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Episode 1: Lock-In at Ocotillo
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The sign should have been dead hours ago, but the Ocotillo Mirage Motel kept blinking ON like a promise that couldn’t take a hint.

Wind poured grit through the parking lot, lifting it in sheets. It hissed along the stucco and found every seam in the doors. The storm moved like a living thing—breathing, pausing, then breaking into another hard exhale.

Lark Monroe killed her engine and listened to the desert get loud.

Her windshield was already a frosted brown. The gustfront slapped the car so hard the rearview trembled. She swallowed dry. Then she laughed under her breath, the way performers do between soundcheck and stage—small and useless, but something to stand on.

“Okay,” she told the wheel. “Okay.”

She ran for the lobby door, backpack hugged to her chest, guitar case knocking her knee. Sand stung every inch of exposed skin. The door gave an impatient rattle, then stuck. She yanked harder.

It opened from inside.

A man filled the frame—dark hair, storm-damp at the temples, a small scar traced beside his mouth like a comma that refused to end a sentence.

“Get in,” he said.

She did, stumbling two steps onto a checkered floor and into air that smelled faintly of dust and lemon cleaner. The self-check kiosk on the counter pulsed with a NO SIGNAL banner. One fluorescent tube buzzed overhead, then quieted, as if embarrassed to still be working.

“Thanks,” Lark said, breathing. “It’s—”

“Worse than the radio said,” he finished. “Yeah.”

He let the door thud shut and slid the deadbolt. He’d wrapped towels along the threshold, already dark with grit. Outside, the wind threw a handful of sand at the glass and waited for an answer.

He offered his hand. “Calder Reyes.”

“Lark,” she said, taking it. “Lark Monroe.”

His grip was warm. Not crushing. A check-in, not a claim.

The power flickered. Both of them looked up on the same beat.

“Generator?” Lark asked.

“Small one. Out back of the utility shed. If it goes, we get candles.” He nodded at a plastic tote on the counter—tea lights, matches, duct tape, bottled water. “Owner left a ‘break glass in storm’ kit.”

“Is the owner—?”

“Not here.” Calder’s mouth ticked. “No one is, except us. The road’s shut both sides. Radio says a culvert collapse on US-95. That’s Tonopah and Goldfield gone for a while.”

“So... we’re a ship with one lifeboat.”

“Two,” he said. “You and me.”

A gust hammered the door. The bolt held. A line of sand crept under the towels and died there, like it realized it had nowhere else to go.

Calder sized up the room. “You got a reservation?”

“I have a visa card with grit in the strip,” Lark said. “Will that book me a room?”

He smiled with one side of his mouth. “Tonight? We’re old-fashioned. I assign. You survive.”

“Then assign.”

“Room five,” he said. “Faces the lot. Less exposed than the western row. We’ll seal it.”

He handed her a key fob with a sun-bleached five. The plastic felt warmer than it should.

“Wait for the lull,” Calder said, listening for the storm’s breath. It came in pulses: a hard shove, then a held note. “Now.”

They shoulder-barged the door open and sprinted. Sand wrapped Lark like a coarse shawl. The neon ON blinked into OFF and back as if arguing with itself. She counted steps the way she counted beats on stage: one-two-three—door.

Calder’s hand hit the handle first. He shoved them through. He kicked the door shut and threw the chain, working in the half-dark like he’d done it yesterday.

The room was small. A queen bed, a dresser, a bathroom hatch with a fold-back door. The window looked like a promise the storm planned to break.

“Help me,” Calder said.

They dragged the dresser from the wall and braced it beneath the window ledge. He passed her duct tape and garbage bags. She tore strips and made a plastic pane behind the glass, sealing edges with methodical pressure. He slid wet towels along the sash, then taped them too.

Her hands trembled from adrenaline, not fear. Mostly.

“What made you come through in this?” he asked.

“Tour,” she said, cutting tape. “Reno yesterday, Vegas tomorrow. Or Saturday. Or whenever the planet stops screaming.”

“You a drummer?” he asked, head cocked at the way she worked in rhythm.

“Vocal,” she said. “Alt-pop. Small rooms. Big playlists.”

“Any good?”

She lifted a brow. “Ask nicer.”

The storm banged the glass hard enough to bend their new plastic for a second. They paused.

“Nicer,” Calder said, softer. “Are you any good, Lark?”

“I’m learning to be,” she said. Then, because truth always wanted its own turn: “I’m... better live than on paper. Contracts feel like cages. Stages feel like air.”

He nodded, not in judgment but recognition. “I’m better in a crisis than at a desk.”

“What are you when there isn’t a crisis?”

He fitted the last towel. “EMT. Before that, Army medic.” He straightened, watching how the plastic fluttered, how the tape held. “This is a crisis. So you’re stuck with my best self.”

“Good,” she said. “I didn’t pack for your worst.”

The light snapped off.

Dark swallowed the room in one smooth gulp. The neon outside flashed ON and painted everything in thin red bones.

Lark’s heartbeat counted itself too loud. She could hear Calder’s, or maybe it was the ductwork. The storm set the next measure. Shove. Hold. Shove.

“Stay where you are,” he said. “I have candles.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said, then amended, because honesty was a habit: “I could, if a wall moved.”

A tiny flame bloomed at the bedside. Then a second. Candleline warmth stitched the dark into something less absolute. The room smelled like wax and hot dust.

Calder set the candles in safe dishes. The
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