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Episode 1 — Contact Under Glass
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Part 1: A Door in Ravenholt

The river held its breath at dusk. Gray water took the last of the light and pressed it flat, as if hiding something beneath. On the far bank, Grayford City stacked up in steel and glass, every window a rumor, every reflection a lie.

Ivy Rookline watched from the promenade rail. Two seconds on the skyline. Two seconds on the street behind her. She counted the rhythm the way a diver checks air.

Her phone buzzed once. A single word from a blocked contact: “Proceed.”

She slipped the device into her coat. No flourish. No drama. She stepped off the promenade and crossed toward Ravenholt District, where the buildings rose closer together and the sidewalks narrowed to intent.

Traffic murmured. A siren sketched a blue line and faded. The air smelled of wet metal and old coffee. It was the kind of evening the city used to wash its hands and keep the blood on the sink.

A door waited under a spill of neon. Brass handle. Frosted pane. No name on the glass, only a hairline crack like a drawn breath. She touched the seam at the jamb. No drag. No scrape. Clean.

“Keep it clean,” she told herself. “Only clean evidence.”

Inside, The Seventh Lock poured soft music into a long room. Not loud. Not eager. A bar with a matte surface. A row of private booths with blind corners. The house rules were printed in tiny letters on a tin plaque: no photos, no names, no questions above a whisper.

The bartender looked up. He dried a glass without staring. “Table or bar?”

“Bar,” she said. “Back end.”

He nodded. The back end put the mirror behind her and the room in front. She hated her reflection when she worked. Every angle looked like a confession waiting to happen.

A man in a slate jacket lifted his chin, an almost-greeting from mid-room. Not her man. Wrong watch. Wrong posture. She scanned the room and saw the stack of tells. A couple with their faces too close to be strangers. Two suits ignoring each other. One woman with a coat she never took off. All obligation. No desire.

A shadow took the stool beside her. The scent was clean and controlled. Not cologne. Not smoke. Something braced, like rain before it fell.

“Ms. Rookline,” he said.

She turned her head. His jaw was cut like a line in stone. His eyes were steady, dark with that flat discipline certain men carried into rooms as if it were a badge.

“You’re early,” Ivy said.

“Or you’re late,” he said. “In this district, those are the same thing.”

“Names are off-limits,” she said.

“Good,” he said. “I hate theatre.”

“Then talk.”

“Talk makes noise,” he said. “Noise makes chaos.”

He didn’t smile. She didn’t either. The bartender slid a glass to him and withdrew. No ice clinked. No garnish. The surface of the drink went still and stayed there, calm with intention.

“You asked for proof,” the man said. “Not gossip.”

“Nothing else will do.”

“I have a ledger image. Two, actually. One you’ll expect. One you won’t.”

“Source?”

“Internal. Or what passes for internal.”

“For which organization?”

He let two seconds pass. He did not make her beg. “Obelisk Accord.”

She held her breath. Let it go. “You’re aware of who I am, then.”

He glanced at her hands. Not a leer. An audit. “You’re aware of who I am.”

Ivy drew a line in the air with a fingertip. The motion said enough. She knew the man. Not his legal name. Not his address. The city had taught her a better way to keep score.

Calder Thornvale had the kind of presence that made rooms step aside. Order-first. No chaos. She had seen it before in dossiers and in the decisions men made when the easy path pointed at fire.

“You reached out,” she said.

“You listened,” he said.

“That doesn’t mean trust.”

“It means alignment,” he said. “For now.”

The door creaked, and a soft cold swept the floor. A couple left without finishing their drinks. The gap they made closed itself in a beat.

“Show me,” Ivy said.

He set a small drive on the bar. No flourish there either. He didn’t push it toward her. She didn’t reach. The bartender drifted to the far end, and the music rose a fraction—the kind of adjustment that understood how to hide whispers inside bass.

“Before I touch it,” Ivy said. “Conditions.”

“Your favorite word.”

“It’s the city’s only word.”

“Proceed,” he said.

“Chain of custody starts now. If this is noise, it dies here. If this is proof, it lives in light.”

He watched her mouth as she spoke. Not with hunger. With calculation. “Understood.”

“You will not yank me mid-process. No staged panic. No false alarms.”

“Chaos is expensive,” he said. “I don’t pay for it.”

“The ledger points to what?”

He shifted a centimeter, as if the word itself required room. “Black Canal Combine. And an addendum that knits to Obelisk.”

“And Hinterclave?” she asked.

“Do you want a lie?”

“No.”

“Then I say this,” he said. “If Hinterclave is in the image, it’s because someone painted it there.”

She studied his eyes. He didn’t blink to sell it. He didn’t lean to make it land. He put the sentence down and left it alone.

“Fine,” she said. “We do this by the book.”

“I don’t keep books,” he said, almost a joke, and then let the corner of his mouth soften, as if he allowed himself one breath of something like relief.

“Don’t be cute,” she said.

“Noted.”

She took the drive and slipped it into a shielded slip. The plastic whispered. She checked the seam. The seam held.

“I need a room,” she said.

“Upstairs,” the bartender said, as if he had heard without hearing. “Room three. One hour.”

“Paid?”

The bartender looked at Calder. Calder lifted a finger. “Settled.”

“Of course,” Ivy said. “Everything here is settled.”

Calder stood. “One hour, then.”

“You don’t come up,” she said.

“I don’t intrude,” he said. “Not on process.”

Her gaze slid over his shoulder to the door. Two men in dark coats had entered and pretended they hadn’t. They carried the posture of men who did not belong to anything normal.

“You brought friends,” she said.

“I never drag my feet,” he said. “Others follow their own rhythms.”

Ivy rose and moved without drama. She did not look back. She took the stairwell and let the steps take her heart up with them, one beat high, one beat held.

Room three had a desk, a chair, and a window with a view of a brick wall. The lock clicked clean. She set the slip on the desk and exhaled. She shook her hands once and felt the nerves drain out through her fingers. It was a private ritual, and the city never got to see it.

Ivy opened her kit. Small, precise tools. A laptop with a clean OS. A cable. A thumb-sized recorder that did nothing a phone could do, which was exactly why it was valuable.

She wrote the basics on a pad: date, time, location, item, source, witness. She did not write a name for the man downstairs. She wrote a shape instead. It looked like a steady line.

She opened the slip. She docked the drive. The screen woke like an eye, and the room changed to a machine that wanted truth.

The first ledger image was a balance sheet with the beauty of lie. Columns straight, numbers smooth, sums that smiled at themselves. She traced the metadata and found the smile’s missing tooth—two seconds of altered time, a hidden hand inside the stamp.

She let a low breath out. The second image sat behind a small lock. She tested the lock. It lifted, not with force, but with courtesy. The file opened to a mirror of the first sheet. Not a copy. A reflection. A change log showed ninety seconds of edits in a window that should have been sealed.

“Mirrorproof Registry Office will love this,” she murmured.

She took samples. She hashed the samples. She wrote the hash on paper and on the inside of her mind. She did not trust memory alone. Memory was loyal until it wasn’t.

A thud sounded in the hall. Not loud. Not careless. A single footfall that paused to listen to itself. Ivy shut the laptop. She killed the lamp. She moved to the door and tilted her head toward the grain.

Breath on the other side. A human volume held in check. She stepped back, silent, then lifted the chair and set it under the knob. Old trick. Still honest.

She crossed to the window. The brick wall sat a meter away. No exit. No romance. Just grit. She checked the vent. Too narrow. She checked the ceiling. No give.

Her phone hummed once. A text without a name: “Two on the landing.”

She replied with one letter: “Seen.”

“Stay put,” came back.

“No,” she typed. “I don’t do cages.”

Silence. Then: “Door opens in five. Don’t shoot.”

“I don’t carry for show,” she said into the quiet, which was something like a prayer and something like a lie.

The knob started to turn. The chair creaked a warning. Ivy stepped to the side with her weight low. The first shove hit wood. The second found the sweet spot above the latch. The third worked because someone on the far side knew doors like she did.

The door cracked. A hand slid through and felt for the chain that wasn’t there. The hand wore a glove that wanted to be a suit. The man attached to it stepped inside with the careful aggression of a professional.

Ivy moved fast. No flourish. She drove her elbow into the space under his shoulder blade and pushed his balance off his heels. He stumbled forward, caught himself on the desk, and swung an arm without aim. She ducked and kicked his ankle. Bone met wood. He fell hard and made a sound that didn’t belong to anger. It belonged to surprise.

A second man flooded the doorway. Taller. Slower. He saw his partner down and went rigid, which was his first mistake. Ivy went low again, hooked his knee, and felt the weight shift. He reached for her in a way that assumed the world cooperated. The world did not.

A third shape cut the hall light. Not one of hers. The air pressure changed. The doorway took a shadow and held it.

“Enough,” Calder said.

His voice wasn’t loud. It didn’t need to be. It struck the room like a hand laid over a tremor.

The taller man froze. The first one pushed himself to kneel and looked up through a mask of embarrassment.

“This is a private audit,” Calder said.

“Orders,” the tall one said.

“Not mine,” Calder said.

“You said watch.”

“I said hold,” he said. “You confused the verbs.”

Ivy didn’t move toward him. She didn’t soften. “They listened at my door.”

“They won’t again,” Calder said.

“You don’t command me,” she said.

“I don’t need to,” he said. “You command yourself.”

The bartender’s shape appeared at the end of the hall. He said nothing. He held a key and an apology in the same hand.

“Give us the room,” Calder said.

“No,” Ivy said.

Calder’s eyes moved once around the space and came back to her. “You’re right.”

He knelt by the first man and checked the wrist with two fingers. Not compassion. Inventory. He helped him up without gentleness. The tall one stepped back and found a wall to lean on.

“Out,” Calder said. “Wait on the street. If you breathe on this door again, you won’t breathe after.”

They went. Not because they feared pain. Because they feared disorder.

The room closed around the two of them. Ivy slid the chair back under the desk and lifted the laptop lid. The light made a small halo on the ceiling and a sharp bar across the floor. She sat and didn’t ask him to close the door. He did it anyway.

“You chose the wrong kind of watchers,” she said.

“I chose the right kind of signal,” he said. “The wrong ears heard it.”

“You’re leaking,” she said.

He did not defend himself. “That’s why I’m here.”

She held up the drive. “This is clean enough to be dirty. That’s craft.”

“Not mine,” he said.

“Then whose?”

He took a breath that had weight. “Keir Vantrel.”

The name felt like a cold note placed on the tongue. She set the drive down and wrote the name in the pad’s margin. Ink bled slightly and formed a small star where it paused.

“Shadow broker,” she said.

“Mirror-mastermind,” he said.

“And you still say Hinterclave is clean.”

“I say it’s targeted. If you find dirt, tag the hand that flung it.”

“We’re not allies,” she said.

“We are aligned,” he said. “Today.”

A long second passed. Not empty. Dense, like the moment before rain hits glass.

He stood at a distance that left the air clear. Not crowding. Not coy. He kept his hands where she could see them. He looked at the desk, then at her, then at the door.

“Consent applies to more than one kind of scene,” he said. “Say stop, and I stop.”

Her mouth went still in a fraction that could have been a smile if it had wanted to live longer. “I’ll remember.”

He shifted to leave. She didn’t move to stop him. He paused anyway, as if the city had one more line for him to say.

“Watch the Beltway,” he said. “North Quorin. They’ll try to move something tonight. If your proof matters, it will ride in a car that thinks it’s invisible.”

“What time?”

“Window between nine and eleven,” he said. “It’s a blind spot. The locals love it.”

“Who’s driving?”

“Someone who owes me nothing,” he said. “Which is why I can trust him to be predictable.”

He reached for the handle. The door opened a crack. He glanced back once, not at her face but at the pad with the name. He looked at the ink like it was a live wire and left.

Silence stepped into the space he’d been. Ivy closed the door and set the chain that did exist now, because now it needed to.

She called Kellan Drefmoor. He picked up on the first ring. “On my way,” he said, before she spoke.

“You read minds now?”

“I read streets,” he said. “You want the car.”

“Duskvale Strip in twenty. We’ll run a pass on North Quorin Beltway. Two lanes. No heroics.”

“Copy,” he said. “You shake?”

“No.”

“Good,” he said. “I’m shaking enough for both of us.”

She smiled into the quiet. “Bring the dash kit. And the ambient mics.”

“Always,” he said. “You know I like souvenirs.”

“Keep it clean,” she said.

He laughed once. “You and your clean.”

The line clicked. Ivy took a small breath and let it out slow. She checked the hashes again. She sealed the slip and put it into the inner pocket where heat stayed even against a cold night.

She left the room with no pause in the hall. The bartender gave her a look that understood neither apology nor blame but contained both in equal parts.

“Room was quiet,” he said.

“Now it is,” she said.

“Storm later?” he asked.

“Always,” she said.

She stepped out into Ravenholt and felt the district consider her and then let her pass. Streetlamps hummed. Neon stitched red across the wet. A bus exhaled. A couple argued in a doorway and then didn’t.

She walked fast but not hungry. She kept her hands open and empty. She checked the faces and forgot them. She kept the city in her left eye and the night in her right.

The Copper Carousel Diner glowed at the end of the block. She slid into a booth where no one would sit across unless invited. Tamsin Orrellis sat there anyway, because she never asked permission she didn’t need.

“You look dressed for a clean night,” Tamsin said. “Which means it won’t be.”

“I need a platform,” Ivy said.

“You always do. You’re allergic to secrets unless you own them.”

“Can you stand up a live reveal in forty-eight hours?”

Tamsin tilted her head. “If I don’t sleep.”

“You never do.”

“Flatter me,” Tamsin said. “What’s the hook?”

Ivy tapped the table once. Not a drum. A key. “Mirrorproof Registry Office will confirm an edit window. Obelisk Accord fingerprints. Black Canal’s favorite gloves. If I get the chain intact, Cityborne Network can light it.”

Tamsin’s eyes narrowed. She loved public good more than she loved herself. “How strong?”

“Strong enough to crack a tooth,” Ivy said.

“What do you need from me?”

“A stage that can’t be cut. A stream with redundancy. And a backstage that doesn’t gossip.”

Tamsin smiled. “You always ask for the moon and then bring a map.”

“Do you say no?”

“I say later,” Tamsin said. “Count on it.”

Ivy nodded once. That was enough. She paid with cash that didn’t know her name and left a tip that did.

The night tucked itself in as she crossed to Duskvale Strip, where the motels blinked and the asphalt smelled like cheap rain. Kellan’s car slid to the curb and breathed out with the sound of a cat who been taught manners.

“Seatbelt,” he said.

“Always,” she said.

He pulled out smooth. The street lighted them and forgot them. He put the dash kit live, and a small grid began to capture voices that didn’t know they were urgent.

“Window nine to eleven,” Ivy said.

“I heard,” Kellan said. “Friend of a friend told a cousin who told me. You sure about your source?”

“No,” she said. “I’m sure about myself.”

“I hate when you say that,” he said. “It always means the night will end with me washing blood off a bumper.”

“No blood,” she said. “Not tonight.”

He grunted. “I’ll take your word over the city’s.”

They hit North Quorin Beltway at nine-oh-eight. The lanes ran dark and long. Trucks ghosted by. Sedans pretended to be invisible. The beltway’s concrete shoulders held the chill like a secret.

Kellan kept it at the speed of patience. “What am I watching for?”

“A car that doesn’t breathe,” she said. “Lights right. Signals correct. A heartbeat that never spikes. Over-perfect.”

“Government?”

“Or someone who wants to look like it.”

The scanner caught a blip. Two, then three. Same make. Same angle. No variation in lane changes. It was like watching three men breathe from one lung.

Kellan whistled. “That’s a convoy that thinks it’s a prayer.”

“Quayrunner Logistics plates,” Ivy said. “Rental. Wiped yesterday. Reissued this morning with a clean scrub.”

“You sure?”

“I read streets,” she said.

He grinned. “Now you flatter me.”

They held a car-length behind the third vehicle. The first two glided on. The last lagged half a breath and corrected, the way a dancer corrects when the floor shifts under her feet.

“Shift right,” Ivy said.

Kellan did. The dash cam took the shape of a handoff on the left. A sedan eased up to the convoy’s shadow and held it like a lover who didn’t want to be seen.

“Velcian Security,” Ivy said. “Contractors with badges that aren’t real.”

“What do we do?”

“Nothing yet,” she said. “We’re not here to stop. We’re here to watch.”

The car ahead hit a shallow dip. The trunk bounced and settled. A soft click came through the ambient mic, like a latch kissing metal.

Kellan’s hands tightened a shade. “You hear that?”

“I did,” she said. “They didn’t.”

“How are they so calm?”

“They think order is the same as safety,” Ivy said. “It isn’t.”

Her phone hummed. A single line from a number she no longer bothered to save. “Right lane exit in two miles,” Calder wrote. “They’ll move the carrier.”

She didn’t reply. She looked at the road. She found the sign. She marked the gap.

“Two miles,” she said.

“Copy,” Kellan said.

They stayed a car-length back and one lane off. The convoy signaled in perfect sequence and took the exit without wasting an inch. The sedan with the badge that wasn’t real followed like a conscience.

The ramp narrowed and spilled into a feeder with no shoulder. Ahead, a tunnel cut the night into a box and then knit it back together on the other side.

“Tunnel,” Kellan said. “Hate them.”

“Everyone does,” Ivy said. “Everyone but thieves.”

Lights flickered. Shadows jumped. Tires sang. The convoy held formation. The sedan slid into the blind spot between the second and third vehicle and kissed the lane marker with a gentle hiss.

“Here,” Kellan said.

“Wait,” Ivy said.

The third car’s brake lights fluttered and steadied. A small hatch bloomed under the bumper and shut again as if it had dreamed itself. The sedan nudged. The convoy gave nothing.

On the tunnel’s far side, the road opened like a throat. The convoy exhaled and picked up three miles per hour, not more. The sedan peeled off on a loop that went nowhere and everywhere at once.

Kellan cursed softly. “Slick.”

“Very,” Ivy said.

“Do we follow the loop?”

“No,” she said. “We stick to the carrier. We saw the hatch. We heard the click. That’s the proof we needed to justify a stop later.”

“We’re not cops,” Kellan said.

“I know,” she said. “But the city listens when it has to.”

He drove on. The night ran with them. The beltway bent and unbent. The convoy split at a sign for Halewick Harbor. Two went east. One kept straight. Ivy noted the plates again. She wrote them on her mind like scars.

Her phone hummed a second time. “Satisfied?” Calder wrote.

She typed back. “Almost.”

“Always almost with you.”

“Always proof,” she wrote. “Only clean evidence.”

The reply took five seconds. “Then take a breath,” he wrote. “We both have work to do.”

“Later,” she wrote. “Count on it.”

She set the phone face down. The road unwound to an ordinary neighborhood with ordinary lights. Kellan yawned once and swallowed it whole.

“You ever think of a quiet life?” he asked.

“No,” she said.

“Me neither,” he said. “But sometimes I rehearse the lie.”

She let herself smile. “You’d be bad at it.”

“I’d be excellent,” he said. “I’m excellent at everything boring if I try.”

They pulled off at a service lane and let the convoy go. The night exhaled and took them with it. The car idled. The dash kit saved. The mics hummed a soft approval.

Ivy leaned her head back for one second and closed her eyes. Not surrender. Reset. She opened them and saw the windshield’s thin film of streetlight.

“Take me to Grayford,” she said. “I need Elara.”

“The accountant?”

“The one who can hear money breathing. She’ll test the ledger image.”

“And if it sings?”

“We sing louder,” Ivy said.

Kellan grinned into the dark. “Now that’s a plan.”

They drove toward the city’s center, where Stoneveil Court sat on its old bones and pretended not to care about the night. Ivy sent a brief note to Elara Morthay. No names. No details. Just a time and a place: early morning, Proofweave. Bring coffee. Bring patience.

Under the bridge, water rubbed the pilings and forgot them. Above, the wind lifted and set itself down again. The city did not sleep. It complied. It pretended. It waited.

Ivy held the drive in her palm. It felt small and heavier than it should. She thought of the man who had set it on a bar like a promise. She thought of his rule. No chaos. She thought of her own. Only clean evidence.

Two rules. One bridge. A door in Ravenholt that had opened and not yet closed.

—
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Part 2: No Chaos, No Mercy

Morning came in gray stripes. The city pressed light through cloud like a patient refusing to wake. Proofweave Forensics sat two blocks off Stoneveil Court, brick on the outside, clean white on the inside. Doors opened with a soft hiss that smelled faintly of alcohol and coffee.

Ivy signed the visitor sheet with a neat hand. Time. Purpose. Item. She did not write names. She wrote functions.

Elara Morthay appeared without hurry. Hair pinned back. Eyes that measured more than they said. She held two cups and a raised brow.

“You look awake,” Elara said.

“Adrenaline is a liar,” Ivy said.

“Coffee is honest enough.” Elara passed a cup. “Let’s keep it honest.”

They moved to a small clean lab. A glass wall looked onto a larger room where machines hummed like a low choir.

“Ground rules,” Elara said.

“Chain of custody,” Ivy said. “Lock it in. Document everything.”

Elara nodded. “Write blocker on, so the drive can’t be altered. Air-gapped laptop, so nothing leaks online.”

(Write blocker: a device that allows read-only access to a drive. Air-gapped: a computer physically isolated from the internet.)

Ivy slid the slip onto the bench. “Start time, zero-eight-thirteen.”

Elara flicked a pen. “Zero-eight-thirteen logged. Source?”

“Internal whistle,” Ivy said. “Adjacent to the Obelisk Accord. Ledger images.”

“Lovely.” Elara’s tone made the word taste like metal. “Gloves.”

They gloved up. Elara cracked the seal with the care of a surgeon who hated surprises. She set the drive on a blue pad and connected the blocker and cable. The air-gapped laptop woke with a quiet chime. A small camera captured every movement from above.

“Hash pre-check?” Elara asked.

Ivy handed a folded card. “Recorded last night.”

Elara typed. “Generating new hashes now.”

(Hash: a file’s digital fingerprint, used to prove it hasn’t changed.)

The numbers marched across the screen and stopped. Elara compared them to Ivy’s card, line by line.

“Match,” she said. “So far, your night didn’t lie.”

“Good,” Ivy said.

Elara opened the first ledger image. On the screen, order smiled in columns and gentle sums.

“I hate pretty files,” Elara said.

“Because they’re trying too hard,” Ivy said.

Elara looked at metadata. “Timestamps look smooth.”

“Second image,” Ivy said.

Elara opened the lock with a soft keystroke. The mirror file loaded. Elara’s mouth curved—not a smile. “There you are.”

“What do you see?”

“Window of edits embedded where none should exist. Ninety seconds. Changes signed by a process that uses a dead ID.”

“Dead ID,” Ivy said.

“Someone borrowed a ghost,” Elara said.

Ivy leaned in. “Logo?”

Elara zoomed the corner. A faint watermark surfaced and almost vanished again. She stabilized the view. “Slateledger Systems handshake.”

“Payment tech. Micro-disbursements,” Ivy said. “Anonymous by design.”

“If you truly want anonymous, you don’t watermark,” Elara said. “They wanted traceable for someone. Just not for you.”

“Black Canal Combine?” Ivy asked.

Elara tapped a script. “Let’s test cross-references.”

She ran a check on vendor strings and hidden notes. Numbers rolled up like blinds. A line settled on the screen: QU-6R-ION-17-HW. Elara squinted.

“Quorin,” she said. “As in the North Quorin Beltway.”

“Seventeen,” Ivy said. “Last night’s ramp.”

Elara wrote it down. “HW for Halewick?”

“Harbor,” Ivy said. “They split. Two to Halewick, one straight.”

Elara nodded once. “We have a triangle. Beltway, Slateledger handshake, Halewick intake.”

A knock brushed the glass. Kellan Drefmoor lifted a bag in one hand and a grin in the other. Elara buzzed him in.

“I brought food I can’t pronounce,” Kellan said. “And three hours of sleep.”

“Sleep later,” Ivy said.

“I practice that sentence every day,” Kellan said. “What’s the verdict?”

“Two ledger images,” Elara said. “First is pretty. Second is honest about being altered.”

“By who?” Kellan asked.

“By a ghost wearing Slateledger perfume,” Elara said. “We’re checking if the ghost works nights.”

Kellan unwrapped a sandwich. He ate standing, neat and quick. “You two sound like a church and a courtroom.”

“Pick one,” Ivy said.

“Neither,” Kellan said. “I like diners.”

Elara’s console beeped. She glanced at a system monitor. “Odd.”

“What?” Ivy said.

“Mirrorproof Registry Office pinged an external verification request. Not from us. Someone asked them to confirm whether an edit window existed on a certain ledger class.”

“Who asked?” Ivy said.

Elara checked headers. “Request bounced through three proxies. Origin smells like a corporate node that belongs to a law firm’s basement.”

“Halber & Wythe LLP,” Ivy said. “Defense monsters.”

Elara’s phone vibrated. She read a line and looked at Ivy. “We just got a ‘routine maintenance’ notice. Velcian Security will audit our physical access controls in ten minutes.”

“Ten minutes,” Kellan said. “Since when do private guards audit labs?”

“Since someone gave them a badge with the word audit misspelled,” Elara said. Her tone did not shift.

“Mirrorproof angle first,” Ivy said. “If Halber & Wythe is sniffing the window, Obelisk might be staging a preemptive defense. We file a preservation notice.”

“Elara can draft it,” Kellan said. “I’ll watch the door.”

Elara’s hands moved without drama. “Preservation notice: a legal request to freeze relevant logs.”

“Addressing Mirrorproof’s general counsel and their audit lead. I’ll also cc the Evidence Integrity Task Unit.”

“Make it quiet, but visible enough,” Ivy said. “If they try to purge, they trip our notice.”

Elara sent the document. “Time-stamped. Signed. Delivered. If someone cleans after this, they eat glass.”

Kellan’s grin thinned. “Velcian five minutes out.”

“Lock internal,” Ivy said. “No deliveries. No back door.”

Elara tapped a panel. Bolts sank. A green bar turned blue. “We’re a box now.”

“We can’t be a box,” Kellan said. “Boxes burn.”

“We’re a box with a plan,” Ivy said. “We meet them with procedure.”

“Procedure works until someone ignores it,” Kellan said.

“Then we make ignoring expensive,” Ivy said.

Her phone buzzed. One line: “Stand by.” No signature.

She typed back: “Your men caused a scene last night.”

“Correction,” Calder wrote. “They almost did. They won’t again.”

“Velcian is here,” she wrote. “No chaos.”

The reply came fast. “No mercy.”

Kellan checked a hall camera. Two men in tidy gray stood at the lobby with a clipboard and polite faces. Another pair hung back near the door like coats waiting for someone to claim them.

“Morning,” the first said through the speaker. “Velcian Security. Routine access audit.”

Elara pressed the intercom. “Scheduled audits require three days’ notice.”

“Emergency slot,” the man said. “You received notice.”

“Notice received. Not recognized,” Elara said. “We need contact details for your requestor.”

“Company policy,” the man said. “We can only disclose onsite.”

Ivy met Kellan’s eyes. He nodded once. She took the visitor mic.

“This is a lab under chain-of-custody,” Ivy said. “You step inside without proper authority, you contaminate an active evidence track.”

“Not our intent,” the man said, still soft.

“Intent isn’t the measure,” Ivy said. “Process is.”

Silence stretched like a band. The second pair at the door adjusted posture by a millimeter. Kellan breathed out, slow and quiet.

Ivy’s phone buzzed again. “Give me sixty seconds,” Calder wrote.

“How?” she wrote.

“Watch,” came back.

Elara frowned at her console. “We just received a revised work order from Proofweave HQ,” she said. “It says Velcian’s visit is deferred pending verification. It carries a signature I trust.”

“Yours?” Kellan said.

“Our director’s,” Elara said. “This is clean. Very clean.”

The intercom lit. The Velcian man cleared his throat. “We’ve been asked to reschedule,” he said, almost embarrassed.

“By who?” Ivy asked.

“By the office you just mentioned,” he said.

“Noted,” Elara said. “You have a good day.”

They left. Not angry. Not loud. Their shoes made careful sounds.

Kellan exhaled. “You pulled a rabbit.”

“I didn’t pull anything,” Elara said.

Ivy kept her voice even. “He did.”

“Order-first,” Kellan muttered. “He likes quiet wins.”

“Quiet that cuts,” Ivy said.

Elara turned back to the console. “We don’t have forever. Mirrorproof replied. They received our preservation notice. They’re holding logs for seventy-two hours. The audit lead added a note: ‘Expect institutional pressure.’”

“From where?” Kellan asked.

“From the cold part of town,” Elara said. “Where money keeps its coat on.”

Ivy nodded. “We push.”

She opened the second ledger again. “Elara, check for a reference to Quayrunner Logistics manifests. The hatch we saw on the beltway might connect to intake forms at Halewick.”

Elara wrote a quick script. A string list rose. She pointed. “A code: HW-GATE-34C. That’s a harbor gate. Cross-checking.” She tapped another key. “Gate camera looped last night from twenty-one thirty to twenty-one forty-five. Ten minutes missing.”

“Who has access to that camera?” Ivy said.

“Harbor ops, Velcian contracts, and one administrator at the city’s logistics desk,” Elara said.

“Name?”

Elara pulled a file. “Silas Greyverne.”

Kellan whistled, low. “Calder’s consigliere.”

Ivy’s jaw set. “He plays both the lock and the key.”

Elara glanced at her. “You look unsurprised.”

“I rarely get gifts,” Ivy said. “I assume an invoice is coming.”

Kellan pointed at the screen. “If Silas touched the loop, he either protects Calder or frames him.”

“Or both,” Ivy said. “We don’t know which.”

She took a breath. It tasted like stale coffee and new edges. She texted one line: “Silas touched Halewick Gate 34C.”

Calder’s reply came after a small pocket of time. “I’ll confirm.”

“Confirm doesn’t mean control,” Ivy wrote.

“Control is an illusion,” he wrote. “Order is not.”

“We need the camera raw,” Ivy wrote. “No copies.”

“I can get a mirror,” he wrote.

“I don’t want a mirror,” she wrote. “I want the glass.”

“Elara,” Kellan said quietly. “Car in the alley.”

Elara looked at the feed. “Unmarked van. Windows too clean.”

“Velcian again?” Kellan asked.

“No decal,” Elara said. “Plates read fine, but the font is off.”

“Black Canal?” Ivy asked.

“Could be anyone who loves neat edges,” Elara said.

Ivy pulled her coat tight. “We leave by the service corridor. Kellan takes front. I’ll move with the drive. Elara, you trail with the copy hashes.”

Elara reached for a small envelope. “Paper copies of hash values. Two sets.”

Ivy pocketed one. “If someone grabs the drive, we still own truth.”

They moved fast. No running. No noise. Lab hum faded to the buzz of a vending machine and a corridor that smelled like fresh paint and old dust.

Kellan angled toward the front door as a decoy. Ivy and Elara took the service hall and hit a steel door with a push bar. It opened to an alley where a dumpster sat like a bored animal.

The van’s side door slid open a few inches. A man looked out with a polite face already set.

“Ms. Rookline?” he said.

“No,” Ivy said.

He blinked. “You look like—”

“Everyone looks like someone,” she said.

He smiled. “We have documents to sign.”

“Do you?” she said.

He opened the door another foot. The van’s interior was tidy. A foldout desk. A printer. Two clipboards. No mess. No chaos. That was the tell.

Elara shifted her weight. “I prefer pens that aren’t attached to vans.”

The man kept the smile, but his eyes cooled. “It’s quick.”

“Quick things are often wrong,” Elara said.

A second figure moved behind him, half-seen. The man’s hand lowered toward a drawer.

“I wouldn’t,” Ivy said.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because you’ll make a noise,” she said.

Kellan’s car rolled into the mouth of the alley like it owned shade. He leaned out and tapped the roof once.

“Traffic,” he called. “You blocking it.”

The van man weighed the moment and closed the door. “We’ll reschedule.”

“Do that,” Ivy said.

They walked past the bumper. Elara did not look at the license plate. She already had it.

Inside, the lab felt newly small. Elara set the drive into a second shielded slip. She labeled it like a mother names a child at a city office.

“You’re keeping it?” Kellan asked.

“We store it in Cold Lantern Storage,” Ivy said. “Deep locker. Decoy in my pocket.”

“Decoy?” Kellan asked.

Elara handed Ivy a twin drive. “Empty. Identical shell.”

“Good,” Ivy said.

Her phone buzzed. “Silas says he didn’t touch the loop,” Calder wrote. “He says he flagged it, then someone else flipped it.”

“Who?” Ivy wrote.

“Keir,” Calder wrote.

“Direct?”

“Indirect,” he wrote. “Keir doesn’t touch levers. He tells levers who they are.”

“Velcian tried to audit us,” she wrote.

“I know,” he wrote. “I asked them to leave.”

“Quiet wins,” she wrote.

“Quiet cuts,” he wrote.

She put the phone away. “We move the drive,” she said.

Kellan nodded. “I’ll pull the car. Short route, then a walk.”

“No tails,” Ivy said.

“I hate tails,” Kellan said.

Elara sealed the envelope with hashes and handed Ivy a second copy. “One goes to Mirrorproof with the notice. One stays with Cityborne as escrow.”

“Tamsin?” Kellan said.

“Tamsin,” Ivy said.

They left the lab in two beats. Kellan went first and swept the sidewalk with a look that told stories. Ivy followed with the decoy in her right pocket and the real drive under the left lining of her coat, where body heat blurred shapes.

The street carried noon in a tone that didn’t care for anyone. People walked like errands. Cars played polite. The van was gone. A bike messenger threaded gaps like a needle.

Kellan drove them three blocks, turned twice, and parked under a stretch of scaffolding that smelled like rain and steel. They walked the last hundred yards to Cold Lantern Storage, where a lobby pretended to be an old bank and a clerk pretended to be bored.

“Locker?” the clerk said.

“Two,” Ivy said.

“Duration?”

“Weekly,” she said. “Auto-renew.”

The clerk slid forms forward. “Names?”

“We’ll use account numbers,” Ivy said.

The clerk shrugged. “We love numbers.”

Inside the locker hall, the temperature dropped a degree that made the skin remember winter. The metal doors sat in a grid, each with a slot and a code wheel. Kellan spun one open. Ivy placed the decoy in that box. She took a breath. She moved to the second locker, deeper in, and slid the real drive into the quiet.

“Done,” Kellan said.

“Not done,” Ivy said. “Never done.”

They stepped back onto the street and joined the city’s indifferent flow. Ivy checked for mirrors, then stopped checking. Paranoia wasted time. Vigilance didn’t.

“Food,” Kellan said.

“Later,” Ivy said.

He snorted. “You use that word like a coin.”

“Counts every time,” she said.

He dropped her at Copper Carousel Diner. Tamsin Orrellis had already claimed a booth and a pot of coffee that could have powered a boat.

“Good news or trouble?” Tamsin asked.

“Both,” Ivy said. “Proofweave confirmed the window. Mirrorproof froze logs. Velcian tried to play audit; they left quiet.”

“Quiet means someone bigger made a phone call,” Tamsin said.

“Bigger called,” Ivy said. “But we keep our own phone.”

Tamsin leaned forward. “Public plan?”

“Forty-eight hours. Cityborne stream. We leak a sliver if we must, but only after we lock the rest.”

“Teaser,” Tamsin said. “But never gossip.”

“Never gossip,” Ivy said.

Tamsin’s gaze sharpened. “You trust your source?”

“I trust what he hates,” Ivy said.

“What does he hate?”

“Chaos.”

Tamsin smiled. “That narrow slice where a monster chooses order. Useful.”

Ivy sipped coffee that burned then forgave. “We’ll need redundancy. If Obelisk leans, your servers must sit on more than one spine.”

“Three mirrors,” Tamsin said. “Two public, one buried. If they cut two, we still sing.”

“And the backstage?”

“Very quiet,” Tamsin said. “No passes for tourists.”

“Good,” Ivy said.

A man stepped in from the street, scanned the room once, and left without stopping. Tamsin watched him through the window glass.

“Grey suit,” she said. “Third pass in ten minutes.”

“Velcian,” Ivy said.

“Want me to invite him on the show?” Tamsin asked.

“Tempting,” Ivy said.

She slid out of the booth. “I’ll visit Mirrorproof. We need an in-person receipt on our notice.”

“Take a camera,” Tamsin said.

“Later,” Ivy said.

“Count on it,” Tamsin said.

Ivy walked to Mirrorproof Registry Office, a building that liked the sound of its own shoes. The foyer smelled like lemon and rules. A clerk with careful hair looked up with equal parts curiosity and fatigue.

“I need to confirm a notice,” Ivy said. “Preservation logs.”

“Your firm?” the clerk asked.

“Independent,” Ivy said. “Case number here.”

The clerk typed. Screen glow went soft on his glasses. “Notice received. Logs held under internal seal.”

“Can you email confirmation?” Ivy said.

“We don’t email,” the clerk said, with a tiny, superior smile. “We print.”

“Print,” Ivy said.

The printer hummed and delivered a paper that believed in itself. Ivy read the lines, found Elara’s signature, the date, the seal. She folded it once and tucked it into an inner pocket.

“Question,” Ivy said. “Who else asked about this class of edits in the last twenty-four hours?”

“We don’t disclose inquiries,” the clerk said.

“You don’t disclose names,” Ivy said. “You can disclose count.”

The clerk hesitated. “Two.”

“Thank you,” Ivy said.

Outside, a wind kicked up that wanted to take hats as a hobby. Ivy turned the corner and nearly walked into Silas Greyverne.

He stood like a line drawn with a ruler. Gray suit. Calm shoes. He looked at her as if evaluating a painting he did not ask to see.

“Ms. Rookline,” he said.

“Mr. Greyverne,” she said.

“I am told you pursue interesting paper,” he said.

“Paper pursues me,” she said.

“Be careful,” he said. “Paper cuts.”

“Words scar,” she said.

He tilted his head. “You were at The Seventh Lock last night.”

“You watched?”

“I see things that interrupt logistics,” he said.

“Is that what I am?” she asked.

“Today,” he said.

“And tomorrow?”

“That depends on your definition of clean,” he said.

“I define it tightly,” she said.

“So do I,” he said.

They faced each other as if the sidewalk might decide who it belonged to. He did not blink. She did not, either.

“You sent a loop through Halewick Gate 34C,” she said.

“I flagged it,” he said. “Then I was told to leave it. I left it.”

“By who?” she asked.

He looked past her shoulder. “You’ll meet him soon enough.”

“Keir Vantrel,” she said.

A muscle in his cheek acknowledged the name without inviting it in. “You say words as if they were safe.”

“They aren’t,” she said.

He took a small step closer. Not threatening. Not kind. “Calder makes a mistake when he speaks with you in public.”

“He doesn’t,” she said.

“Then you do,” he said.

“I don’t make them,” she said. “I harvest them.”

He watched her for another breath. Then he gave her a faint nod that could have been a courtesy or a warning.

“Stay upright,” he said.

“Define upright,” she said.

He started to walk. “Not dead.”

She watched him fold back into the city’s pattern. Her phone buzzed with a single line: “Meet later?” It was unsigned and unnecessary.

“Not public,” she wrote.

“Agreed,” the reply said.

She moved to the curb and flagged a car that didn’t ask questions. Back at Proofweave, Elara waited with a printout and a dry smile.

“Mirrorproof paper?” Elara asked.

“Printed,” Ivy said. “No email. They worship trees in reverse.”

“Good,” Elara said. “We’re done for now. I’ll lock the raw and the copy. You should eat.”

“I don’t forget,” Ivy said.

“You forget to eat,” Elara said.

Kellan leaned in the doorframe. “Shall we argue about salad versus fries?”

Ivy shook her head. “We argue later.”

Kellan groaned. “Later is a scam.”

They left the lab as afternoon rolled in with a stubborn light. Ivy’s phone ticked with a text from an unknown number that felt familiar: “Ravenholt, tonight. No chaos.”

She typed: “No mercy.”

She did not send it.

Instead she typed: “We meet on my terms. Copper Carousel, back booth. Twenty minutes. Come alone.”

Three dots pulsed, then vanished, then came back. “Understood,” came the answer.

Kellan drove. The car hummed like a held
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