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Load Path
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	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Hairline
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LYRA

At 6:42 on a Monday evening, Lyra Kibe discovered that fear has a structure of its own, and that she had been standing on it for years without knowing.

But that was later. At 6:42 she was on the fourth level of a half-built parking podium in the Glass Mile, with a rolled set of drawings under her arm and a hard hat pushed up on her forehead, staring at a line in the concrete that was no wider than a strand of her own hair.

“It’s cosmetic,” said the site foreman, for the third time. His name was Dunmore, and he had the patience of a man who was paid by the pour. “Shrinkage. You get it on every deck.”

“You get it on every deck that was cured wrong,” Lyra said.

She crouched. The slab was still pale and faintly damp, the color of wet sand, and the crack ran from a column head toward the edge in a line so straight it looked drawn. Cracks that wander are nothing. Cracks that run true are a message. She laid her pocket scale along it, then her palm, as if the concrete were a forehead she was checking for fever.

“Drop a bead of water on it,” she said.

Dunmore sighed and uncapped his bottle. The water did not sit. It slid into the line and vanished, the way a secret goes into a quiet room.

“That’s not shrinkage,” Lyra said. “That’s a shear crack. Your crew stripped the shoring four days early, and this slab is carrying a load it was never told about. I want the pour above this halted, the props reinstalled, and a core sample from this bay by morning.”

“My client wants the next lift Wednesday.”

“Your client wants a building that is standing on Thursday.” She stood and wiped her palm on her trousers. “Put it in writing that I said so. I’ll put it in writing that you listened.”

He looked at her for a long moment. Then he took out his radio and began, grudgingly, to save sixty people’s lives.

That was the job. Nobody ever applauded it, because when she did it right, nothing happened. A building stood, and people walked in and out of it and drank their coffee on the nineteenth floor and never once considered the thousand quiet decisions holding the ceiling above their heads. Lyra had made a career of being invisible in the best possible way. She was thirty-two years old, a principal engineer at Hale Reyes Structural, and she believed with her whole heart that the world was held up by people who checked twice.

Her phone buzzed against her hip as she reached the stairwell.

Theo: Don’t be mad.

She stopped on the landing. Her brother had sent her that phrase perhaps four hundred times in twenty-five years, usually attached to a broken lamp, a dented car, a late rent payment. Theo was her only family, and he went through life like a man crossing a frozen lake in boots he had never tested.

What did you do, she typed.

The dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared.

Nothing yet. Where are you?

Glass Mile. Why?

Never mind. I love you. Eat something.

Lyra read it twice. The words were ordinary. The silence inside them was not, and she felt it the way she felt a bad joint through the soles of her shoes. She called him. It rang out. She called again, and it went to voicemail with his cheerful, practiced recording, and the stairwell seemed to tilt very slightly, the way a floor tilts before you know why.

She told herself she was being absurd. She descended four flights, signed out at the gatehouse, and walked to the underground car park where she kept her old gray hatchback because garage fees were a form of vanity she had never indulged.

Level B2 was nearly empty. Her boots rang on the concrete. She was counting the expansion joints without meaning to, one, two, three, a habit from childhood, when she heard the van.

It didn’t screech. That was what she would remember afterward. It rolled up beside her with the unhurried courtesy of a delivery, and a side door slid open, and a man stepped out with a face so ordinary she would never be able to describe it. He said, almost kindly, “Ms. Kibe. Your brother is fine. Please get in.”

She ran.

She made eleven steps before a hand closed on her arm, and the world went sideways in a smear of gray concrete and white light. She struck out, found something soft, heard a grunt, and then there was a cloth over her face that smelled of cold chemicals and apples, of all things, apples, and her last coherent thought was an engineer’s thought, precise and absurd.

Load path. Where is the load going? Where is it going?

Then there was nothing to carry it at all.

*   *   *
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SHE WOKE TO THE SMELL of old iron and lamp oil, and to a sound like a very large animal breathing.

It took her a moment to understand that the breathing was water, a river moving against pilings somewhere beneath her. She was lying on a canvas cot. Above her, a ceiling of black timber beams crossed in long, lovely lines, and she found herself assessing them before she had even remembered her own name. Douglas fir. Hand-hewn. Cracked at the second bay, sagging a little at midspan. Someone had propped it with a steel pole that was doing nothing at all.

Her wrists were free. That was the first strange thing.

She sat up slowly, and the room rearranged itself into a vast, derelict factory floor with tall arched windows, their panes frosted with age and river light. Long tables stood in rows, and on them, in the unlikely glow of a dozen hanging lamps, lay paper. Hundreds of sheets of paper. Elevations, sections, plans, weathered and creased and weighted at the corners with coffee mugs.

Blueprints. Her own handwriting was on some of them.

“You’re awake,” said a voice behind her. “Good. I was starting to think Marek had overdone it.”

She turned.

He was sitting on the edge of a drafting table at the far end of the room, one boot swinging idly, a mug of something steaming in his hand. Dark hair, a little too long. A white shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbow, the collar open, a thin scar crossing the back of one hand. He was perhaps thirty, and he was beautiful in the way a well-made blade is beautiful: not for what it was, but for what it promised to do.

He did not look like a kidnapper. That was exactly what frightened her.

“My name is Kael,” he said. “I’d tell you that you’re safe, but you’d have every right to call that a lie, and I’d rather not start badly. Your brother is alive. You’re not going to be hurt. Beyond that, I’m afraid you and I have a great deal of work to do.”

Lyra took in the exits, the windows, the distance, the weight of the door at the far end. She ran the numbers the way she always did, quickly and without mercy. Then she looked back at him and spoke with all the calm she had left.

“You made a mistake,” she said. “You took the wrong engineer.”

“No,” said Kael, and smiled, small and unhurried, as if she had just confirmed something he had been hoping for. “I really don’t think I did.”

CHAPTER 2
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The Man Who Draws the Doors
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KAEL

Kael Voss had told himself, for nine months, that he could do this without ever once feeling anything.

It was the first lie of the job, and it lasted precisely as long as it took her to sit up on the cot.

He watched her on the bank of monitors, in the thirty seconds before he walked into the room. The camera angle made her small, but she did not behave as if she were small. She did not scream or cry or tug at the door. She looked at the ceiling. She assessed the room’s timbers with her lips moving slightly, counting, and then she looked at the steel prop that Juno had jammed under the sagging beam last week and made a small disgusted face.

It was the face of a woman who has been insulted by a bad support.

“She’s judging your carpentry, Juno,” Kael murmured.

“She’s judging all of us,” said Juno Pike from the second chair, without looking up. She was a small, sharp-boned woman of thirty-six with a cigarette she was not allowed to light indoors, which she held in her mouth the way other people held a grudge. “Look at her. She’s already mapping the exits. We should’ve taken the weepy one.”

“There wasn’t a weepy one.”

“There’s always a weepy one.” Juno finally turned. Her gaze rested on him longer than he liked. “You’ve gone quiet, Voss. You only go quiet when you’re about to do something stupid.”

“I’m about to say hello.”

“That’s what I mean.”

He picked up his mug, left the control room, and walked down the long iron corridor of the old Lantern Works, where for ninety years the factory had made brass lamps for ships that no longer sailed and where, now, the only things left were rust, river damp, and the faint ghost of lamp oil in the floorboards. He had chosen it carefully. The building stood on piles driven into the mud of the Narrows, an hour’s walk from the Glass Mile and a thousand years from anyone who would think to look.

It was only when he came through the door that he understood the full scale of his mistake.

Not that he had taken the wrong woman. He hadn’t. He had read her file forty times. He knew her degrees and her publications, her shy, brilliant paper on progressive collapse in post-tensioned slabs, the way she had once stopped a bridge deck pour with a single email and been proven right eleven days later. He knew she took her coffee black and that she’d lived alone since she was twenty-four and that she had a brother she’d raised like a child.

What he hadn’t known was how she would look at him.

She looked at him as if he were a structure she hadn’t decided to trust yet. As if she were waiting for him to show his load.

He gave her his name and the little speech, and he watched her face do nothing at all. He liked that and hated that he liked it. When she told him he’d taken the wrong engineer, he almost laughed, because it was the first honest thing anyone had said in that room in months.

“Sit,” he said. “Please. There’s tea. You’ll want it.”

“I’ll stand.”

“Then stand, but I warn you, this is going to take a while.”

She did not sit. She walked instead, slowly, along the nearest drafting table, and he watched her read the sheets without touching them, the way some people read faces. Her gaze hit a long section drawing and stopped dead.

He saw it land.

“This is mine,” she said. Her voice had gone very quiet. “This is the Meridian Deep. These are my calculations. This is my—“ She stopped. Her finger hovered above the paper, a quarter inch from the line. “Where did you get these?”

“Halvard City Records. Some of them. The rest, from the people who paid to have them stolen.”

“You can’t have these. These are restricted. Nobody has the full structural set except—“ Her eyes lifted. For the first time, something moved under the ice. “You want me to break into the Meridian Deep.”

“I want you to tell us how it breaks,” Kael said. “There’s a difference. I’m the one who does the breaking.”

She stared at him. For one long second he thought she might laugh, and he almost wished she would. Instead she took a step back, and then another, until her shoulders touched a column and she stopped, and something in the way she stood changed. She did not look frightened now. She looked like a woman who had just been told her house was on fire and was calmly working out which room the fire started in.

“It can’t be done,” she said.

“I know. That’s why I need you.”

The door opened behind him. He didn’t need to turn. He knew the weight of those footsteps, the unhurried precision, the faint creak of expensive leather, and the temperature of the room dropped by about four degrees.

“Ms. Kibe,” said Marek Sloane pleasantly. “I see you’ve met our associate. I do apologize for the apples. I’m told the first few minutes are unpleasant.”

Sloane was a tall man in an immaculate gray coat, fortyish, with a face that gave away exactly as much as he wanted it to. He had held a gun to people’s heads while discussing the weather. Kael had seen it. He had seen worse. Ostrander’s man in the field, Ostrander’s eyes in the room.

“Where is my brother?” said Lyra.

Sloane took out his phone and turned it so she could see. On the screen, grainy and green with night-vision, a young man in a gray sweatshirt sat on a metal chair in a concrete room. His hands were in front of him. His head was lowered. He was thinner than he should have been, and one eye was shadowed.

“Theo,” Lyra said. It came out of her like something torn.

“He’s well,” said Sloane. “He’s eating. Every day you work, you’ll see him eat. Every day you don’t, you won’t. I find that people respond well to clarity.”

Kael kept his face still. He had spent years teaching it to be still. But under the table, where only he could see, his left hand closed hard around the handle of the mug until the ceramic creaked.

Nobody touches her, he had told Ostrander. Nobody lays a finger on her. That’s my price.

And Ostrander had smiled his beautiful grandfather’s smile and said, My dear boy. Of course.

“Twelve days,” Sloane said. “You have twelve days, Ms. Kibe, to show Mr. Voss how to reach Vault Nine. After that, your brother’s value to us ends, and so, I’m afraid, does yours.”

He left as he’d come, quietly, a gray ghost in expensive shoes.

In the silence he left behind, Lyra Kibe slid very slowly down the column until she was sitting on the floor with her knees drawn up, and pressed the heels of both hands into her eyes.

Kael crossed the room. He set the tea beside her on the boards, an arm’s length away, the way you’d offer food to a wary animal. He did not touch her. He had promised himself.

“I’m not going to say I’m sorry,” he said. “Sorry costs nothing.”

“No,” she said into her hands. Her voice was thin and steady and furious. “It costs nothing at all.”

She lowered her hands. Her eyes were red, but dry.

“Show me everything you have,” said Lyra Kibe. “And Mr. Voss. If my brother dies because of this, I’ll design something for you. Something with a very long fall.”

He smiled, because he could not stop himself. God help him, he already liked her far too much.

CHAPTER 3
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Twelve Days
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LYRA

Terror, Lyra discovered, was easier to carry when you gave it a task.

By midnight she had stopped shaking. By two in the morning she had stopped hating the room and started reading it, which was safer. The Lantern Works was a long hall of brick and timber and iron, with a skylit drafting floor at one end and, at the other, a row of cots and a kitchen that someone had stocked with the optimistic tins of people who did not expect to stay. Four people lived here. She had counted their boots.

There was Kael, who moved like a man who had learned early not to make noise. There was the sharp-faced woman, Juno, who ignored her with great sincerity. There was a heavyset, soft-spoken man named Ferris, whom everyone called Ferry, who had once been a commercial diver and who looked at the river through the windows with the grave affection of a man regarding an old enemy. And there was the fourth, whom she had not yet met, whose boots stood by the door, enormous and silent.

She stood at the long table beneath the skylight and made herself look at the drawings.

It was a strange thing, to meet your own work again in a kidnapper’s lair. Seven years ago, at twenty-five, Lyra had been handed the structural design of the Meridian Deep, the subterranean depository beneath the Halcyon Building on Quay Street. It had been the first job that was really hers
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