wind carried
alkali grit into my teeth. A man hung high on the crown block, limp as a rope. The crew stood in a loose
half circle and did not look up.

I wanted hands off the scene and a clean read before the company washed it. Clara wanted the same thing,
and faster. I let the wind talk a beat.

“Foreman,” I said. “Where’s your lockout board.”
Hank Riggs didn’t like my tone or my badge. His jaw bunched. He tried a smile with no cheer.

“Sheriff, it’s a bad fall. That’s all. OSHA will say the same. We’ll bring him down and get the men back
safe.”

“Lockout board,” I said again.

He jerked his chin toward a metal panel by the ladder cage. The tag rack. Clara walked there slow. Her
camera clicked in small bursts. A flare popped and every shadow jumped.

I stepped to the base of the ladder. Paint looked fresh in spots and bare in others. Under the first rung, the
bolts wore bright lines that didn’t fit their age. Tool scars cut across old rust. Not factory. Not a normal
wrench. I laid my palm near the metal. It held a ghost of heat.

Hank came in close. “You don’t need to touch anything.”

“I’m not,” I said. I looked past him and counted zip ties on the lockout board. A gap showed like a
missing tooth.

“Who pulled tag on crown work,” I said.
“Tag’s fine. He got up there on a break. Clumsy. The men warned him. You know how outsiders are.”

Outsiders. The dead man was one of his own, until he wasn’t. Clara shot the board, then the floor. Her
mouth set thin.



“Clara,” I said. “Document the rung heads. This row, that one. Get under the ladder. Close on all fresh
cuts.”

Hank lifted both hands. “This isn’t your drill pad. This is Western Petro property. Do what you have to,
but do not slow me down. That rig costs a hundred grand a day.”

“Costs more if you stage an accident,” I said. His eyes flared hard for a half second, then went flat.

I turned to the crew. “Phones down. No one touches that floor again. You want to talk to me, good. You
don’t, I’ll note it. Either way, this pad is held.”

Hank barked, “Nobody talks unless counsel is present. That goes for all of you. Statements go through
HR.”

He said it loud, so I’d hear the chain he planned to wrap around every mouth. A few men looked at the
ground. One spit into the dust and wiped his nose with his wrist.

The wind came again. Alkali dust eddied across the deck. It caught on a smear near the ladder. It clung,
like the floor had been wet. Clara saw it too.

“Sheriff,” she said quiet. “Note the sheen by centerline.”

I nodded. “We’re not moving the body until a site diagram’s done.”

Hank laughed from deep in his chest. “You going to climb up and do it yourself?”
“I’ve got a zoom and a rope,” Clara said. “And patience.”

I called the substation and logged the scene hold. “Mark it suspicious,” I said. The rig flare hissed like it
didn’t care. I posted a bright orange county notice on the gate. I wrote the time and my name slow so
anyone at the yard could read it later.

The ladder bolts shone when I crouched again. Your eyes tell a story before your mind does. These bolt
heads weren’t right. Too clean for a ladder that lived under grit and wind. The scars ran in arcs. Someone
leaned on a tool past spec. I ran my light over the first three rungs and saw a tiny burr shaved off the edge.
It glinted. I tucked it into a paper bindle and marked the time.

Hank’s voice came soft now. “You’re making a show.”

“You’re making a claim,” I said. “Accident. You said it twice. That’s a claim.”
“It is what it is.”

“It is mine,” I said, and stood. “From now on, this is a homicide scene.”

He didn’t blink. He turned to the crew with a look that said don’t move, don’t think, don’t breathe. The
men looked at me instead.



“Any of you see him climb,” I said.
No one spoke. One man chewed his cheek. Another pulled his cap down low.
Clara kept shooting. Her hair whipped across her face. The flare’s glare made her eyes look like metal.

The radio on my shoulder cracked. “Copy scene hold,” dispatch said. “Do you want patrol to block the
road.”

“Not yet,” I said. “One gate. One sign. That’s enough.”

I looked up at the man whose name I didn’t know. The crown took him like a question mark that never got
answered. That would sit with me later. For now there was metal, heat, dust, and a missing tag that should
not be missing.

“Clara,” I said. “Get me clear shots of the board with the gap. Then we cut him down.”
Hank stepped in. “T’1l do the cut.”
“You’ll watch,” I said.

He held my eye for a long second. He decided not to fight me. Not here. Not now. That told me he had
another plan.

We eased the body down with care. Clara kept the path clean. She marked every footfall. When the
stretcher loaded and the bag sealed, I signed the seal and kept the pen in my fist a long time. The flare
hissed. The diesel hummed. The wind said nothing new.

I left the sign on the gate and took a copy of the badge log. A name in blue ink had been lifted with
solvent and filled again in black. It showed ghost hands. I watched Hank watch me see it. He smiled
again. It had more teeth this time.

“See you at the yard,” he said.
“I’ll be there,” I said. “Bring your logs.”

“They’ll be ready,” he said, and walked away through the grit.

The yard office smelled like solvent and cold steel. A glass door hissed shut behind me and kept out the
yard wind. Machines hummed in a back room. Phones kept a low chatter. A wall clock ran a minute fast. |
always notice that.

Dana Porter met me with a binder and a smooth voice. She wore a dark suit that took the dust like it
wasn’t allowed to stick.



“Sheriff Kingston,” she said. “Terrible event. We’re committed to full cooperation.”

“Is that so,” I said. “I need raw logs. Control data, tag entries, radio tapes, and camera pulls from the site
and gate.”

“Of course,” she said. She slid the binder across a steel table. Warm from the printer. “These are our
safety logs for the last sixty days. No tag faults. No alarms. This morning’s safety talk is included. We’re
diligent.”

The binder snapped when I opened it. Clean columns. No smears. None of the jagged notes I expect from
a real shift. It read like a church program.

“Raw pulls,” I said. “Not summaries.”

“We’ll need to process those requests in the usual way,” she said. “I can get you a thumb drive tomorrow.”
“Today,” I said. “And cameras.”

“We have a third-party service for camera data,” she said. “I’ve already called them. Might take a day.”
“Today,” I said again.

She folded her hands. “We all want the rig back online. A county hold is costly and unwarranted when the
facts point to an unfortunate fall. If we can move faster on your end, we can move faster on ours.”

Clara stood by the wall and said nothing. Mark Ellison sat behind a desk and pretended I wasn’t there. He
was Eve’s brother. He watched a stapler like it had a sermon for him.

“You called the county,” I said to Dana. “Who.”

She let her eyes drift past my head, like we had time to play it slow. “We keep stakeholders informed.
Commissioner Birch is a stakeholder.”

I looked down at the binder. “Your safety logs show no alarms,” I said. “I saw tool scars under a ladder.
Fresh metal. A gap on the lockout board. Yet your logs show no tag faults.”

“I can only present what we have,” she said. “We train. We document. We care.”

Care. I slid the binder back. “I’m seizing these copies. The originals stay put. I’ll need camera pulls by
end of day and I’m extending the site hold to seventy-two hours.”

Dana’s smile thinned. “On what authority.”

“Mine,” I said. “You can get your injunction in Salt Lake if you like. I’ll stand for mine in our court right
here. In the meantime, preserve all data. Cameras, payroll, gate badges. If anything vanishes, I’1l treat that
as tampering.”



She held her breath just long enough to show me the edge. “We’ll comply within reason.”
“Within the law,” I said. “And reason.”

She reached for her phone. “Let me call my county friends and make sure we’re all aligned. We want
peace in the Basin, Sheriff. We always have.”

“Peace bought wrong breaks fast,” I said.
She looked past me again. “We’ll see you in the morning for a status meeting.”

I took the copies. Printer heat clung to them like a hand on my back. Clara opened the door. Cold air bit
my face and cleaned out the yard smell. We walked to the truck in tight air.

“You see the time stamps,” Clara said.

“All tidy,” I said.

“Too tidy.”

“They always start tidy,” I said. “It’s the minutes they forgot that matter.”

Behind us, the glass door hissed open again. Dana stood with a phone to her ear, voice low and steady.
Mark still stared at the stapler. He picked at a cuticle until it bled.

Back at the office, the radio hissed and the coffee smelled old and burned. Map pins lined the county like
hard candy. I signed the evidence log while Clara sealed the bindle with the tiny burr. She wrote neat,
small, even when her hands were cold.

Deputy Wardell stood by the doorway, rubbing his jaw with the back of his fingers. He looked like a man
who’d watched quiet deals get made and missed them when they were gone.

“You could call it an accident,” he said. “Save this county some donor heat.”
“Donors don’t tell the ladder how to scar,” I said.

“They tell the budget how to breathe,” he said. “A rig like that sits idle, we feel it right here.” He tapped
the whiteboard where our fuel line items lived in red marker. “Company money keeps lights on.”

“So does the truth,” I said.

He snorted. “Truth? People want their checks and their Sunday peace. You stir this up, you’ll lose both.
You don’t have to plant your flag on this one, Milt.”

He called me Milt when he got bold. He’d been in this office before me and would likely outlast me.



“You want to close it,” I said. “You walk up that rig and tell that man’s wife how he just slipped for no
reason. Put your name on her paper. Not mine.”

Wardell looked at the floor. He dragged the toe of his boot along a crack and stopped when it caught.
“You’re a stubborn man.”

“So was Ben,” I said. “It served him.”

“It killed him too,” Wardell said. He didn’t look up.

Clara passed me the sealed bag. I signed it. The pen felt heavy and stayed heavy in my hand.
The phone on my desk rang. I picked it up.

“Sheriff Kingston,” Commissioner Birch said, brisk and bright. “I’ve had a call from Western Petro.
They’re concerned. We need that rig back up. What’s this about a seventy-two-hour hold.”

“Suspicious scene,” I said. “Missing lockout tag. Fresh tool marks. We’ll have more in the morning.”

“You’ll give me a status by nine,” she said. “Counsel says they’re cooperating. They’re a valued partner.
Let’s keep this responsible.”

“We will,” I said.

She paused. “Donors are watching,” she said in her clean county voice. “You understand.”

“I do,” I said. “I also understand chain of custody.” I hung up before she could polish that any brighter.
Wardell chewed on that a second and shook his head like he’d tried and failed to save me from myself.
Clara slid the homicide form across the desk. “You want to formalize it,” she said. “Or keep it in limbo.”

I looked at the line where cause of death sat blank and waited on me. Outside, wind rattled the old
windows. The radio cracked and hissed and kept no opinion.

I checked the box that opened the file. We logged the tag gap and the tool scars. We set the clock in
motion.

I locked the evidence myself and pocketed the key. When I looked up, Clara was already writing the plan
on the board.

“Yard,” she said. “Cameras. Payroll. Tag board.”
“Widow,” I said. “As soon as we have her name. Before the company gets to her.”

Wardell shifted by the door, then left without a word. The screen to the hall squeaked and slapped like it
always did. He let it speak for him.



We worked until our eyes went blurry. When I killed the office lights, the badge on the desk caught a
shred of street glow and showed the little scratches it always had. I tucked it into my pocket. It felt like a
vow again.

I slept in my chair for an hour and dreamed of red dust and a ladder rung that wouldn’t stop shining.

Chapter 2

By dawn the next day, the rig deck wore a thin skin of water. It pooled in low spots and made a dull sheen
that turned every step slick. Somebody had hosed it down. Metal rattled in the wind. The mast hummed
like a tuning fork.

Clara moved with a roll of tape and a camera, mapping the deck inch by inch. She laid out blue squares
and numbered them on a pad. I stood near the crown centerline and kept a hand on a sawhorse so the wind
didn’t push me.

Hank Riggs had men with squeegees ready to push the last water to the edge. He held them back when
OSHA walked up.

Rafael Cruz wore a hard hat and eyes that didn’t buy stories. He kept his clipboard close to his ribs like a
shield. He didn’t shake hands. He looked at the floor first, then the ladder, then at me.

“Cruz,” he said. “OSHA.”
“Kingston,” I said. “Basin County.”
Clara lifted a hand. “Undersherift.”

Cruz set his watch. “You called a suspicious scene. I called a hazard hold. Nothing moves until we’re
done.”

Hank did a slow blink. “We’re losing a fortune here.”

Cruz lifted a brow like he’d heard that a thousand times. “You’ll lose more if I write this how I think I
will.” He turned to me. “Walk me.”

We moved along the deck. Water made a thin mirror. In that mirror, a new pattern rode the reflection.
Near the pick point under the crown, a dark streak dragged toward the ladder, then doglegged and ended



at a sump grate. The streak was faint in spots, heavy in others, like something heavy had skidded then
lifted.

Cruz crouched. “Drag pattern,” he said. “Not from a fall.”

Clara stepped in and shot three angles, then another three. She didn’t talk. The camera said enough. Hank
watched her lens like it was a blade.

“Your logs say no alarms,” I said to Hank. “Your floor says someone moved weight.”
Hank spread his hands. “Washed floor makes funny lines.”

“Washed floor makes me ask why it was washed,” Cruz said. He looked at the men with squeegees. “Who
ordered that.”

No one moved. Wind hummed. The men stared at their boots. Hank stared at me.

Clara crossed to the ladder and ran a gloved finger along a bolt head, then held it toward Cruz. A smear of
bright metal caught the light.

“Fresh,” she said.

Cruz nodded once. “Violation for cleanup before investigation,” he said to Hank. “Potential tamper. Slow
your boys. If they move another drop without my say, we lock the whole yard.”

Hank’s jaw worked. “We’re on your side. We want safety.”
“Show me your lockout records for the crown,” Cruz said.

Hank looked to the access road. A white pickup idled there. Dana Porter stood by it with a folder held
tight. She walked up like she had an answer in her hand.

“Morning, Mr. Cruz,” she said. “We have logs ready inside. No need to stand in the cold.”
“We stand where the truth is,” Cruz said. He pointed at the drag. “This is trouble. You know it is.”
Dana’s smile didn’t move. “Let’s get you those documents.”

I cut my eyes at Clara and tipped my chin toward the sump grate. She nodded and knelt by it, framed the
edge, shot the sludge inside. Something fibrous tangled there—maybe a cut tie. She shot it tight.

Cruz scribbled. “I’ll need your washdown order,” he said.
“Routine cleanup,” Hank said. “Always done.”
“In the middle of a death scene,” Cruz said.

“Respectfully,” Dana said, “the scene was cleared. The county lowered the body.”



I said nothing. Cruz did not look at her. “You know better,” he said to Hank.

Clara stepped back from the sump and looked up at me. We didn’t say it out loud, but the line had bent
our way. Staging lived in that bend.

“Mr. Cruz,” I said. “I’'m extending the hold here. Seventy-two hours. We need your full audit to sit over
it.”

“I’ve already filed notice,” he said. “You’ll have it in your inbox. Company won’t like it.”
“They don’t like many things I do,” I said.

Hank cleared his throat. “We need to get this deck dry. Men are slipping.”

“Your deck is going to get dryer,” Cruz said. “From paperwork.”

Dana’s phone buzzed. She checked it like it might save her day. “We’ll make the conference room
available,” she said. “Logs, training records, camera footage, all curated.”

“Raw,” I said.
She looked at me like I had asked her to shovel the moon. “We’ll get you what’s appropriate.”
Cruz gave her that same flat look. “Get him what he asked for. Or I’ll write it twice.”

Hank kicked the toe of his boot against a rib of steel. He watched his men the way a dog watches sheep
right before a storm. “You heard the man,” he said. “Take five. Stay warm.”

The men drifted off toward the warmers by the mud shack. I watched their backs. One looked over his
shoulder at me. The twitch at his jaw said he knew too much and planned to say nothing.

We left the deck with the drag line pictured and marked. Wind hummed through the mast. The water
skinned over in thin ripples. The smell of cold iron settled in my nose. If truth lived anywhere, it would
live in those faint tracks and the wrong shine on that bolt.

The HR trailer had humming HVAC and carpets that smelled like cleaner. The air had no grit. It felt like
the place believed in fresh starts if you signed the right forms.

Dana set a packet on the table, thick as a hymnbook. She kept her hand on it like it might walk away.
“Everything you asked,” she said.

I opened it. Charts and bullet points. Bold section heads. Camera stills with tidy time stamps. No clips. I
slid the stack back and looked at her.

“Fifteen minutes missing,” I said.



She tipped her head like she didn’t understand. HVAC sighed. A printer down the hall spit pages like a
metronome.

“You have stills up to 01:12,” I said. I tapped the page. “Then stills resume at 01:28. No gap marked. No
note.”

“Must be a download error,” she said.
“Then we’ll pull it from the server with you,” I said. “Now.”
She smiled and did not stand. “IT is off site until after lunch.”

Mark Ellison sat against the wall and studied the window as if the winter light could save him. A binder
lay open. He rubbed his thumb along the edge until it went red.

“Mark,” I said. “Badge logs. Payroll preservation.”
He nodded without moving his eyes. “I’ll... I’ll get what counsel approves.”

Dana answered for him. “All records will be preserved behind counsel. Staff will not engage in informal
interviews. You may submit written questions.”

Clara clicked her pen and leaned back. “That’s not how county investigations work,” she said.

“It’s how this one will,” Dana said, and closed the binder with a snap. “We’re not your enemy. We want
safety as much as you do.”

“And uptime more,” I said. “Preservation orders are in effect for all cameras, on site and gate. Payroll too.
If a line goes missing, I’ll treat it as deliberate.”

“Noted,” she said.

I wrote the orders on our letterhead and slid them across. Mark reached for them. His hand shook a little.
We both pretended it didn’t.

“Mark,” I said. “You see that fifteen-minute gap?”’
He swallowed. “I don’t have server access.”

“You have eyes,” I said.

Dana stood. “This meeting is over.”

“Not yet,” I said. I looked at Mark and waited. He kept his gaze on the middle distance that wasn’t
helping him.

I stood too. “We’re not done,” I said. “We’re just starting.”



Dana’s smile reached her eyes for the first time. Not warmth. Strategy. “Of course,” she said. “We’ll see
you at the walkthrough.”

Clara and I stepped into the hall. The HVAC hummed on. Someone down the hall stapled copies. That
crisp metal bite felt like a pin in my neck.

“You catch his eyes,” Clara said.
“I caught him avoiding mine,” I said.
“That’s an answer,” she said.

We left with orders signed and a packet that told me less than nothing.

The man-camp sat off a rutted lane. Floodlights kept the gravel bright even in daylight, bleaching
everything like old bones. Propane tanks lined up with little blue flames behind glass. A TV murmured
through thin walls in one unit. Cold air pulled tight through the lane like it didn’t like being there.

Grace Hollis opened the trailer door and stood with her hand on the jamb. Her eyes were cracked earth.
She had not slept.

I kept my hat in my hand. “Ms. Hollis,” I said. “I’m Sheriff Kingston. [’'m sorry for your loss.”
She nodded once. “You say that for a living,” she said. It wasn’t a joke.
“I say it when it’s true,” I said. “May I come in.”

She stepped back. The linoleum creaked under my boots. The place smelled like propane and coffee gone
cold. She had laid out two mugs. One was chipped. The chip felt like part of the room.

Clara stayed by the door and kept her pen ready. Grace sat, straight back. Her hands lay flat on the table.
She had banded one finger with a rubber band. It left a red line.

“They say he fell,” she said.
“They do,” I said. “I don’t buy it.”

She looked up like that was a gift she hadn’t expected. “He wasn’t clumsy,” she said. “He was careful. He
said his hands were his ticket home every night.”

“What did he tell you this week,” I said.

She set her jaw. “Night before last,” she said. “He said there were ghosts on the board. That’s what he
called them. ‘Ghost pay.” Men named on paper who don’t show up on the floor. He said he had proof and
they were going to be mad.”



“Proof where,” I said.

She hesitated. Glanced at a cupboard. Looked back. “He hid things. He said it was better if I didn’t know
where. Said he’d show you himself if it came to that.”

Clara made a small note. The pen hardly moved. “Did he use a word like ‘shell’ or ‘contractor,”” Clara
said.
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“He said ‘paper hands.’ I asked what that meant. He said, ‘It means someone is getting fat off our backs.

The wind bumped the trailer. The door rattled. A TV next door went up, then down. A dog barked twice
and quit.

“I’ll need a formal statement,” [ said. “We can do it here if you want. Today or tomorrow. You can have
someone with you.”

She looked at my hat. Then at my badge. “Church sent a sister over this morning,” she said. “Brought
muffins. Told me to be careful what I say. Told me the company does a lot for families.” She bit the inside
of her cheek. “I told her to take her muffins back.”

“Do you have any papers he left. Pay stubs. Timecards. Notes,” I said.

She looked at the cupboard again, then at the window. In the glass, a truck idled out on the lane. Slow.
Lights low. The sound came through the thin wall like a throat clearing.

“I’ll get you what he left,” she said, low. “But not now. Tomorrow morning. Once I copy it. I want to keep
a set in case... in case things walk away.”

“That’s smart,” Clara said.
Grace stared at the cup in front of her like something might grow in it. It didn’t.

“I need your word,” she said, looking at me. “You won’t let them call it an accident and make me a liar in
public.”

I looked at her hands. They were steady. “You have my word I will follow what’s true,” I said. “Wherever
it runs.”

She nodded. Her throat worked. She walked a folded piece of paper from the counter to my hand. “He
wrote hours and initials on this Sunday night,” she said. “Said the letters didn’t match faces. It’s not
much. It’s what I’ve got.”

I took the paper and saw rows of times and odd little marks. Not names. Letters. A code only a crew
would know. It smelled faintly of machine oil.

“We’ll set the deposition for tomorrow,” I said. “I’1l bring a recorder. If you need someone with you, call
them.”



She shook her head. “I’m done with people who stand beside me and tell me to sit down.”

We stepped onto the porch. Cold daylight felt thin. The truck at the end of the lane made a lazy U-turn
and idled away. No plates I could see. No hurry. Meant to be seen.

Clara watched it go with her hands in her coat. “Heard you,” she said under her breath, to the air.
Grace stood in the doorway with the rubber band still around her finger. “They want me quiet,” she said.
“They do,” I said. “That’s how I know you matter.”

Evening would come early here. People would pretend they couldn’t hear their neighbors. They always
did.

I tucked the folded paper into my notebook and felt the weight of it there. It was light. It was heavy.
Sometimes things are both.

We walked back through the floodlight flats. Flares off past the ridge burned like crooked candles. The
wind came up and carried the smell of hot metal. In the truck, I sat with the key in the ignition and didn’t
turn it yet.

“Tomorrow,” Clara said.
“Tomorrow,” I said. “She says ghost pay. We’ll make those ghosts show up.”

I started the engine. The heater coughed. We rolled out slow past the line where the truck had idled. Tire
marks cut across the gravel and died where the light died.

I kept one hand light on the wheel and the other on my notebook where Grace’s paper lived. I didn’t
squeeze it. I didn’t need to. It had already started to squeeze back.

Chapter 3

Morning light leaked around the blind. The TV murmured from a back room, low and steady, like a
neighbor who didn’t want trouble. The trailer air smelled of propane and old coffee. I took the chipped
mug Grace pushed at me and let the bitter sit on my tongue so my hands didn’t feel useless.

“I told you,” she said. “It wasn’t an accident.”



I nodded. I had heard it last night. I needed her to say it clean today and hand me what she’d promised.
Outside, I heard gravel crunch. Wind moved a loose bit of siding. We both looked at the door and then
looked away.

“Your recorder on?” she said.
I set it on the table. Red light blinked. “State your name for the record.”
“Grace Hollis.”

Her voice scraped a little but held. She gave me dates, times, plain facts. Two nights before her husband
went up that ladder, he told her there were “ghosts” on checks. He said he had proof and needed to talk to
the right person. He wanted to meet me next week. He didn’t make it.

She reached for a drawer and stopped. The phone on the counter lit with a blocked number and buzzed
against Formica. We both watched the screen.

“Don’t pick up,” I said.

She stared at it, jaw tight. It buzzed, stopped, buzzed again. The TV kept murmuring like a prayer gone
stale. She let it go to voicemail. It didn’t leave one. Her hand went to the drawer again. She took out a
fold of paper creased into a small square and put it on the table like a chip she couldn’t afford to lose.

[ unfolded it with two fingers. A timecard. His name up top in blue pen. The lines showed hours and
shifts. In the right margin, in pencil, were initials I didn’t know. Two letters. Then a slash. Then another
two. A few dates had both sets. Some had only one, but still got the hours. A note at the bottom in his
block print: “Ask about hands. Paper only.”

“Your husband tell you what the letters meant?” I said.

“He said they weren’t men. He said they were pay. Someone was skimming.” She pressed her palms flat.
They shook once and stopped. “He said they hung tags different on night shift. Take one off, put one on,
same tie. He said he got a photo too. On a little stick. He hid it. I can’t find it.”

I pulled a manila envelope and slid the timecard inside, marked the seal, and had her initial the edge.
Chain clean. She watched my hands like I was threading a needle.

The phone lit again. Blocked. It buzzed hard this time. She flinched. I picked it up and hit speaker.

A man’s voice came through, flat and careful. “Grace, listen, hon. You talk, people lose jobs. You don’t
want that. Think of neighbors.”

The line clicked dead.
She breathed out slow. Anger crossed her face and settled in the bone.

“Record that?” she asked.



“Not their number. Your phone will log a time. With your consent we’ll pull your call detail.” I kept my
voice even. “You’ll be safe.”

She gave me a look that said she knew I couldn’t promise that and wanted me to anyway. I didn’t try.
“Will you take my deposition?” she said.

“Yes. Tomorrow at the substation. Two in the afternoon. Clara will sit in.” I paused. “You sure about
going on record this fast?”

She lifted her chin. “He went up there to feed our kids. He told me to speak if he couldn’t. I am
speaking.”

We both heard another slow grind of tires. The trailer vibrated. I moved to the window and lifted the blind
two fingers. The lot lights still hummed. A white half ton idled at the far end of the lane, tailpipe smoking
in the cold. It rolled off a second later. I watched it go. No plates I could read.

I put a card on the table with my cell. “Call me before you call anyone else. If the blocked number rings
again, let it go. Save the voicemails.” I stood and took my recorder and the envelope. “Lock your door.”

She walked me to it, hand on the knob. “My friends at the hall,” she said, low. “They won’t all talk. But
the steward knows. He saw Hank and my husband go at it about some ‘paper hands’ last week.”

“Hank Riggs?” I said.
She nodded. “Hank.”

I stepped out into the cold. My boots hit the gravel and it answered back. I looked once down the lane
both ways and headed for my truck.

By afternoon the porch boards still held last night’s cold. My breath showed pale and went thin over the
rail. The swing creaked under Eve. She had a blanket around her shoulders. The river under the
cottonwoods made a hush like a promise it couldn’t keep.

Mark stood in the light of the porch, hands jammed in his coat pockets. He wore his company badge on a
lanyard. His eyes tracked everywhere but my face.

“Let’s keep the peace, Milt,” he said. “That’s all I’m asking.”

“You told me in my kitchen last week you’d keep me in the loop,” I said. “Instead, your counsel locked
doors and cut camera access.”

His face twitched. “That’s policy. It’s not me.”



Eve watched the yard. Her jaw worked. She didn’t say my name, but she looked toward me when the
swing groaned, like she was checking I was still there.

“The widow says payroll fraud,” I said. “She handed me a timecard with initials that don’t belong to real
hands. That’s not policy. That’s theft, and maybe motive.”

Mark took a half step toward me. His breath smoked. “Look. A man died. It’s sad. Everyone knows rigs
are dangerous. But if you call it murder without proof, you bring heat. People get laid off. My people.
Families.”

I held his gaze and said nothing. He shifted like the deck tilted.

“Call it an accident,” he said, softer. “For now. There’s a settlement fund. The company will do right if
you keep it clean of headlines. Dana can get a check to the widow fast.”

Eve made the swing stop with her heel. “Mark,” she said. Just that.

He glanced at her, then back at me. “HR will cooperate. Within policy. But if you start walking around
desks and asking folks questions without me or counsel there, I have to alert legal. I will file a complaint
if you overstep HR lines.”

My hand found the old scratch on my badge. I set it down. “Mark, nobody tells me how to run a death
scene. I’'m not calling it accident. Not unless the evidence says so.”

He swallowed. His eyes went to the river like he wanted it to carry this away. “You’re making this hard.”

Eve stood, the blanket slipping. She walked past me to the door. Her hand grazed mine, quick and cold.
She stopped and looked at her brother. “Be careful,” she said. Then she went inside.

Mark’s shoulders eased like he’d expected worse. He pulled in air, let it out, and tried a smile that didn’t
take.

“Dana will call,” he said.

“I look forward to it.” I stepped off the porch. The swing creaked again. The river kept its hush. Mark
stood a moment more, then took the steps two at a time like leaving fast would fix it.

Boots squeaked on old tile at the Workers’ Hall. A neon sign buzzed in the window like it was tired of
selling hope. Thermos coffee steamed on a scuffed metal table. Men hunched over it, saying little, saying
plenty.

Clara walked at my shoulder, silent and sharp, notebook ready. Deputy Wardell hung back by the bulletin
board, eyes on the door like he might hold it shut if the company tried to come through.



We worked the room in slow circles. I asked for first names and shift times. Who saw what and when.
Some looked at Clara and opened up. Some looked at me and closed down. An old hand with a gray
mustache and a cap tugged low finally lifted his eyes.

“You’re not recording?” he said.
“No,” I said. “Not until you say so.”

He took a sip and chewed on the heat. “Saw Hank Riggs barking at Hollis three days before he died.
Right in the yard. Hank said to mind his papers. Hollis said he’d mind them in my office, then. Said
‘paper hands.’ I ain’t heard that since shale days.”

“Paper hands means ghosts on payroll,” Wardell said from the wall. “Old tricks. Folks get fired over
rumors like that.”

The steward shot him a look. “Folks get dead too, Roy.”
Clara wrote, page crisp under her pen. “You hear any names?” she asked.

The steward rolled his jaw. “Initials. H-H. W-C. That kind of thing. I asked Hollis to bring me proof. He
said he had something. He didn’t make the meet.”

A man in a company fleece stood up from the far table and cleared his throat. He kept his back to us and
spoke to the room. “I’d advise everybody not to share anything until counsel’s present. We all got
families. You want to keep your benefits, you don’t freelance.”

The room went tight and easy at once, like men choosing not to fight in front of a preacher. Wardell’s
mouth went hard. He didn’t speak.

I met the steward’s eyes again. ““You willing to put that on paper?”

He looked down at his thermos, thumb rubbed raw where he worked the lid. “If someone writes it clean
and keeps my name out until it has to come out.”

“We can do that,” Clara said.
The neon flickered and held. A laugh rolled from the back. It didn’t have joy in it.

We left with a name, a phrase, and a room that didn’t want us but wanted what we could do. Out in the
dark, Clara snapped her pen cap and blew into her hands.

“That fleece plant?” she said.
“Company-friendly,” I said. “Trojan horse with a badge sticker.”

She smiled without warmth. “Hank is in the open now.”



We crossed the lot. My boots picked up dust and carried it. | looked at the faded banners in the window.
They promised better shifts and fair pay. Words are easy. Proof is work.

I thumbed my phone and texted Mark: Need to see Dana in HR in the morning. His reply came fast: 9
a.m. Modular. Counsel present only. I looked at Clara.

“They’re grinning,” she said.

“Let’s wipe it off,” I said.



Fantasy

Chapter 1

Salt fog clung to the canvas roofs. Lanterns swayed in wire cradles, halos dull with soot. The aisles of the
Silent Market ran tight as veins between stalls of folded cloth and sealed jars. Strahen worked with his
hands, not his throat. Palms open, fingers quick—coin and token passing like small rivers.

He wanted bread and a bed out of the wet. He wanted the Order’s eyes to slide off him like the fog did. A
small want, he told himself. Almost honest.

He held up a brass token stamped with two interlocked dots—a witness mark for a ration claim—and
clicked it twice against his thumb. The little sound died fast in the mist. He let the woman opposite see the
edge, see the smear of ink-wax in the groove, just enough to suggest it might be fresh. Her scarf hid most
of her face. Worry showed anyway, tight at the eyes.

She signed with cramped fingers, quick and furtive. Need. Today.
Strahen answered in old market hand-talk, loose and easy: Possible. For coin.

She glanced past him. A guild warden in gray stood at the lane mouth, pretending to examine a ledger,
pretending not to watch at all. Strahen tipped his head—he understood caution. He palmed a different
token—the good one—and made the swap with a cough that wasn’t a cough and a press that wasn’t quite
a press. The woman’s eyes darted down and up. Her fingers almost thanked him.

He slid his whisper coin across his knuckles. Smooth as river bone, marked with a faint spiral, it made a
soft hush when he flicked the edge. Not magic. Not anything the Order could prove. Just a story you
could hold. People bought stories. He had eaten off that for years.

Around him the market breathed without words. Cloth rustled. Ink-wax smudged and set. A boy ran
between legs with a basket of stamps, cheeks gray with mist and soot. Farther off, a barge bell tapped
against timber, hollow and patient.

A man in another stall traded a sealed letter for a loaf, hands careful. Silence was law. Words without
witnesses drew fines and cuffs, then worse. Strahen’s voice had cost him too much lately. Even his
thoughts he kept thin and light.

He drifted through the aisles. Coin disappeared. Tokens appeared. Lies turned into shapes you could hold
without saying them aloud. He read the room the way he read a ledger. The Order sent plainclothes to
markets like this. They moved with quiet purpose and faces too blank to be poor. If you learned to read
rooms, you saw them like mold under a loaf—by a certain pallor.



Near the ink-seller’s booth, a man scratched his ear. In the glass of a lantern shade, a reflection flashed: a
sigil finger-drawn on a sleeve. The twist and dot of the Order’s mark. It seemed casual. It never was.

Strahen’s breath slowed. Every muscle looked loose, but old tells tried to rise—shoulder hitch, tongue
pressed to a tooth. He held the whisper coin low, let it whisper once to center himself. Exit lines ran in his
head, chalk on the market: west to the river stairs, north to the bridge. South to White Quay, where the
Witness Guild kept honest faces and dusty pens. East would be foolish—open lights, open ground. The
Order liked east.

He eased into the current of shoppers. A fisherman’s coat hung from one arm, limp with damp. He
dragged it over his shoulders and ducked behind a stack of tar-hemp. He had a dozen faces, none of them
honest. The one he wore now said tired and broke. That passed anywhere in Calvareth.

He kept the lantern glow at his back and his eyes up. Two more watchers drifted near the spice tins,
pretending to argue over pepper weights. They let the argument bleed toward the ink-seller, toward him.
Salt pricked his tongue. He smiled at a girl with a basket of seal cords as if he were an older brother. Then
he slipped a dyed cord into his belt, a bit of color to break his shape.

At the stalls by the river stairs, a coin clicked near his ear. Not his. A tiny call. Answer. He did not turn his
head. He turned a token instead.

Beyond the canvas edge, the river wore the fog like damp wool. Lanterns on the quay seemed far, each
one a promised witness. If he could get to White Quay, he could vanish among clerks and hired testimony,
their busy, paper-dust hands. Witnesses could make even a lie stand long enough to walk away.

He counted Mending Street as safe and Middle Bell Lane as poison. He glanced up and met eyes through
mist. The man was nothing until you saw the nails—clean, trimmed, not a dockman—and the
boots—polished solvent used, not river mud. The man touched his sleeve again and drew the sigil small.
Smile ready. Empty hands ready.

He didn’t run. Running wrote guilt in ink you could read from a tower. He turned his shoulder, brushed
his knuckles along a stall to smudge onion skins onto his palms, and slipped deeper under the canvas
roofs, where the fog turned lantern light to butter and the marks grew thick.

The next buyer had a nervous foot and the face of someone brave only once. His hands shook as he asked,
not with words, for a promise token for his sister’s court day. Strahen almost told him to keep his coin. He
didn’t. He traded a stamped chip, light and false. He told himself the sister would be fine. Sometimes that
was true.

Behind the buyer, the watcher in polished boots marked the air, a small gesture as if counting the length of
Strahen’s face. Tagged now. Paths narrowed.

Strahen tucked the whisper coin under his tongue. Cold against his gums. He touched two fingers to the
brim of a hat he didn’t have and smiled to no one as he floated toward the ink-seller’s booth. The
ink-seller’s wife had three children and a temper not yet bought. He handed her a bad ration token and a



better smile, and she gave him a string-wrapped paper with an ink smear on the edge. It looked like
business.

Out at the quay, a patrol barge’s lanterns bobbed like eyes. He shifted his plan again. Bridge, then. The
Bridge of Whispers. Midspan oaths, toll wardens, cold spray, and a chance to vanish into fog that
swallowed voices whole.

He moved north.

A hired witness at a foldout table lifted his seal press, turned it toward Strahen, and paused. The ink-wax
on the press edge clung dull, not wet. The apprentice—slick hair, eager brow—scanned the token Strahen
set down. His hand hovered. He knew the sign for quick money and he knew hunger. He also knew the
taste of a bribe. He shook his head, small, and kept his hand up where all could see: refusal.

Murmurs built under the canvas like moths against cloth. The Witness Chorus from White Quay, young
and old with ledger bags and stamped seals, had drifted here to pick up side work. They moved closer as a
group, eyes keen the way a flock watches a hawk.

Strahen felt the current change. Disinterest turned to taste, then to curiosity, then to hunger for a story.
Markets ate stories faster than they ate bread. He kept his face patient. He signed to the apprentice, palms
easy: Error. Wrong press. Try again. He could have walked away. He did not. Walking away was also a
sign.

The apprentice wet his lips and shook his head again. He drew a symbol in the air: risk, then touched the
top of his own head: his. Meaning his name on a ledger if this went wrong. Boots whispered on damp
boards. The apprentice’s master—a woman with ink in every crease—watched from three stalls over and
pretended to count cords.

Someone at the edge made a gesture too sharp for market talk: two fingers struck together, then split.
Zealot brand mark, old scar. An informer. He was not here for bread. He was here to be ears and mouth
for men who worked with ropes.

Fog salted Strahen’s tongue. He raised both hands, palms out, which meant no harm and also meant
humor if you tilted it. He let his whisper coin roll from his knuckles and fall back into his palm. Soft hush.

The apprentice’s eyes fixed on the coin. He swallowed. Wanting to be brave without pain. Strahen signed
regret with a thumb brushing his chest. He set a different token down: better cut, sharp edge, clean stamp.
Real enough to stand long enough.

The apprentice glanced at his master. The master kept counting and did not look. The Chorus breathed in
together—pity, hope he’d be caught, weary balance kept by someone else’s fall.

A blessing slid through fog from some old woman, soft as a breath. Strahen’s throat tightened. He wanted
to say he meant no harm. He wanted to say he would pay it back. He said nothing.



The apprentice pressed the seal against the token. Stamp-thud. Ink-wax left a thin dark ring. The rumor
that had grazed the edges lifted its head. It took a step. Someone would whisper: the eel-faced man with
the easy hands is passing soft stamps. It would reach the Order through a zealot’s ear, then a clerk’s pen,
then an edict. He felt it move in the air, as sure as river wind.

The master lifted her head at last and cut the air with a flat hand. Enough. Her gaze slid over Strahen, took
him in like a ledger line, weighed nothing, weighed everything. He nodded as if they had agreed to keep
each other alive through a small dishonesty and this was no more than market work. His feet were already
turning toward the bridge. If the rumor had had a mouth, he’d have heard it open.

He kept the whisper coin between finger and palm, a little hush he could carry. He did not touch his
throat. He did not look back.

The Bridge of Whispers loomed from the fog like a rumor made wood. Ropes creaked, black as wet hair.
Planks bowed and shed cold spray in beads that stung the skin. Echo-ward lanterns burned a steady white,
lines of law in glass and flame. Toll booths hunched at each end, wood swollen by river damp, windows
shuttered to slits. Bell-taps marked barges below like a blind man’s step.

Strahen kept the rail under his palm, as if the rope could eat his pulse. Halfway over, the ritual throat
waited—midspan, where vows must be murmured or pay twice. Lovers and thieves came here to bind and
cut. So did the Order, when they wanted a spectacle.

He didn’t need rites. He needed fog. He needed the far bank’s stairs and knots of alleys, the spray to cover
sound, the moan of water to blur shape.

The toll lane to the right ran thin—workers off a night barge, a witness pair with a cord tied between
wrists, a zealot patrol with brand scars freshened by ash. Strahen tugged his hat lower, which was funny
since he wore none, and moved toward the less-watched side window with a toll marker ready in his
palm. Neat brass, dull from long fingers, scratched to match the ward-keepers’ own wear.

He slid the marker onto the counter and kept his eyes on the wood grain. Wood told truth if you let it.

The warden behind the slat window did not look at the marker. He looked at Strahen through the slit, eyes
pale and steady from a life of looking for nothing and pretending not to see everything. Salt threaded his
beard. Rope-thick shoulders. He lifted a hand, palm out. Wait.

A flap opened in the wall to the left. Two more wardens stepped out, boots wet, ropes wrapped at their
waists. One blocked the lane with a casual knee against the rail. The other stood just off the planks, where
the spray rose cold as grave breath.

“Lane’s closed,” the first said in a voice the mist would swallow. Toll words had room here.
“Auditor-Executor Varrow’s order.”



Strahen made himself slow. The market watchers’ marks felt like phantom ink on his cheeks. He had
picked the bridge thinking fog was a shield. Fog also hid nets.

He signed to the warden—small and simple: crossing, already paid. He nudged the brass marker with a
thumb, as if markers still mattered.

The warden did not glance down. He pointed up, where a bell-flag hung limp. A small lead square
stamped with the Order’s sigil—twist and dot—gleamed like a bruise. Span checkpoint. Holy as any
prayer. The warden’s eyes softened. Duty with pity under it.

“Backtrack,” the warden said, quiet. “Or take the pronouncement lane and pray you like crowds.”

The pronouncement lane led to the midspan dais where oaths were watched and weighed and where the
Order loved its small theater. Calvareth had a hundred stages. All of them ended with ink or rope.

Strahen almost reached for the whisper coin like a charm. He left it in his pocket and nodded once to
show he was no fool. The warden let his own hand drop loose, a courtesy he lacked words for.

The only way was back. Strahen cut across the planks at an angle to avoid the zealot patrol’s casual stare
and turned down a ladder to the under-boards, where spray made your breath a fog inside a fog. He
moved along hanging slats and came up near the south end again, hem wet.

The world narrowed to risky routes: White Quay, where witnesses and ledgers might hide him for a time.
Or the ash warrens, where men were punished without any ledgers at all. He weighed crowd against rope
and chose paper.

Upriver, a bell moaned, deep and bored, like a judge with a mind made up. It set an unwelcome rhythm in
his chest. He angled toward the chalk-faced Guildhall, where the doors were always a little too wide,
letting in fog and petitions in equal measure.

The whisper coin hissed once in his pocket as if shushing him. He took the stairs two at a time.

Chapter 2

White Quay’s Guildhall smelled like paper dust and river moss, a dry rot married to wet stone. Lamp oil
smoked soft in high cages, making halos above clerks with their heads bent to ledgers. Stamp-thuds
marked time better than bells here. Seal cords hung in careful skeins from pegs, every color a law.



Strahen stepped into the drafty counting room with a clerk’s smile and a debtor’s coat. The coat was still
damp from bridge spray. That passed here. He turned his shoulders as if looking for a window, as if he
belonged enough to be overlooked. Blend. Learn. Slip away when the room blinked.

A cluster of the Witness Chorus stood off to the right—white-dusted sleeves, serious faces, a tired pride in
holding the line between word and law. Some had watched him earlier. Some had stamped his tokens
before. They would not chase him in here. The Guildhall liked its sanctum.

He tracked the edges. Door near the river stairs. Clerk gate beyond it. A ledger vault with a brass mesh. A
chain across the far exit hung with little oaths in script, sealed and humming with a faint thread of
warding. He breathed as if bored.

From the ledgers stepped a man in Order black with the face of a clerk who had learned to enjoy knives
only when wrapped in documents. Not tall. He did not need to be. He moved like someone who hid every
sign of haste. Empty hands. Neat eyes.

“Strahen Klendmir,” he said, speaking Strahen’s name like a pin through a butterfly. Words could be
spoken here under the eyes of a dozen witnesses and a thousand ledgers. “By writ of the Order of Verity
and under the seal of the Tribunal Basilica of Measure, you are under arrest for fraud against witness
law.”

Strahen turned fully. He had never met the man. He had read his kind in the way they wore attention.
Auditor-Executor Clyne Varrow. A quill trimmed to a point. Strahen tried to smile like a man held
unfairly by a rule he respected anyway. The trick was to line the mouth with respect and the eyes with
laughter. He found neither to spare.

“You’ve been walking a lot,” Strahen said, even. “You’ll want better soles with that pace.”

Clyne lifted one brow as if he wrote a note no one else could see. His hands came up, palms open,
showing sigil-cuffs coiled neat and gray like tamed snakes. Iron carried ink worked into it, a twist and a
dot braided into the links. The cuffs had their own kind of breath. The nearest clerk flinched at the hum.

“This will be quick,” Clyne said. “Witnesses enough for the record.” He tipped his head toward the
Chorus. “We don’t intend a spectacle.”

Iron kissed Strahen’s wrists and bit. Ink in the cuffs bit too—tiny needles of burn that pricked and held.
He did not show the wince. He did not yank once. Once became a reflex before a room, and rooms loved
that.

The Chorus looked relieved and sad at once. The master witness from earlier clenched her pen so tight it
bled a dot of ink on the ledger margin. The apprentice swallowed hard and looked at his shoes.
Conscience showed in how they shifted their weight.

Strahen leaned so only Clyne could hear. “There’s an easier way to work a market than nets.”



Clyne’s smile stayed small and brittle. “Then let’s fish in a basin.” He lifted his chin toward the vault. An
Order clerk in dull gray slid a writ across the counter, top sheet stamped in iron ink. The hush in the hall
thickened into a shape.

Clyne guided him—mnot a shove, not a drag—through the clerk gate and out into the quay wind. Salt and
wet stone slapped Strahen’s face. The cuffs hummed once, reading his pulse. He did not think about how
they would fit with ropes.

“Walk,” Clyne said, soft.

They crossed White Quay where barges knocked and men pretended not to watch. A witness bell on the
hall eave chimed twice, announcing a record made. Strahen counted time between chimes as if it
mattered, as if a code sat in the space that would save his neck. Codes had burned him before. He walked
anyway.

The Basilica’s towers rose through fog like bones caught in a throat. Black bells hung in their mouths, and
a moan rolled out from somewhere inside that could have been wind and wasn’t. The steps were slick. He
did not slip. Clyne’s mild hand held his arm.

“This for show,” Strahen said, words scraped thin, “or do you mean to hang me quiet?”
Clyne’s grip didn’t change. “Do you think you’ve earned either?”
Strahen laughed once. It hurt.

Inside, the Basilica smelled of cold stone and iron ink. Witness bridges arced like ribbons across the open
floor. The dais at the far end held three seats carved from something blacker than oak. People filled the
benches beyond the witness gates, a hushed crowd of damp wool and tired waiting. The law had a theater.
The city came to watch truth pass judgment on itself because it needed to see something work.

They took him to the dais. He used the climb to count breaths and steps. On the top stair, a thin man in
layered robes watched, a face that could withhold rain. High Judge Val Corven’s eyes were pale as if
bleached by law. He held a quill like a dagger trained on silence.

“Present,” Clyne said, ritual steady. “Auditor-Executor Varrow for the Order of Verity, with a writ under
seal. The accused: Strahen Klendmir of no fixed house, charged with fraud under the Hall acts, impact
upon a witness contract and a ration stipend.” He lifted the writ. An iron ink stamp glinted.
“Recommendation: conditional mercy under service, or execution at dawn.”

Mercy. Strahen knew that word’s price. It often cost more than rope.

Val Corven did not look at Strahen at first. He looked at the crowd, measured a line only he could see, and
found a safe path through it. Then he placed the quill in a groove on the dais and lifted his palm. A clerk
produced a little brass clock, flat-backed, its face painted with a sunrise. Corven set it to the side, thumbed
the wheel, and found a mark.



“Dawn,” he said. His voice carried like a bell under a blanket. “The law is hungry for clean things.
Service cleans if done under oath. Rope cleans if done under sky.” His gaze turned to Strahen, reading
him as if he were a page. “Sign the service writ before the bell, and you live to labor. Speak against it, and
you swing.”

A low breath went through the benches. The tiny clock’s hand trembled and settled. It ticked once.
Everyone heard it.

Strahen looked at the clock and pictured a rope that creaked before it burned two hands. He looked at
Clyne’s cuffs and pictured ink drying on his skin like a brand. He tried a smile he used to make plans
work. It failed here. His mouth had learned new shapes since the Null fell.

“What is the work?” he asked.

Clyne didn’t answer. Val Corven did not. A clerk lifted a pen. One of the Witness Chorus—old and
stiff-backed—stepped forward to make this choice legal. Strahen could almost see the thread from his
wrists to the bell tower and back down into the crowd, binding him to the city’s appetite.

Something leaned against the hall’s edges, like a chill from inside stone. Ash-Silence, the Null, licking at
echoes, always hungry for places too certain so it could break them. Soot on his tongue.

Clyne’s hand on his arm tightened. “Cell,” he said to a guard. “We will present the work in private.”
Val Corven nodded like gravity.

They turned Strahen from the dais. He looked back once, not at the judge or the clock, but at the benches.
The apprentice from the market sat there, shoulders drawn in. When Strahen’s gaze brushed his, the boy
flinched and lifted his hands, as if to sign an apology and didn’t know how. Strahen made a small sign
without moving his fingers: nothing, air, gone.

They took him down a corridor where the sound changed—not softer, but narrower, as if words would
scrape the walls if used. Cold stones sweated. River breath found the mortar. In a side cell, iron bars met
iron lintel. A net of thin bells ran high, strung like a spider’s plan.

They set him on a bench and unrolled the silence ward. The net of tiny bells lowered with a faint
crystalline ring and then—when the last thread caught—fell mute. The hush hit his skin like a winter
wind. The ward took the shape of his breath and refused to let it out.

Clyne stood just beyond the net, hands behind his back, a posture practiced at desks no one else could sit
at. He looked tired in a way that had become his face. He also looked pleased with the neatness of this
room.

“You could run all day in this city,” Clyne said, conversational. The net caught his voice and turned it soft
and near. “On the bridge, in the warrens, across roofs. The net would still be there.”



Strahen lifted his bound hands and tapped the cuffs against the bench once. Iron spoke to bone. “You have
a fondness for nets, Auditor.”

“I have a fondness for results. We have a hole where a chord should be.” Clyne’s gaze flicked to Strahen’s
throat, as if to count what could still be used. “You can help close it.”

“Vocem,” Strahen said. The word ate the inside of his mouth like light with teeth. He swallowed the sting
and pretended it was nothing.

Clyne watched the flinch. He didn’t smile. He filed it. “The First Null feeds on doubt. We’re losing trials
to silence and markets to rumor. We need a man who can speak and be believed, and we’re stuck with
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you.

Strahen saw market fog, soft and kind around cruelty. He met Clyne’s gaze as if reading an order that
allowed jokes. “You want a liar to fix truth.”

“I want you to live long enough to serve. Let’s start there.” Clyne brought out a coil of thin cords, red and
white, neatly bound. Oath cords. Clean and bright. “We can offer pardon. After service. The contract
comes with a sigil-cuff clause. It sings when you stray.” He lifted the cords and let them fall back to his
palm. “Or a rope. That one has no terms.”

The silence ward held their words like fish in a shallow bowl. Enough to negotiate. Not enough to
conspire.

Strahen let his head touch the wall. Cold stone cleared his thoughts. He thought of the painted dawn. Of
the whisper coin now in a tray, counted as evidence or curiosity. Of his own voice lighting his mouth a
moment before, a sting that warned and promised both.

“You’ll tell me the work,” he said.

“Tomorrow,” Clyne said. “On paper, with three witnesses. In the echo of a bell. This room is for
decisions, not words.”

Strahen flexed his fingers. The cuffs didn’t care. The ward didn’t move. “I’ll hear it.”

Clyne inclined his head. “Good. Dawn is near for you. Choose where to stand when the bell moves.”
He turned to go. Strahen said, “Auditor.”

Clyne paused.

“Your soles wear quick,” Strahen said, because humor sometimes made bars turn to something you could
see through. “Buy leather with more salt. The river eats the cheap kind.”

Clyne’s mouth did a small, involuntary thing, like a man told a truth from an odd quarter. “I’ll make a
note,” he said. He traced a curve on the tiny bells. The ward sealed with a hush like a held breath deciding
to keep living.



Strahen listened to that breath. Measured it against the painted dawn. Pressed his tongue to his teeth and
tasted iron and salt. He set his next move like a card face down: he would not sign blind. He would hear
the offer. And then he would learn the shape of the chain they meant to fit to his throat.

Chapter 3

Ink smelled like iron and rain. Cold bled up through the basilica’s floor into Strahen’s boots, as if the
stone wanted into his bones. Above, a bell moaned—one long note, patient as a rope. He fixed his eyes on
the desk’s edge instead. Find the crack in the seal before it closes.

Clyne Varrow drew the quill across his blotter with neat strokes, then nudged a sheet toward him. The
parchment was thick and gritty. Verity paper. It held oaths. A thin twist of cord lay beside it, scarlet and
gray, pressed with sigils. The sigil-cuff on Strahen’s wrist warmed at the sight, as if recognizing kin.

“Pardon, conditional,” Clyne said. His voice cut by measure. “You restore a Vocem fragment. You remain
under watch. You do not flee, tamper, or speak beyond charter. Violate, and the default returns.”

Strahen’s mouth went dry. He studied the letters rather than the face doing the cutting. The terms looked
clean enough to pass for mercy. Pardon if. Life if. Between the lines lay hooks. At the bottom, a clause
tied back to the cuff. If he breached, the cuff would sing the breach to any ward keyed to it, to any
tribunal bell linked to the net. A leash that yelled.

He set the parchment back and smiled without teeth. “You do this for everyone, do you.”

“Only for those who have something the city needs,” Clyne said. “And only after they’ve taken what the
city made unlawful.”

“The city made speaking unlawful,” Strahen said.
“The city made false speaking unlawful,” Clyne said.
“Same blade. Different whetting.”

The bell’s moan faded. Damp air carried salt from the river up the steps, through black iron grilles, into
the chamber’s hush. Witness bridges ran outside like ribs. Words spoken here could echo back down the
spans. Strahen had played halls like this before. Justice loved its stage.



He lifted his cuffed wrist. “Say I slip. Say your handlers lie, and I say so out loud. Who decides whose
words are true?”

“Not you,” Clyne said. He reached for the cord. “Not anymore.”

“You’ll request witnesses at the Guildhall after we order the seals,” Clyne added. “You like witnesses.
They’ll bind what we set here.”

“Depends on the witnesses,” Strahen said. But it did ease a knot—rope he could pretend was slack. He
nodded at the ribbon. “What’s the color for?”

“Scarlet is for Order enforcement. Gray is for the Basilica’s measure. Together they mean a pardon held in
trust. Break trust and they mean a sentence held in waiting.”

“And the cuff?”
“Calibrated to your pulse. To your voice. To your mischief,” Clyne said, dry.
“So it sings,” Strahen said. “Who hears it?”’

“The echo-wards,” Clyne said. “You’ll see them today. Speak a false chord in a ward and you’ll taste why
we built them.”

Strahen took in the contract again. The watermark of the Accords showed faint rings like old trees under
ice. He could refuse. It would be honest. It would be short.

He glanced up. Clyne, patient as a clock. The Basilica, cold as doctrine. The bell, waiting for a cue.
“Witnesses, then,” Strahen said. “And write that my service is for Vocem restoration only.”

“That clause is written,” Clyne said.

“Good. Write it again.”

Clyne’s quill returned to the page. Ink scratched. The lines darkened. The bell above murmured, a bruised
lung.

Clyne slid the pardon toward him. A small, soft motion. A blade drawn without sound.

Strahen took the quill. His hand did not shake. He had signed worse while promising better. He pulled the
quill along his name, each letter a hooked fish. As he lifted the nib, the cuff tightened a hair, as if the band
breathed in.

“Welcome to service,” Clyne said.

“Welcome to your leash,” Strahen said, low.



Clyne tied the scarlet and gray cord through the cuff. Metal warmed until it hurt. Not a lash. A thumb at
the throat, reminding him of the thin tube of voice. He swallowed through it and met Clyne’s eyes.

“The default,” Strahen said. “If [ break your measure.”
“The bell you hear now won’t stop,” Clyne said. “Not without you.”

Strahen let out a laugh that found no humor. He eyed the nave’s slice of light. Benches full of faces that
had never met him would judge him just the same. His life had been practice for that. Feeding on belief,
he had told them what they wanted, and they paid. Now the lie’s gap had turned into a city.

“Take me to your wards,” he said.
“You’ll go to the Echo Temple,” Clyne said. “Where words live or die. Then we’ll seal this at the Guild.”

Chains wore color well.

The Echo Temple lay sunken below the street. The air cooled as they descended. The stairs sweat.
Candles swam in the damp, their smoke a thin veil touched by the low hum coming from basalt resonators
lining the walls. The sound seeped into Strahen’s teeth.

Sael Indri waited in the nave. Truthscribe blues, old and mended. Iron-gray hair. A gaze like a blade set
down rather than sheathed. Even Clyne stepped lightly here.

“You bring me a liar,” she said.
“You teach him to speak within law,” Clyne said. “Under watch.”

Sael made a small sound that might have been a laugh. She tilted her head toward the largest resonator, a
trunk of black stone, scratched with circles and lines like the inside of a bell.

“Stand there,” she said. “Speak after I do.”
He moved to the chiseled mark. The cuff drank the temple’s hum and warmed.

Sael splayed her fingers toward the stone. “This stone is cold,” she said. The line rang true. The hum slid
upward, soft as a finger down a throat. The hairs on Strahen’s arms rose.

“Now you,” she said.

He watched his breath fog and thought of the damp stone under his palm. “This stone is cold,” he said. He
believed it enough. The hum accepted the words and stroked them into the stone. His cuff cooled a
fraction.

Sael nodded. “Again. Make it near. Make it stupid. Closer to the nerves.”



“I am innocent,” she said, mouth twisting. The hum did nothing. No acceptance. No lash.
“Now you.”

He knew better than to try. He also knew lies liked wearing helplessness. He opened his mouth and heard
his old voice, smooth as oil. “T am—"

The first sting hit.

Not heat. White, right at the hinges where voice met breath. Like biting a live wire in the dark. Strahen’s
hand went reflex-sharp to his throat. The hum leapt, a cat backed to a wall. Ozone cut the damp. His eyes
watered.

Sael did not move. She held him like a surgeon holds breath between cuts. He forced his hand away and
swore.

“Good,” she said, as if he’d passed.
“That was not—"" He stopped, cautious now of what words could do to him.

“That was not nothing,” Sael said, finishing the old lesson. “That was your mouth trying to force a world
that won’t believe you. The First Null sits outside that door and waits to drink weakness. It lives on what
you just tried.”

Strahen swallowed. Copper on his tongue. The hum fed back through the stone and looped in his chest.
He thought of all the times he had made people lean forward with a story and how light they felt as they
handed over coin. He had told himself he did them a kindness.

“What feeds it?” he asked, voice scraped.

“Doubt,” Sael said. “Crowd doubt. Your doubt. The echo-wards push back where we can. But only
believed words resonate under a Null like this. Even then the cost is higher now.”

“Cost,” he said, touching his throat, careful with the word.

Sael’s mouth softened and hardened at once. “Everything we do has one. You will not speak to compel.
You will not lie to glide. You will learn to speak what you can carry.” She nodded at the resonator. “Try
saying you will not run.”

He stared. The cuff warmed, eager to feel him twist. Clyne had gone very quiet, like a clerk waiting on a
zZero.

“I will—" The word caught. He changed it midstream, let the sound shape around something less than
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oath, more than air. “—try.

The hum rose, thin and wary. No sting. No soothe. It marked the line he drew for himself and marked him
for the cost when he crossed it.



Sael inclined her head, a small nod to a lie he had not told. She walked him through more—simple stones,
simple truths. Warm. Cold. Water. Blood. He learned to taste where belief sat in his mouth. It moved from
day to day, a sparrow on a wire.

During a pause, when Clyne went to confer with a keeper, the hum of the temple changed. Not a draft in
air. A thinning in sound, like the room held its breath. Candle smoke flattened.

Sael’s gaze slid to the nave doors. “You feel that?”

He did. The Null pressed its face to the ward, sniffing for leaks. Light crawled along carve lines as if
chasing something only it could see. A cold went through him that wasn’t the room’s.

“Hold your breath,” Sael said. “Hold your certainty. The Ash-Silence eats edges.”

He did. The thin pressure at his ears passed. The hum steadied. He let out breath slow, the way you set a
glass down you cannot afford to break.

“What you believe is your blade and your wound,” Sael said. “Remember that when the Order tells you
we only fight monsters.”

Clyne returned, workday face back on. “We’re done. The Guild is ready.”

Sael pinched out a candle with bare fingers. A small pain taken without sound. “If you work with him,”
she said to Clyne, “do not leave him alone with large words. He bleeds from them like a drunk.”

“I am not—" Strahen began, and let the rest die rather than feed the ward another bite.

Sael handed him a cloth. “Wipe your mouth. They like their seals clean.”

White Quay’s Guildhall had dust that never settled. It danced in sun-lances through tall windows, lit and
dimmed by slow river light. Quill-scratch filled the room like insects under floorboards. A clerk hauled a
press into place with a grunt that ended in a stamp-thud. The boards echoed the force up through Strahen’s
boots.

The White Quay Witness Chorus had gathered along the sides—men and women in gray tabs, faces softer
than the Basilica’s and harder than most mornings. They watched with the alertness of those who would
be blamed either way. Guild elders sat behind a trestle, seals laid out like knives.

“We will bind this service pact under Witness registration,” said the elder with the beak nose and tidy hair.
“We put eyes on its execution, at cost to the Order. Agreed.”

“Agreed,” Clyne said. The word cost stirred the chorus like a breeze. He placed the parchment exactly
where the elder pointed. He did not need them, and he needed them.



Strahen held his cuffed wrist low. He had a small goal and a large one in his mouth. Small: get through
this without feeding the ward lines now laced through his cuff. Large: file away every face, every mark on
every ledger, every lock, every rhythm of stamp and sigh.

A witness with ash-gray hair took his name again. “For the record,” she said.

“Strahen Klendmir,” he said. The city’s hum around that name twisted. Rumor had carried it. Hands
shifted on laps and seals. He fixed his gaze on a patch of wall where old flood lime had bubbled and dried
like cloth. Imperfections had saved him more than once.

“Under service to the Order’s mission,” the elder said. “To restore Vocem capacity under the Basilica’s
charter.”

“Yes,” Clyne said.

“And under Guild witness for deployment and report,” the elder said. “Including the right to pull him
from service if method violates Accord law.”

Clyne’s jaw clicked once. “If method violates.”
The elder didn’t blink. “Yes.”

A younger witness came to Strahen’s left shoulder—too near on purpose. He held a quill but no ink. He
would pretend to take notes and read breath and stance instead. Strahen shifted as if his boots hurt, to blur
the line.

The elder lifted a seal. It caught light like a coin. He pressed it to wax—stamp-thud—and the room
exhaled. The pivot landed when the first seal sank into wax and the second followed and the third. Seals
pressed meant the pact had passed words. The city would treat it as bone.

Clyne pushed forward another cord—a loop of thread thinner than the Basilica’s, woven with small glass
beads. “Oath thread,” he said. “For the Guild’s comfort.”

The chorus hummed, human voices. The beaded thread went around Strahen’s cuff and lay across the
back of his hand, cool and pretty. He did not like pretty on a chain. He nodded when the elder looked for
it.

“Speak your service line,” the elder said.

Strahen thought about the ward’s bite and kept it simple. “I will work to restore Vocem as written,” he
said. He kept the weight low on the verb. The beaded thread ticked faint, like a moth at glass. No burn.
Witness eyes softened a degree—not trust, but less fear of flares.

The elder pressed a final seal. “Done. Registered.” He set his ring to the ledger and turned it a quarter, so
the cut in its band met the wax. Special. Final. The cuff pulsed to it, heat spreading like a slow match.



Clyne leaned close enough that his breath touched Strahen’s ear. “If you stray, it sings to me,” he said. “To
the Basilica. To this hall. Remember who will hear.”

Strahen did not look at him. He looked at white wall and imagined river fog writing letters only he could
read. He sketched a different line that moved.

The chorus began to disperse. Quills returned to desks. Stamps went back on shelves like sleeping
animals. The elder slid the signed parchment into a sleeve that smelled of lamp oil and candle smoke.

A woman from the chorus paused by Strahen. “We see men like you,” she said, mild, without scorn.
“They go under one of three ways: back under rope, under their own mouth, or under a new law. Try for
the last.”

His mouth tilted. “I’d like to try for the fourth. Above it.”
She almost smiled. “That costs more.”
“Everything does,” he said. He didn’t look for approval. Looking made people cruel.

Clyne motioned. Strahen followed him past ribbon-tied contracts, past a map of the river with toll posts
marked in small red squares, past a door where ink-stained apprentices carried stacks of petitions that
smelled of wet wool and cold hands. Outside, the quay breathed damp. The basilica bell up the rise
moaned once, heavy as an old promise. Strahen set his jaw to the tone.

The cuff warmed, then cooled. Small thing. Small things started avalanches.



Thriller

Chapter 1

The server closet baked under fluorescent glare. Fans worked the air cold and dry. Racks hummed like a
held breath. Elliot hunched by the patch panel with a borrowed badge on his belt and a terminal spilling
logs across a dark screen.

He needed the call chain. He needed the hash. The model had moved on its own, or been moved, and the
money had followed.

Jada eased in without knocking. She smelled like citrus cleaner and rain from the helipad stairs. Her eyes
flicked to the camera dome in the corner, then to his hands.

“You’re out of runway,” she said, low. “They’re pulling PR diffs and pushing Security to audit badges.
Move.”

“Two minutes,” he said, not looking up.

He filtered by a function name he refused to have written. The scroll slowed to a seam. Off-hours calls
from an internal client with no name, only a machine address stapled to a dead repo. He followed the
thread. A code path forked to a private module, then a hash comment he hadn’t seen in any approved
build: spire_eval 13b.

His neck went tight. He copied the shard into a temp buffer and slipped a thumb drive from his
watchband. Jada stood close enough for him to feel the heat off her arm.

“You know what this is,” she said. ““You don’t want to be the one holding it when Vivian goes nuclear.”
“She’ll go nuclear either way,” he said. “This is how we live through it.”

A ping popped on his screen: Elevator control: maintenance lockdown. Out in the hall, a card reader
chirped and went red. The floor felt smaller.

“Badge sweep,” Jada said. Calm, but stretched. “Soft first, then hard. They’ll quarantine anyone inside a
closet.”

He started the clone. The bar crawled. Server hum. Finger sweat. The thin high beep of a reader failing a
handshake. Hallway lights flicked once.

“Graves,” Jada said. “Vivian flagged PRs with your name. They’ll look at who touched the code.”



“Then I’m already burned.”
“Not if you walk now and let me clean it.”
“You can’t clean badge logs.”

She swallowed and didn’t answer. The bar ticked past ninety percent. He hotkeyed the hash comment into
a separate file with a timestamp. Not proof yet, but a shape.

The closet door tried to open and hit her foot. She didn’t move. “Occupied,” she said to the hall,
office-bright. The silence after it was sharp.

“Two more floors went dark,” she said, still watching the handle. “Jeez, Elliot.”

“Don’t preach,” he said. He pulled the drive. The window flashed done. He wiped the temp and left the
terminal up, bland as a login screen.

The hall reader beeped again. He slid the drive into a tiny pocket sewn under his belt, closed the terminal,
and killed Wi-Fi on his phone.

“Where?” he asked.

“Stairs,” she said. She handed him a visitor sticker. “Overlay. It’ll spoof the camera’s badge overlay if it
reads you. Keep your face down.”

“You saving me or saving yourself?” he asked. He hated how it came out.
“Don’t be brave now,” she said, and turned away first.

He tape-backed the sticker over his badge and followed her into the hall. The buzz lifted the hair on his
arms. Lenses watched. Somewhere above, the elevators sat dead in their shafts like blunt bullets.

On the stairs, he took the outer curve so cams wouldn’t get a clean face. Jada peeled off on six. “Do not
stop for anyone,” she said over her shoulder. “I’ll give you five minutes.”

He kept going. His badge vibrated once—system ping. Flagged. Vivian’s order would move fast. He
pictured a room nobody saw unless fired, and a woman who smiled as she cut options. He pushed the
picture away before it slowed his feet.

At the garage level, the exit door fought its hinge. He leaned into it and tasted dust.

Nadine Armitage stared at the wall of feeds until the squares moved as one. RF spectrum was clean.
Lobby, elevators, stairwells, parking—all stacked. The server closet had a little red “lost” tag from three
minutes ago.



“Lockdown confirmed,” a junior said. “Executive floors in maintenance mode. Badges will soft-fail. Face
recognition on.”

Nadine didn’t nod. She pinched two windows wider. Stairwell C spit a man down two flights faster than
most moved under cameras. Head down, brim low, visitor sticker over a badge. Clever. Dumb.

“Run a face hash,” she said. “Ignore the sticker. Use gait. Compare to engineering floor.”
“Got it.”

The match spun, climbed, then stuttered. He took the outside curve like someone who knew where every
camera sat. Confidence hit eighty-seven. A beep blinked on the elevator map: manual locks. She didn’t
ask who pushed it. Vivian’s channel lit ten minutes ago: audit PRs, lock rogue badges, pull the ladder
when they’re halfway up.

“Soft-lock his path on Garage B,” Nadine said. “Ticket cams to sleep. I want him moving to our catch.”

She toggled audio. Radio hiss from the garage bled through a mic. A static laugh she knew too well. Anya
Kuznetsova waited with patience that looked like boredom.

“Anya,” Nadine said into the private loop. “Visitor sticker, gray hoodie, jeans, messenger bag. He’ll try
the spiral exit to avoid the lobby. Take him at the elevator bank if he panics. No marks. The office wants
him talky.”

“Copy,” Anya said, flat. “If he runs?”’
“You know the lanes.”

On the wall, a camera dome in Garage B pivoted with a slow iris. The man’s head stayed down—chin,
jaw, shoulder set. Face match rolled up to ninety-one. Elliot Graves. The code kid who stared too long at
logs.

Nadine watched him thread shadows like someone who assumed he was watched. He was not wrong.
“Route intercept,” she said. “Under the executive elevators. He’ll think he can slip between cars.”

Keys clicked. The radio crackled back an answer she liked: three dots converging without noise. Her
coffee had gone to ash. She didn’t notice.

Concrete threw his footfalls back. The parking structure smelled like oil and damp brake dust.
Fluorescents buzzed in strips, some dead, some flickering, making moving patches of dark.

He killed his phone, then popped it open and pulled the SIM. Paranoia was only wrong until it wasn’t.
The visitor sticker felt cheap under his fingers. If he made it past the spiral, three turns and a bus shelter
would hide him.



He kept close to the ramp’s inner wall, where domes had bad angles. One of them tracked him with a
deliberate iris. The lens dilated like a pupil. Pivot.

He slid behind a pillar and counted. Pulse fast in his ears. Different building, same chill: they owned the
air in here. His hand found the drive under his belt. Still there.

A radio pop echoed from the elevator bank. He couldn’t make the words, but the cadence said a team that
cared less about HR than about results. He was meant to be steered and boxed.

He went the other way, down the spiral.

At the bend, a sedan idled nose-out with its lights off. Not garage staff. He stepped into a slice of shadow
and used a parked SUV for cover. The driver looked down at his hands, then up at the dome, like he was
waiting for a nod.

The dome panned. The driver cracked his door. One legal move. A lot of bad ones.

A pedestrian exit sign glowed green over a metal door set in cinderblock. He could make it if he didn’t
slip.

He bolted. Shoes slapped wet concrete. The dome jerked, overshot, corrected. He hit the bar. The door
gave with a squeal and a slap of cold air. He pulled it shut and leaned into the next stair. Echo smothered
the sound of the door closing. He hoped.

A voice cut the stairwell—female, Russian vowels worn down by years here. “Hey. You there. Stop.”

He didn’t stop. He took the stairs two at a time, then three, lungs burning in shallow air. Street-level air hit
him under a corrugated canopy, rain heavy, neon from a billboard painting everything sick blue. He
stepped into a crowd of office workers with phones up and heads down.

He didn’t look back. He felt the tail anyway. Pressure, not a person yet. The shard dug into his waist. He
kept moving. He had minutes before the net tightened.

Chapter 2

The cafe’s windows sweated. Rain hissed and turned brake lights into a red blur. Elliot took the stool with
the wobble and parked his laptop by an outlet with duct tape over a crack. LCD glow flattened his hands
to paper.



The coffee tasted burned. It kept him from shaking. He pulled the shard’s hash file and synced the
timestamp to the logs in his head. Phantom client calls tied to a ledger. If the model had pushed money,
the trail would be there—if only for minutes.

He built a query across a thin web of public nodes and things that weren’t public but weren’t guarded. A
ghost account popped in gray: a client that wasn’t supposed to exist, sitting inside a shell with a month of
dust. He prodded the balance. It blinked a number that made his mouth go dry.

He snapped a screen capture and began a pull. The cursor spun.

A new line appeared before his query finished. Mixer route set. The balance evaporated, decimal to zero
in a clean sweep. The account went blank like it had never been born.

Air hissed through his teeth. He’d seen wipes. This wasn’t a wipe. This was a safety drill done fast. The
transaction ID fanned out like a hand of cards, each hop timed to shed anything he could use.

He chased the path. Half the nodes were paper. Two were real. One felt cold—no banner, no metadata, a
machine trying to pretend it wasn’t alive. He tagged it: novaya.mirr.

The laptop’s fan rose. He set a filter to trap the route while the window still existed. Rain tracked down
the glass beside him and blurred a face outside that might have been watching, or a student reading texts
under a hood.

The pull finished with a partial. A segment had landed ahead of him and locked. He got the last three hops
and a timing pattern. It would have to be enough.

Fingers steadier now that he’d lost what he’d never had, he saved the capture twice and pushed it to three
corners he trusted less than he trusted himself. His phone vibrated, a single pulse he hadn’t given it
permission to have. He killed it and watched the screen go black.

He left cash on the bar and kept the change small enough not to be remembered.

Outside, the rain pressed close. He pulled his hood up and walked into it, alone with the glow of an
answer and a bigger question pressed to his ribs.

X-Base kept its rooms cold enough to bruise. Cipher Jack worked a slab keyboard with gloved hands.
Bare hands left traces. The Ul was thin and unforgiving. Timelocks clicked like a mean metronome.

A watcher key pinged an address line that wasn’t supposed to light. He leaned back and smiled with one
side of his mouth. Somebody had poked the right ghost in the wrong nest.

“Hello, banker,” he murmured.

The escrow queue drifted, then surged. He sucked his teeth. Flags up. The bots that settled fights were
impatient tonight. Or scared. Scared meant speed.



He tapped the watcher feed. The route unfolded in a low-trust diagram. The upstream node smelled like
Novaya air—dry, diesel-coded, cold. He set a filter to catch a proof before it hardened.

The queue jumped. Cheerful captcha ticks rolled faster. He barely got a fingerprint of a proof bundle
before the lane sealed and the UI went blue. He didn’t flinch. He scrolled to the chatter channel and saw
proxies of names he knew arguing about throughput and optics.

“Seal it,” someone wrote. “Q sees light.”

Cipher smiled his half-smile again. He glanced at the camera in the corner, a black dot in a black wall,
and lifted a hand like a wave to the person who owned his lease.

“No taste for theater,” he said to nobody. “You just slam the door.”

A private window blinked with a new triangle. A counter-key request. Someone had poked the ledger and
gotten a fast freeze. The request was unsigned, shaky, like a hand scribbling in a car.

He didn’t answer. Not yet. If this was the kid from the forums who read code like prayer, he would come
back with better words.

Out in the racks, servers breathed in rhythm. Timers went happy and then cruel. Proof trails sealed. He sat
very still and counted who would pay him to open one.

Pike Street pooled yellow under sodium lamps. Wet asphalt turned every light into a smear. Elliot kept to
loading lanes where cameras overlapped badly and guards looked through you until a manager told them
not to.

He mapped the grid in his head. Mall cams here. City cams there. Private security on the tower across the
way would be Aegis Ward or a cousin. He had a blind run if he hit the alley behind the florist, cut under
the skybridge, and used stacked pallets by the back ramp to block a pan.

He moved at a brisk walk. Running flagged you. Stopping flagged you more.

Under the florist’s awning, water beat a steady drum. He slid into the alley. A red LED blinked from a
camera high on brick. He kept close until he was under it, then past its sweep. He lifted the canary from
his bag—a cheap handset with a number nobody liked, seeded with a token that would shout if anyone fed
it.

He watched the lane. People moved. A truck coughed diesel. No human tail. But something buzzed the
air.

A drone drifted nose-in at the far end, hovering like it didn’t mind rain. Its rotors hummed like an insect.



He didn’t look at it. He didn’t pull his hood lower. He made himself bored and busy, which was what
most people were under a camera. He bent like he was fixing a zipper and slipped the canary into the top
pocket where it was easy to find and easy to lose.

He pulled his own phone from a taped pouch near his spine. He powered it long enough to push the partial
route to a dead inbox with too many passwords, then killed it and palmed the battery loose. He set the
battery aside. He palmed the canary up like he’d just finished fussing with a strap.

He walked toward the loading dock steps. The drone matched pace, a little farther back now, as if not to
spook him.

He took the steps two at a time, then stepped back down as if he’d forgotten something. The drone
hovered, lens winking. Spray from its wash hit his cheek.

“Fine,” he muttered, and set the canary on the rail, screen up with a blank map. He turned his shoulder so
it could see what he’d done, like a man surrendering a cigarette to a no-smoking sign.

He walked on.

Through the gap in the rail, he watched the drone settle close enough to spin droplets across glass. No
click. He just knew. The geofence tightened. It felt like a weather change. Three phones near the entry
chirped with a network test. A security guard at the mall door lifted her head and talked into a wire by her
ear.

The operators widened their box. He had drawn the fence to himself and left it a toy. He turned into a
delivery lane where city cams had blind stairs and private ones were busy scanning for shoplifters.

He slipped back to street level, rain climbing his cuffs. Curfew signs glowed on the bus stop display and
ticked down minutes. The bridge would be bad tonight. It was also the only line he could draw that didn’t
run through cameras with new eyes.

He didn’t look back at the drone.

He poured himself into the dark between delivery vans, then into the pedestrian flow, and let the city carry
him. The canary sat where he’d left it, humming a soft, fake life that wasn’t his.

Wind pressed the rain sideways. Across the river, lights made a cold chain. He set his jaw and headed for
the span before the clock hit red.

Chapter 3



Wind knifed along the East River and ran cold fingers under his coat. Steel ribs loomed, slick with rain.
The bridge was a narrow lane of grating and chain-link that turned footsteps into echoes. Elliot kept his
head down, hood up, face shield fogging at the edges. Curfew strobes washed the span in flat, false
daylight. He wanted one thing: cross unseen.

Rotor thrum came before the spotlight—low, insect-fast, skipping off metal like teeth. He didn’t look up.
He shifted pace instead, a hitch that set him between two groups of stragglers. Bodies made cover.
Cameras liked faces.

He let the river’s cold cut through his nerves and sharpen the numbers. Patrol on this side ran about five
minutes. Harbor boats crossed under every eight to ten. The drone net rode those rhythms. He scanned
reflections in the guardrail’s thin film of water and caught a quad drop into his slice of air, black and wet,
a bead of rain shivering along its gimbal.

“Not yours,” he told the fear, not the machine.

The quad dipped, angling its sensor pack. A white flicker stuttered across his shield—Ilidar raster hunting
contours. He rotated a touch, letting a puddle’s glare throw light back up. The flicker chased the glare,
jittery. Lock was sloppy. Rain shear did its work.

He didn’t need the serial font on the arm. He knew the tag pattern from Pike Street—the way the
operators widened the box. Same family. Same net.

He let a couple pass him, then brushed the chain-link and felt the metal tang sting his palm. A
maintenance stair punched off to the right, half-hidden behind a mesh gate. He marked it, then walked
past. Never go to the first exit you see. A second quad buzzed in, higher, hovering at the edge of the light
field. Swarm logic. One scans, one overwatches. Somewhere, a hand rode thresholds.

A spotlight swept. He raised his phone like he was checking texts. His shield caught the beam and flared
white. The lidar flicker jumped and went blind for a beat. He used that beat to veer toward the stair.

A cone blocked the gate. He moved it with his heel, slow, casual, like a bored maintenance guy, then
slipped down into the concrete throat. Water ran in threads down the handrail. The thrum got weird—in a
box, sound hunted corners.

He paused under the landing and breathed through his nose. Rotor pitch went higher. The first drone
hovered at the mouth, unsure. The second drifted, trying for an angle. They had his probable, not the face.

Swarm control has me, he thought. If they were crossing sectors to hold him, someone had flagged his
signature. Positive ID attempt meant this wasn’t random curfew. He needed fog and motion.

He dropped to the next platform and crossed to the opposite exit, counting the sweep of a searchlight off
the river. He eased the door and stepped into a different corridor of rain, a maintenance walkway under
the bridge’s belly. No one down here but pigeons and old gum.



He walked fast, not a run. Steel between him and open air. Ahead, the ferry terminal glowed in a smear of
sodium lights. He didn’t like ferries—ticket logs, cameras everywhere—but fog rolled in off the harbor,
thick as breath on glass. Fog could break any line of sight.

Decision made, he cut under a span of conduit and slid behind a utility truck parked crooked. The drone’s
light scraped the walkway above and skimmed on. He exhaled, harsh. Positive ID attempt confirmed.
Change routes. Make the fog work.

He kept the river at his left shoulder, the city’s glare at his right, and moved toward the horn-blast echoing
from the terminal. Behind him, rotors pivoted. They weren’t letting go.

RF hummed in the caged room like a storm held in place. Tarek Ghali stood on a worn anti-static mat, one
hand on a slider, the other around a paper cup of cold coffee. The wall was feeds—bridge cams, street
cams, drone POV, weather maps smeared with rain bands. Nadine Armitage moved like a metronome at
the console beside him, all precise lines and dry eyes.

“Lock degrades at fourteen meters,” Tarek said, thumb tracing a gain curve. “Rain shear’s kicking the
lidar bloom. He’s using reflective surfaces to disrupt phase.”

“Bridges make mirrors,” Nadine said, neutral. “Low-band jam authorized on East River microcell, sector
three to five. Public optics are ‘signal maintenance.” Keep it under a minute per pulse.”

Tarek smirked at optics and bumped the threshold on the decision ladder. Flag, track, funnel. “He’s not
running. He’s testing. He knows something about our tag.”

“Or someone told him.” Nadine’s eyes slid across an overlay, translucent numbers stepping time. “There.”
On the feed, the crosshatch broke into jitter. Rain flushed down the gimbal and made the world stutter.
“Lost cheekbones,” Tarek said. “Shield glare overrides features. He’s down a maintenance stair.”

Nadine toggled a ground map. “Underwalk. No city cams. Push him to the terminal where we have
coverage. Two units retask from Fulton. Confirm.”

“Confirm,” Tarek said. He dragged two icons across the grid, green arcs bending toward ferry lanes, and
pushed a tweak to compensate for water glare. “Adjusted sample rate. Might help close-in.”

“Don’t clip the battery window,” Nadine said. “You had fun last week. We spent thirty minutes pulling
hardware off a bus roof.”

He bit back an answer. The room smelled like coffee and hot plastic. His shoulders ached. He loved the
chase where code turned into motion. He hated that he loved it.

“Harbor patrol on standby,” she said. “They want a face for the file. No hits to the name yet. Alias
suggests he’s been coached.”



“By who?” Tarek whispered.

“Not our concern.” She thumbed a channel, tone clinical. “Aegis Ward to Harbor, tighten exits alpha and
beta. We want him on gamma with the cameras. Jam in ten, nine, eight...”

Tarek watched the signal map dip as the low-band jam pulsed. The terminal Wi-Fi blipped. Towers
coughed. Anyone checking a phone would bark and look up, right into his cameras.

He leaned in when the first retasked quad dodged a seagull and found the ferry deck lights. Rain looked
like static on the screen. He tuned a little more.

The ferry bought him bodies and movement. Elliot paid cash at a fogged window. The clerk wore a beanie
and didn’t look up. A paper ticket slid down the slot. The buzzer sent him toward the ramp.

Diesel throb bled through metal. The smell of salt and wet rope sat in his throat. Passengers huddled
under the awning, collars up, breath ghosting. He took a place by a steel post and used it to cut the angle
to a dock camera. Fog was a soft wall beyond the rail, swallowing mast lights and the city.

He needed to break line of sight long enough to fall out of their model. He watched reflections, not the
machines. Stainless trim by the door threw back the deck in a warped strip. He saw himself as a
smear—hooded, shielded. He saw a gull-wing camera hinged above, small enough to miss if you didn’t
know to look. It panned once, slow. He shifted so a deck light flared in the strip of steel and washed his
face to white.

A gull screamed and skated across the fog. Above, a quad’s whine threaded the horn blast. The deck
vibrated at idle, ready to push off. He wanted down. Lower deck meant noise and steel and fewer eyes.

The PA popped with static and a voice said something cheerful about safety. His phone buzzed for a
second with no icon. Jam ripple. The operators wanted faces pointed up at screens. He kept his eyes on
the slick deck instead.

The gull-wing panned faster. Pivot. He stepped into the doorway and let the glare do the work, blew a
breath across his shield to fog it more, then moved past the snack counter and down the narrow stair.
Treads were wet and cold. He put weight on the outside edges so he wouldn’t slip.

Below, the lower deck was a cavern. Pipes hummed overhead. Water dripped from flanges in steady ticks.
He walked along the bulkhead, face angled away from a dome watching the stair, then tucked into a
shadow by an equipment locker. His breath fell into the slow beat of the engine. Rotors faded, replaced by
slap of water against hull.

A man in a raincoat wandered by and didn’t see him. Good. The ferry lurched. Ropes thudded. The boat
eased away. Fog closed around them and swallowed the lights.



He took out the canary——cheap, already kissed off the grid—and held it under the locker’s lip. He
thumbed the camera on and used the black screen like a mirror to check angles behind him. No one. He
turned the phone toward the deck at a slant. The mirror caught the gull-wing above, slowed by fog and
rain, its reflection weak. He tilted until wet paint glare on the bulkhead smeared across the lens and
masked the shape.

He counted down two minutes, then three. His shoulders dropped a notch. He was still inside their box,
but he’d widened it. He put the phone away and listened. Through the hull, harbor engines moved like a
pack along routes they knew by heart. Nadine’s hand—push him toward cameras, toward a predictable
exit.

At the far end, a crew hatch cracked open. A man in coveralls stepped out, eyed the fog like it was a story,
and shrugged back inside. Elliot drifted that way, moving when the engine changed pitch to cover his
footfall, and found the rail of a narrow service gangway. It ran along the belly, half-lit, slick.

The horn bawled. The city vanished. He closed his eyes and pictured the far terminal: three exits, two
obvious, one used by crew hauling trash. Gamma, Nadine would call the one with cameras. He would not
take gamma.

He palmed the ticket stub, already damp, and slid it under the locker edge where it would dry into a curve.
A plant only he cared about. He breathed once, twice, and set his next move—below the crowd, out the
crew hatch, up into fog again.

When the engines eased and the ferry kissed the dock, radios crackled topside. Words were mud. Tone
was clean: tighten exits, small area, eyes up. He smiled without humor and stayed in shadow one more
beat. Then he moved.
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