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Chapter 1: Arrival in the Emerald City 




Avery Ravenscroft had always imagined Seattle in fragments of movies, postcards, and weather apps, but nothing had prepared her for the city’s pulse as she rolled her luggage across the slick cobblestones of the waterfront. Rain had begun its steady drizzle, a light mist that made the neon signs along the piers glow like shards of scattered jewels. The hum of ferries, seagulls, and the occasional clanging of distant ship horns created a layered soundtrack that seemed entirely unlike the sleepy towns Avery had passed through on her cross-country journey. She inhaled the salt-tinged air, the tang of fresh seafood already mingling with the aroma of roasted coffee beans drifting from the shops lining the pier.




Beside her, Cess Oñativia, known simply as Cess, balanced her backpack and an oversized umbrella with a precision that suggested she had walked these streets before. Avery had met Cess only a week earlier in Portland, where their mutual curiosity about strange happenings and hidden truths had sparked a fast friendship. Cess, with her sharp eyes and sharper intuition, was already proving to be a perfect complement to Avery’s methodical investigative style.




“This city,” Cess began, her voice cutting through the mist, “doesn’t give itself away easily. You have to look closely, listen carefully. Pike Place Market? It’s more than fish and flowers. There’s a rhythm here, and if you can hear it, it tells you a story.”




Avery turned to study her friend’s face. There was an intensity there, the kind of focus that made people either trust her instantly or nervously step back. Avery chose trust. “I’m listening,” she said. “Tell me what you see.”




Cess’s gaze swept across the busy morning crowd, noting how a vendor shifted a crate, how a pair of tourists lingered near the famous fish-throwing stall, and how a man in a dark coat kept checking his watch while lingering near the edge of the pier. “There,” Cess said softly, pointing without moving her hand. “The subtle patterns. Movement, hesitation, repetition. People who come here for the first time are dazzled by the spectacle. But the ones who know? They move with intent.”




Intent. Avery filed the word in her mind, a bookmark for the mystery that had brought her here. Pike Place Market wasn’t just a tourist attraction; it had a reputation that whispered of secrets tucked beneath the surface. Smugglers, underground deals, odd disappearances… it was the kind of challenge Avery lived for. And now, standing at the threshold of the market with the rain drizzling down their jackets, she felt that familiar thrill—the one that said she was exactly where she needed to be.




They moved through the crowd, Avery taking in the riot of colors and sounds. Bright oranges and deep greens from piles of produce; the sticky sweetness of fresh pastries from small bakeries; the briny tang of the seafood vendors with their gutted fish displayed like trophies. The aroma of freshly ground coffee beans competed with the salty waterfront air, and Avery had to smile at the sensory overload. This was a living, breathing ecosystem, and beneath it all, she could sense the currents of something hidden, something just out of reach.




“First thing,” Cess said, as they passed a display of hand-carved wooden figurines, “we need to understand the fish toss.” She led Avery to the legendary stall where large salmon flew through the air from one vendor to another, caught with a flourish that had become a symbol of the market. “It’s entertainment, yes. Tradition, yes. But look closer. Notice the timing, the way the fish are thrown. Every movement has purpose, even if you don’t see it yet.”




Avery watched, her detective instincts firing. There was indeed a rhythm, a subtle choreography in the tosses: a pause here, a glance there, a half-second hesitation that might have been nothing… or it might have been everything. Avery made a mental note to return later with more time to observe, knowing that patterns, when repeated, would reveal themselves to anyone patient enough to watch.




As they lingered, a commotion erupted near the edge of the stall. A tourist had leaned too far, brushing against a crate, and the vendor barked an angry admonishment. But Avery noticed something else—a small slip of paper had fluttered from the crate and disappeared beneath the boards. Without thinking, she moved closer, crouched, and caught a glimpse of the corner. Scribbled symbols, almost like shorthand, ran along the page. The words weren’t immediately clear, but her heart skipped. It was too precise to be accidental. Someone had left a message.




Cess leaned down beside her, whispering, “See? There’s more here than meets the eye.” Avery nodded, pocketing the scrap carefully. Every mystery started somewhere, and this felt like the first thread in a web that could lead anywhere.




The day progressed with them weaving through the maze of stalls: flowers spilling from wicker baskets, jewelry glinting in the damp morning light, artists sketching portraits, street musicians filling gaps in conversation with melody. Each stall seemed ordinary until Avery looked closer and noticed inconsistencies. A fish crate with numbers that didn’t match the standard inventory. A delivery truck parked longer than necessary, its driver scanning the crowd more than unloading goods. Subtle things. Small, almost invisible. And yet, in Avery’s mind, they formed a mosaic of intrigue.




By noon, they paused near the iconic market sign, taking in the view of the water beyond. Ferries crossed the bay, their engines sending shivers through the damp air. Cess unpacked a small notebook, flipping to a blank page. “Time to start recording observations,” she said. Avery mirrored the gesture, pulling her own notebook from her satchel. They began a system: observations, timing of fish throws, noting suspicious glances, delivery routines, and any irregularities in behavior.




Hours passed, and the market began to thin as lunch crowds moved on. Avery and Cess, engrossed in their notes, barely noticed the change in the light until shadows lengthened and the drizzle turned to a persistent rain. Vendors were closing stalls, dragging tarps and crates, the sounds of the market shifting from energetic bustle to quiet retreat. Avery’s eyes kept darting to a man who had lingered near the salmon stall since morning—the one in the dark coat. He now carried a small crate down the alley, moving with that same careful, deliberate motion.




“That’s our first live lead,” Avery murmured. Cess’s eyes lit up, confirming her instinct. They followed at a discreet distance, weaving through alleys and sidestreets. The man paused occasionally, looking over his shoulder. Avery noted everything, recording times, distances, gestures. Eventually, he reached a small warehouse tucked behind a shuttered storefront. He disappeared inside.




Avery glanced at Cess. “We need to see what’s inside, but quietly.” Cess nodded, already scanning exits and potential observation points. They circled the building, noting delivery schedules, security cameras, and entrances. It was a lot to take in for a first day, but Avery thrived on the challenge. She could feel the story beginning to unfold—a tale of secrets hidden in plain sight, a puzzle wrapped in fish scales and salt air.




Night fell, and they returned to their small rented apartment near the waterfront. The city lights reflected in the wet streets, creating shimmering trails that reminded Avery of clues waiting to be followed. Over a shared dinner of takeout chowder and bread from a nearby bakery, they reviewed their notes.




“We’ve got movement, patterns, and a mysterious man with a crate,” Cess summarized, tapping her pencil against the notebook. “Tomorrow, we get closer. We learn more.”




Avery nodded, staring out the window at the rain-slicked streets. Pike Place Market was alive with stories—stories hidden beneath the ordinary, waiting for someone patient, curious, and persistent to unravel them. That someone, she realized, might just be her.




And as sleep finally claimed her, Avery felt the quiet thrill of the hunt. Seattle had welcomed her with rain, salt, and mystery. And in the morning, the chase would begin in earnest.


Avery woke before dawn to the sound of rain tapping steadily against the apartment window, a soft but insistent rhythm that reminded her of fingers drumming on a desk while waiting for answers. For a moment she lay still, staring at the faint outline of the ceiling, letting the city seep back into her awareness. Seattle. Pike Place Market. The man with the crate. The scrap of paper tucked safely into her jacket pocket the night before.




She swung her feet onto the floor and crossed the small living space to the window. The waterfront was still cloaked in darkness, the bay a flat sheet of shadow broken only by the slow glide of a ferry’s lights. Somewhere below, a delivery truck growled to life. Avery smiled faintly. Cities revealed their true selves early in the morning, before the crowds and performances began.




Cess was already awake, seated at the small kitchen table with a mug of coffee and her notebook spread open like a map. Her hair was pulled back loosely, and she looked up as Avery entered, eyes sharp despite the hour.




“I thought you might sleep in,” Cess said.




“Not with this many questions,” Avery replied, reaching for the kettle. “What did you find?”




Cess tapped her pen against the page. “I went through yesterday’s notes. There’s a pattern to the deliveries at the fish stalls. Most come in early morning, between four and six. But there’s one stall that gets an extra crate around ten. No paperwork visible. Same driver every time.”




Avery poured hot water over a teabag and leaned against the counter. “The salmon stall?”




Cess nodded. “Right where the fish toss happens. High visibility. Perfect place to hide something in plain sight.”




Avery sipped her tea, the warmth grounding her. “Then that’s where we start.”




By the time they reached Pike Place Market, the sky was beginning to lighten, the clouds shifting from inky black to a deep slate gray. Vendors were arriving, unlocking stalls, hauling crates, exchanging sleepy greetings. The market felt different at this hour—less theatrical, more purposeful. Avery breathed in deeply, catching the scent of damp wood, brine, and brewing coffee.




They positioned themselves near a flower stall, pretending to admire bouquets while keeping their attention fixed on the fishmongers across the aisle. Avery noted the routine: crates stacked, ice shoveled, fish arranged with practiced efficiency. The famous tossing didn’t begin until later, but already there was a subtle choreography at play.




At precisely 9:57 a.m., a white delivery van pulled up near the edge of the market. Avery’s pulse quickened. The driver stepped out, glanced around, and opened the back doors. Inside were several crates identical to the others Avery had seen the day before—except for a small marking on the corner, a faded blue triangle barely visible beneath the grime.




“There,” Avery murmured.




Cess followed her gaze. “Same marking as yesterday. That’s our signature.”




They watched as the driver loaded the crates onto a dolly and wheeled them toward the salmon stall. The vendor accepted them without comment, nodding once before sliding one crate beneath the counter instead of stacking it with the rest.




Avery felt the familiar click in her mind, the sensation of a piece falling into place. “He’s separating it. That crate matters.”




“Or what’s inside it does,” Cess replied.




The crowd began to thicken as tourists poured in, cameras raised, laughter echoing off the awnings. The fish toss began in earnest, salmon flying through the air to cheers and applause. Avery watched carefully now, counting throws, noting pauses. On the fifth toss, the vendor hesitated, locking eyes briefly with another worker across the stall before throwing the fish at a slightly different angle.




“Did you see that?” Avery asked.




Cess nodded. “Signal.”




Moments later, a man stepped forward from the crowd, clapping enthusiastically. He wore a baseball cap pulled low and a jacket too heavy for the mild weather. As the vendor leaned forward to accept payment from another customer, the man slipped something onto the counter—quick, subtle—and withdrew just as fast.




Avery’s heart thudded. “Exchange confirmed.”




They couldn’t follow him yet; there were too many eyes, too much chaos. Instead, Avery pulled out her notebook, sketching the stall layout, marking positions and timing. Cess scribbled descriptions of the man, noting his height, gait, and the way he favored his left side when walking.




“Patience,” Cess whispered. “We don’t rush the first move.”




By late morning, the rain had eased into a mist, and the crowd thinned slightly as lunchtime approached. Avery and Cess split up, a tactic they’d agreed upon earlier. Avery wandered toward the lower levels of the market, where less-polished stalls sold antiques, books, and curios. Cess lingered above, watching the fish stall from a different angle.




Down below, Avery browsed shelves of old postcards and faded photographs, her eyes scanning reflections in glass cases. She noticed a man lingering near the stairs, pretending to examine a rack of hats while clearly watching the flow of people. He wore the same heavy jacket Avery had seen earlier.




She pretended to study a postcard of the market from decades past, listening as the man muttered into his phone in a low voice. “It’s done,” he said. “Same place. Same time.”




Avery’s pulse raced, but she forced herself to remain calm. She drifted closer, catching the scent of fish and oil clinging to his clothes. Smuggler, she thought. Or courier.




When he moved toward the stairs, Avery followed at a distance, keeping him in sight without drawing attention. He exited the market and headed down toward the waterfront, weaving through pedestrians with practiced ease. Avery stayed back, using shop windows and street performers as cover.




He reached a narrow alley near a shuttered café and slipped inside. Avery hesitated only a moment before following. The alley was dim, the ground slick with rainwater and debris. She pressed herself against the wall, peering around the corner.




The man met another figure there—older, broader, with a scar tracing the line of his jaw. They spoke briefly, voices low and urgent. The older man handed over a small insulated pouch, no bigger than a lunch bag.




“Payment’s delayed,” the older man said. “Next shipment’s bigger.”




Avery’s mind raced. Small items now, larger later. Contraband scaled up gradually to avoid detection.




The exchange ended quickly, and the man with the pouch disappeared back toward the market. The older man lingered a moment longer, lighting a cigarette before melting into the shadows toward the piers.




Avery exhaled slowly, committing every detail to memory. She retreated from the alley and circled back toward the market, heart pounding. As soon as she spotted Cess near the flower stall, she caught her eye and tilted her head toward the exit—a silent signal to regroup.




They reconvened near the gum wall, the sweet, artificial scent clashing with the briny air. Cess leaned in. “You followed him.”




“Yes. Exchange confirmed. Small insulated pouch. Talk of bigger shipments.”




Cess’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Then the salmon toss is just the surface. They’re moving something valuable in tiny increments.”




“Drugs?” Avery asked.




“Maybe. Or something rarer,” Cess replied. “Artifacts. Data. Even people have been moved this way in other ports.”




Avery felt a chill unrelated to the damp air. Pike Place Market was a stage, and beneath it, a network of hidden routes and coded gestures thrived. “We need proof,” she said. “Something tangible.”




They decided to stay late, observing the market’s closing routines. As stalls shut down and vendors packed up, Avery noticed that the salmon stall’s extra crate was loaded onto a different van than the rest. No markings this time. No paperwork. It disappeared into traffic just as the streetlights flickered on.




“Tomorrow,” Avery said quietly, “we follow that van.”




They returned to the apartment as night fell, the city humming outside. Over takeout noodles, they spread their notes across the table, connecting times, faces, movements. The picture grew clearer with each line drawn.




“This is bigger than a one-off smuggling ring,” Cess said. “There’s structure. Discipline.”




Avery nodded, exhaustion tugging at her but excitement keeping her alert. “And structure leaves patterns. Patterns leave mistakes.”




She glanced again at the scrap of paper she’d found beneath the fish stall the day before. Under the apartment’s bright light, the symbols seemed almost to shift. She traced them with her finger, suddenly recognizing the shorthand—not random symbols, but coordinates.




“Cess,” she said softly. “I think I know where this leads.”




Cess leaned in, eyes widening. “Then tomorrow just got interesting.”




Outside, the rain began again, steady and relentless. Avery felt the city closing in around them, not in threat but in invitation. Seattle was offering up its secrets one drop at a time, and Avery intended to catch every last one.




The rain intensified overnight, drumming against the windows with a persistence that felt deliberate, as if Seattle itself were urging Avery to pay attention. She sat at the small kitchen table long after Cess had gone to bed, the scrap of paper spread out beside her notebook. Under the apartment’s harsh overhead light, the symbols looked less mysterious and more intentional. Not decorative. Not random. Purpose-built.




Avery traced the markings again, slower this time. Two sets of numbers separated by a slash. A triangle symbol. A short dash. She exhaled and leaned back in her chair.




Coordinates.




Not full ones, not yet, but fragments. Enough to narrow a location if you knew where to look.




She carefully copied the symbols into her notebook, adding annotations in the margins. Pike Place Market sat on a hill overlooking Elliott Bay, layered with levels, staircases, and hidden corridors that only vendors and longtime locals fully understood. If smugglers were using the market, they would rely on places that tourists never noticed.




Storage rooms. Utility access points. Old tunnels.




Avery closed the notebook and finally allowed herself to sleep.




Morning came reluctantly, gray and heavy. Cess was already awake again, standing by the window and watching the street below.




“Tell me you figured something out,” she said without turning.




Avery smiled. “The paper wasn’t a message meant to be read. It’s a location marker. Or a sequence of them.”




Cess turned now, interest sharpening her features. “So the fish toss isn’t just signaling timing. It’s pointing.”




“Yes. Or confirming,” Avery said. “The toss says the drop is active. The paper tells them where to move next.”




They ate quickly and were back at the market before the first full wave of tourists arrived. Today, Avery saw everything differently. The market was no longer a charming maze of commerce and color. It was layered terrain. Vertical. Compartmentalized.




They started at the salmon stall again, but this time Avery paid more attention to what was underneath than what was on display. The counter. The boards. The space beneath the ice bins. When the vendor stepped away briefly, Avery noticed a recessed latch beneath the stall’s edge, nearly invisible unless you knew where to look.




She nudged Cess subtly. “See that?”




Cess nodded. “Maintenance access. Or something pretending to be.”




They didn’t touch it. Not yet.




Instead, they followed the flow downward, past the souvenir shops and into the lower levels where the ceiling dropped and the light dimmed. Pipes ran along the walls, condensation dripping steadily. Vendors here sold old books, coins, maps, oddities that felt like they’d been waiting decades for the right hands to find them.




Avery stopped short.




A map stall.




Not the tourist kind, but antique atlases and maritime charts, yellowed with age and marked by hand. The vendor, an elderly man with a beard like tangled rope, watched them approach with quiet interest.




“Looking for somewhere?” he asked.




“Always,” Avery replied.




She browsed casually, running her fingers along the spines until she found a chart of Elliott Bay. Old. Detailed. Dock numbers penciled in. Below the bay, faint lines traced routes inland, branching like veins.




“These tunnels,” Avery said, tapping lightly. “Are they still accessible?”




The man studied her for a long moment. “Some are,” he said finally. “Some are better left alone.”




Cess leaned in. “Which ones are used?”




The man smiled thinly. “The ones people pretend don’t exist.”




Avery exchanged a glance with Cess. She paid for the chart without haggling and thanked the man. As they stepped away, he added quietly, “Watch the fish. They still know the way.”




That confirmed it.




They moved deeper into the lower corridors, counting steps, marking turns. Avery compared the symbols on the scrap of paper to the map. One of the partial coordinates aligned with a service tunnel entrance beneath the market’s western edge, close to the piers.




By midafternoon, the crowd above was thick again. Avery and Cess positioned themselves near a staircase that led down toward the waterfront storage areas. Avery pretended to adjust her shoelace as Cess watched the salmon stall from above.




The fifth toss came late today.




When it did, Avery felt it in her chest before she saw it. The vendor hesitated. A nod. A throw slightly wider than usual.




Cess appeared at the top of the stairs seconds later, eyes bright. “It’s active.”




They descended quickly but quietly. The tunnel entrance was half-hidden behind stacked crates labeled for produce. Avery slipped between them, fingers brushing cold concrete until she found the recessed door. The latch opened easily, too easily.




Inside, the tunnel smelled of damp stone and salt. Dim lights flickered overhead, casting long shadows. The sound of the market faded, replaced by the distant echo of water and machinery.




They moved slowly, every step measured. Avery counted under her breath, matching the numbers from the paper. Twenty-seven steps. Pause. Left. Eleven steps. Down three shallow stairs.




Voices.




They pressed themselves against the wall just as two men passed by, wheeling a dolly stacked with insulated pouches identical to the one Avery had seen the day before. The men spoke casually, unaware.




“Next week’s shipment’s double,” one said. “Mainland buyers are getting impatient.”




“Then tell them patience keeps them breathing,” the other replied.




Avery waited until their footsteps faded before exhaling. “That’s our proof,” she whispered. “But we need more than overheard words.”




They followed at a distance, the tunnel opening into a wider chamber where crates were stacked neatly, some marked as seafood, others unmarked entirely. A woman stood near a clipboard, directing movement with crisp efficiency. She wasn’t hiding. She didn’t need to.




Avery recognized her immediately.




The older figure from the alley. Scar along the jaw.




“Control,” Cess breathed. “She’s running it.”




They couldn’t confront her. Not now. Instead, Avery scanned the chamber, noting exits, personnel, timing. One wall bore a faded mural from decades past, depicting fishermen hauling nets. Avery noticed something odd: one of the figures’ eyes had been scratched away, revealing a metal panel beneath.




A hidden door.




Before she could point it out, a shout echoed down the tunnel. “Hey!”




Avery’s stomach dropped. One of the workers had spotted them.




“Run,” Cess said.




They bolted, feet pounding against stone as voices rose behind them. Avery’s mind raced, mapping their path backward. Left turn. Up stairs. Thirty steps.




Avery skidded around a corner and yanked open a maintenance hatch just as footsteps thundered closer. They squeezed inside, pulling the door shut behind them as a flashlight beam swept past.




They waited, breath held, bodies pressed together in the cramped space. Avery could hear her own heartbeat, loud as the rain outside.




Minutes passed. Finally, the footsteps retreated.




They emerged cautiously into a different section of the lower market, emerging behind a closed bakery stall. From there, they blended into the crowd as if nothing had happened.




Only when they were safely outside did Avery allow herself to laugh—a short, breathless sound.




“That was close,” Cess said, grinning despite herself.




“But worth it,” Avery replied. “We’ve confirmed scale, leadership, routes, and timing. This isn’t rumor anymore.”




They spent the rest of the afternoon documenting everything they’d seen, sketching the tunnel layout, noting personnel roles. Avery emailed encrypted notes to a trusted contact back east—someone who owed her a favor and knew how to move quietly.




As evening fell, they returned to the waterfront. The market glowed behind them, cheerful and innocent once more. Tourists posed beneath the sign. Fish flew through the air to applause.




Avery watched the toss one last time, understanding now how much meaning was packed into that single arc of motion.




“It’s clever,” Cess said. “Hide the signal inside something iconic. No one questions tradition.”




“Except people who ask why,” Avery replied.




They walked along the pier, the city lights reflecting in the water. Avery felt that familiar sense of standing at the edge of something much larger than she’d expected when she arrived in Seattle. The Emerald City had welcomed her with rain and spectacle—and underneath it all, a carefully concealed crime network that thought itself invisible.




“They know we were close today,” Cess said. “Things will change.”




Avery nodded. “Which means mistakes will follow.”




She stopped and looked back toward the market, eyes sharp, mind already planning the next move. Chapter one of the mystery had revealed itself not with answers, but with direction.




And Avery never ignored a direction once she’d found it.




The Pike Place Market had made its first move.




Now it was Avery’s turn.








  
  
  A Sidekick Named Cess

  
  




Chapter 2: A Sidekick Named Cess




Avery had always worked alone.




It wasn’t a rule she’d written down or spoken aloud, but it had guided her instincts for years. Solitary thinking kept edges sharp. Solitude made patterns easier to see. Other people introduced variables—emotions, opinions, distractions. Useful sometimes, dangerous often.




And yet, as she walked beside Cess along the damp Seattle waterfront the morning after their narrow escape beneath Pike Place Market, Avery found herself recalibrating that belief.




Cess wasn’t a variable.




She was an amplifier.




The day began slowly, the sky hanging low and gray as if undecided about rain. Gulls cried overhead, wheeling above the piers, and the smell of salt and diesel clung to everything. Avery zipped her jacket and glanced sideways at her companion.




Cess walked with an easy confidence, hands in her pockets, eyes constantly moving. She noticed things automatically—the rhythm of traffic lights, the way a fisherman secured his rope, how a barista paused when a certain customer entered the café they passed.




“You’re profiling again,” Avery said.




Cess smiled without looking at her. “Habit.”




“Tell me what you see.”




Cess stopped near a railing overlooking the bay. She leaned forward slightly, resting her forearms on the cold metal. “This city runs on layers. Public layer, working layer, forgotten layer. The smugglers aren’t hiding. They’re nesting.”




Avery nodded. “Like barnacles.”




“Exactly. You don’t notice them until the structure starts to fail.”




They stood in silence for a moment, watching a ferry pull away from the dock. Avery replayed the events of the last forty-eight hours in her mind. The coded tosses. The tunnels. The woman with the scar. It was already one of the more intricate cases she’d stepped into, and she was barely past the threshold.




And she wasn’t alone.




“Why Seattle?” Avery asked suddenly.




Cess glanced at her. “Why me?”




Avery smiled faintly. “Fair trade.”




Cess considered the question. “Seattle’s a crossroads. Always has been. Gold rush, shipping, tech, art. People come here to disappear and to reinvent themselves. Smugglers like places where everyone’s looking for something else.”




“And you?” Avery pressed.




Cess exhaled slowly. “I grew up moving. Ports, mostly. My mother tracked shipping data for insurance firms. My father… didn’t stick around. I learned early that the truth is rarely where it claims to be.”




Avery absorbed that quietly. Cess had mentioned pieces before, never the whole. “You recognize systems,” Avery said. “That’s why you noticed the toss.”




“I recognize people using systems,” Cess corrected. “There’s a difference.”




They turned back toward the market, not entering it yet. Today wasn’t about confrontation. It was about grounding. About understanding each other before things escalated further.




They ducked into a small café tucked beneath the viaduct. Inside, the air was warm and smelled of cinnamon and strong coffee. Avery ordered tea; Cess went for espresso. They claimed a corner table and spread out their notebooks.




“You’ve never had a sidekick,” Cess said lightly, scanning Avery’s notes.




“Not officially.”




“And unofficially?”




Avery hesitated. “People come and go. Information sources. Temporary alliances.”




“But no one who stays.”




“No one who stays,” Avery agreed.




Cess closed the notebook gently. “Then let’s set expectations.”




Avery raised an eyebrow. “You’re serious.”




“Deadly,” Cess said. “If we’re doing this together, we define roles. Otherwise, when pressure hits—and it will—we misstep.”




Avery leaned back, studying her. This wasn’t ego. It was professionalism.




“All right,” Avery said. “You first.”




“I see patterns fast,” Cess said. “Human behavior, especially. I’ll catch shifts before they register as danger. You,” she continued, “you see structure. Cause and effect. You don’t chase every lead. You test them.”




Avery smiled. “Accurate.”




“We check each other,” Cess said. “No unilateral moves in active zones. If one of us says stop, we stop.”




Avery thought of the tunnel. The flashlight beam slicing past them. “Agreed.”




“And,” Cess added, “we tell each other when something feels off, even if we can’t explain why.”




Avery extended her hand across the table. “Deal.”




Cess shook it firmly. “Then I’m your sidekick.”




Avery laughed softly. “You’re more than that.”




They left the café as the city stirred to fuller life. Avery felt something unfamiliar settle into place—not dependence, but alignment.




They returned to Pike Place Market later than usual, blending into the afternoon crowd. Today, Avery focused less on the smugglers and more on Cess. She watched how easily she moved through the space, how vendors responded to her casual questions, how she listened more than she spoke.




At a honey stall, Cess chatted with the seller about supply chains and seasonal shifts. At a bakery, she asked about delivery times under the guise of curiosity. At each stop, she gathered fragments—tiny truths that, when combined, painted a clearer picture.




“She’s good,” Avery thought.




They regrouped near the famous clock sign.




“New development,” Cess said quietly. “One of the fish vendors is nervous. He keeps checking the lower levels even when there’s no signal.”




“That suggests pressure from above,” Avery said. “Or fear.”




“Either way,” Cess continued, “someone’s tightening control.”




Avery nodded. “Which means mistakes.”




They spent the afternoon observing from different vantage points, swapping notes discreetly. Avery noticed that Cess never wrote everything down immediately. She waited, as if testing the memory before committing it to paper.




“Why wait?” Avery asked at one point.




“Because if I can’t recall it cleanly,” Cess said, “it probably isn’t important.”




Avery filed that away.




As evening approached, the market shifted again. Music echoed louder. Lights warmed. The fish toss became more theatrical, exaggerated for the crowds. Avery watched it with a new understanding now, seeing not just performance but communication.




“This is a language,” Avery murmured.




“And like any language,” Cess replied, “it has dialects.”




They followed a new pattern tonight. A delayed toss. A double clap. A vendor switching places mid-shift. It wasn’t on their previous notes.




“They’re adjusting,” Avery said.




“Because we scared them,” Cess added.




Avery didn’t smile, but satisfaction flickered through her. “Good.”




They left the market before closing, choosing not to push their luck. Outside, the sky finally opened up, rain pouring down in earnest. They took shelter beneath an awning, watching people scatter.




“You know,” Cess said suddenly, “most people would’ve walked away after yesterday.”




Avery glanced at her. “Most people don’t follow fish into tunnels.”




Cess laughed. “True.”




They walked back toward the apartment, shoes splashing through puddles. Avery felt the weight of the case pressing closer now. This wasn’t just about contraband. There was organization, reach, confidence.




And they were being noticed.




Back inside, Avery reviewed the day’s notes while Cess cooked a simple meal. The normalcy felt strange and grounding all at once.




“Tomorrow,” Avery said, “we dig into the woman with the scar.”




Cess set two plates on the table. “I was hoping you’d say that.”




They ate in companionable silence, the rain still falling outside. Avery realized something then—not with alarm, but with clarity.




This case would require trust.




And she was already giving it.




Cess looked up, catching Avery’s gaze. “What?”




Avery shook her head. “Nothing. Just… glad you’re here.”




Cess smiled, small but genuine. “Me too.”




Outside, Seattle watched them quietly, its secrets still intact—for now.


Seattle wore the morning like a half-kept promise. The rain had stopped, but everything remained damp, reflective, as if the city itself was holding its breath. Avery noticed it the moment she stepped outside—the way sounds carried farther, sharper. Footsteps echoed. Voices lingered.




Pressure weather.




Cess noticed it too. She tilted her head slightly as they walked, eyes tracking reflections in shop windows, the mirrored ghosts of passersby. “Someone’s watching the market differently today,” she said.




Avery didn’t ask how she knew. She already trusted the instinct. “We’re not going straight there,” she replied. “Let’s widen the circle.”




They took a long route, looping toward the waterfront first, blending with commuters and tourists. Avery used the time to think—not just about the smugglers, but about Cess. Trust wasn’t binary. It accumulated through behavior, through consistency under uncertainty.




Cess had been consistent.




They stopped at a public overlook where locals gathered with coffee cups and cameras, gazing out across Elliott Bay. The water was restless, dotted with ferries and cargo ships inching toward the horizon.




“Tell me about Portland,” Avery said casually.




Cess leaned against the railing. “You mean where we met?”




“Yes.”




“It was temporary,” Cess said. “Like most things. I was tracking discrepancies in port manifests for a private firm. Legal work. Mostly.”




“Mostly?”




Cess smiled faintly. “I tend to notice when paperwork lies.”




Avery absorbed that. “So you weren’t surprised by Pike Place.”




“No,” Cess said. “But I was surprised by you.”




Avery raised an eyebrow. “How so?”




“Most investigators rush. Or posture. You observe. You let silence do the work.” Cess glanced at her. “That’s rare.”




Avery felt a flicker of something like pride, quickly tamped down. “You don’t rush either.”




“I rush internally,” Cess said. “You don’t.”




They headed back toward the market midmorning, timing their arrival with a new wave of foot traffic. Today, Avery noticed a subtle shift in security—more uniformed guards near entrances, vendors exchanging looks that lingered just a moment too long.




The woman with the scar was nowhere to be seen.




“That’s not reassuring,” Cess murmured.




“No,” Avery agreed. “It means she’s either hiding or moving.”




They split up again, this time intentionally crossing paths at intervals. Avery positioned herself near the main fish stall, pretending to photograph the tosses for a travel blog. Cess drifted lower, striking up conversations, listening for tension beneath routine chatter.




Avery watched the vendor carefully. His movements were sharper today, less relaxed. When the fish flew, his smile didn’t reach his eyes.




The signal came early.




Not the fifth toss.




The third.




Avery felt it immediately, like a skipped heartbeat.




She glanced toward the lower level entrance just as two men emerged, each carrying identical insulated bags. They didn’t rush. They didn’t hide. They walked with the confidence of people who believed no one would stop them.




Avery slipped her phone into her pocket and moved, angling to intercept without confronting. She followed at a distance as they descended the stairs, blending into a cluster of tourists.




Down below, the air cooled. The men turned left, then right, toward a section Avery and Cess hadn’t mapped yet.




Avery slowed, letting them gain distance. She counted steps, turns. The tunnel entrance they used was different—newer, reinforced. Not improvised.




That mattered.




She doubled back and texted Cess a single word: Shift.




Cess responded seconds later: On my way.




Avery waited, pretending to examine a display of vintage postcards. When Cess appeared, her expression confirmed she’d seen it too.




“Alternate route,” Cess whispered. “They’re diversifying.”




“Which means expansion,” Avery replied.




“Or exposure,” Cess said.




They followed the tunnel at a greater distance this time, careful not to repeat yesterday’s mistake. The corridor opened into a storage area closer to the waterfront, where the smell of fish gave way to oil and metal.




Avery spotted a clipboard hanging on a hook. She memorized what she could from afar—dates, initials, numeric codes. Everything was disguised as inventory, but the structure was too clean.




They didn’t stay long. Just long enough.




Back above ground, the market felt louder, brighter, almost mocking in its normalcy. Avery felt the familiar tightening in her chest that came when a case reached the point of no return.




“They’re not just moving contraband,” Avery said as they paused near a flower stall. “They’re testing infrastructure.”




Cess nodded. “Seeing what routes hold under pressure.”




“And who panics,” Avery added.




They noticed it then—a vendor arguing sharply with a delivery driver. The driver’s voice was low, urgent. The vendor’s hands shook.




“That’s our fracture,” Cess said.




They didn’t intervene. They watched. Later, the vendor slipped away early, leaving his stall half-packed.




Avery followed him.




He walked fast, head down, cutting through side streets with increasing desperation. At a small park near the waterfront, he finally stopped, pacing.




Avery approached slowly, hands visible. “You’re early today.”




The man spun, eyes wide. “I don’t know you.”




“No,” Avery said calmly. “But you know what’s wrong.”




He looked around, panic flashing across his face. “I just sell fish.”




“You sell access,” Avery corrected. “And access comes with consequences.”




Cess appeared behind Avery, silent as a shadow. The man’s shoulders sagged.




“They said it was small,” he whispered. “They said it was temporary.”




Avery’s voice softened. “It never is.”




He hesitated, then nodded toward the market. “She’s not always there. The scarred woman. But when she is, people disappear.”




“Where?” Cess asked.




The man swallowed. “Off-books docks. South pier. Old cold storage units.”




Avery felt the weight of that settle. “Thank you.”




He fled without another word.




They didn’t follow.




South pier changed everything. It extended the operation beyond Pike Place, beyond symbolism and tradition, into real infrastructure with fewer witnesses.




“This just escalated,” Cess said quietly.




“Yes,” Avery replied. “And so do we.”




They spent the rest of the afternoon researching public records, shipping routes, ownership of the cold storage units. Everything led back to shell companies layered so thickly they felt intentional.




“Someone with experience,” Cess said. “And patience.”




Avery leaned back, eyes closed briefly. “And money.”




As night fell, the rain returned, heavier now. They stood on the apartment balcony, watching lights shimmer across the water.




“You still okay with being a sidekick?” Avery asked.




Cess laughed softly. “I think we passed that line yesterday.”




Avery smiled. “Then tomorrow we take the pier.”




“And tonight?” Cess asked.




“Tonight,” Avery said, “we rest. Because once we move beyond the market, there’s no blending in.”




Seattle’s skyline loomed in the distance, beautiful and watchful. Avery felt the case tightening, drawing lines between places and people.




And she knew something else now, too.




Whatever waited at the south pier, she wouldn’t face it alone.


Night settled over Seattle like a held breath.




From the edge of the south pier, the city looked distant and unreal, its lights scattered across the water like something spilled and forgotten. The usual charm of the waterfront was gone here. No street musicians. No tourists. No laughter carried on the air. Just the creak of aging docks, the low hum of industrial generators, and the slap of dark water against pilings worn smooth by decades of tides.




Avery slowed her steps instinctively as she and Cess approached the perimeter of the cold storage district. This wasn’t the kind of place where people wandered without purpose. Every movement stood out. Every sound echoed longer than it should.




Cess adjusted the strap of her bag, her posture relaxed but alert. “This is where the market stops pretending,” she murmured.




Avery nodded. “And where people start believing no one’s watching.”




They stopped beneath a flickering streetlamp. Ahead of them, the storage buildings squatted low and wide, concrete structures designed for utility, not beauty. Most were unmarked, their signage stripped away or painted over. The nearest building bore only a stenciled number and a faded warning about restricted access.




“Shell ownership,” Avery said softly. “No branding. No liability.”




“And no witnesses,” Cess added.




They waited.




Avery had learned early in her career that rushing into a place like this was how people disappeared. You watched first. You listened. You let the environment reveal its habits. The smugglers had already shown themselves to be careful, disciplined. That meant they were confident. Confidence bred routine.




And routine bred mistakes.




A vehicle rolled into view from the far end of the pier. Not a marked truck, not unmarked either. Just forgettable. Gray. Mid-sized. The kind of vehicle no one remembered five minutes after seeing it.




It pulled alongside one of the cold storage units and idled.




Avery felt her pulse quicken.




Two men exited the building and approached the vehicle. They didn’t rush. They didn’t look around. They moved like people who knew the space belonged to them.




“That tells me more than anything,” Cess whispered. “They feel safe.”




The rear of the vehicle opened. Inside were insulated containers, similar in size to the pouches Avery had seen before, but more numerous. The men unloaded them with practiced efficiency, stacking them onto a dolly and wheeling them inside.




Avery noted everything. Number of containers. Handling care. The absence of protective gloves.




“Not biological,” she murmured. “And not perishable in the usual sense.”




Cess’s gaze sharpened. “Which narrows it.”




They stayed hidden, pressed behind a stack of unused pallets that smelled of salt and mildew. Avery resisted the urge to take photos. Evidence mattered, but so did not being caught.




Minutes later, another figure emerged from the building.




The woman with the scar.




Even at a distance, her presence shifted the atmosphere. She moved with authority that didn’t need reinforcement. Her posture was straight, her stride deliberate. The scar along her jaw caught the light briefly, a pale line against darker skin.




“She’s not supervising,” Cess said. “She’s inspecting.”




The woman opened one of the containers, glanced inside, then closed it again without comment. She spoke quietly to one of the men, who nodded and immediately changed the placement of the stack.




Avery narrowed her eyes. “She knows exactly what’s in each one.”




“And she doesn’t need paperwork,” Cess added.




The woman stepped away, lighting a cigarette. She leaned against the building, exhaling smoke slowly, scanning the pier. Avery tensed as the woman’s gaze swept past their hiding place.




For a heartbeat, Avery was certain they’d been spotted.




But the woman’s eyes moved on, uninterested.




“She’s bored,” Cess whispered.




“Yes,” Avery said grimly. “That’s the dangerous part.”




They observed for nearly an hour. Patterns emerged. Vehicles arrived irregularly, never more than one at a time. Transfers were quick. Efficient. No wasted motion. No raised voices.




This wasn’t desperation smuggling.




This was logistics.




When activity finally slowed, Avery touched Cess’s arm. “We’ve seen enough.”




They withdrew the way they’d come, retracing their steps carefully, leaving no sign they’d ever been there. Only when they reached a busier stretch of road did Avery allow herself to breathe fully.




“That wasn’t just an extension of the market,” Cess said as they walked. “That was infrastructure.”




“Yes,” Avery replied. “And infrastructure implies protection. Someone’s invested heavily in keeping this invisible.”




Back at the apartment, the lights felt too bright, the silence too loud. Avery spread her notes across the table while Cess paced slowly, replaying details aloud.




“The containers were uniform,” Cess said. “Which means standardization. That suggests repeat buyers.”




“And the care level,” Avery added. “Handled gently, but not delicately. Valuable, but durable.”




They sat with that, the weight of the case pressing in.




“This isn’t just about contraband,” Cess said finally. “Whatever they’re moving is strategic.”




Avery leaned back, staring at the ceiling. “Which means Pike Place Market is just the opening act. A test of discretion. A training ground.”




“And Seattle’s just one node,” Cess finished.




Avery closed her eyes briefly. She could feel the familiar shift inside herself—the moment when a case stopped being interesting and started being personal. She didn’t choose that moment. It chose her.




“You still okay with this?” Avery asked quietly.




Cess didn’t answer immediately. When she did, her voice was steady. “I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t.”




Avery studied her. “This goes beyond observation. Beyond notes and patterns.”




“I know,” Cess said. “And I’m still here.”




That settled something Avery hadn’t realized was unsettled.




They spent the rest of the night cross-referencing shipping routes, port records, cold storage leases. Everything pointed outward—to other cities, other markets, other traditions ripe for exploitation.




Just before dawn, Avery stood at the window again, watching the city lighten slowly, reluctantly.




“This case is going to fight back,” she said.




Cess joined her, arms folded. “Good. I hate easy mysteries.”




Avery smiled faintly. “You’re not really a sidekick, you know.”




Cess raised an eyebrow. “No?”




“No,” Avery said. “You’re the reason I’m seeing this clearly.”




Cess accepted that with a small nod. “Then let’s make sure we finish it.”




Below them, Seattle stirred awake, unaware that one of its most beloved landmarks had become the gateway to something dangerous.




And that two women were already pulling at the threads.
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Chapter 3: First Glimpse of the Market 


Morning returned to Pike Place Market as if nothing beneath it had ever stirred.


That was what unsettled Avery the most.


She stood at the edge of the cobblestones just after sunrise, watching vendors roll up their awnings and arrange their displays with the same care and familiarity she’d seen on her first day. Buckets of flowers burst with color despite the gray sky. Chalkboards were wiped clean and rewritten with cheerful prices. Crates of fish arrived on schedule, ice crunching under shovels, water sluicing across worn boards toward hidden drains.


The market performed normalcy beautifully.


“It’s a stage reset,” Cess said beside her, reading Avery’s thoughts without trying. “Every morning, the story starts over.”


Avery adjusted the strap of her bag. “Which makes it the perfect place to hide a lie.”


They entered with the early crowd: locals buying bread and flowers, chefs selecting seafood, vendors greeting each other with the ease of people who had shared decades of routine. Avery forced herself to slow down, to see the market as it wanted to be seen before peeling back the layers she now knew existed.


This was her first glimpse of Pike Place Market as a system, not a spectacle.


They passed the famous clock sign, its bold lettering already framed by a handful of tourists snapping photos. Avery noticed how people naturally clustered there, how it created a bottleneck that controlled foot traffic without any need for barriers.


“Crowd management,” Avery murmured.


Cess nodded. “Organic. No one questions it.”


They drifted toward the fish stalls, not stopping immediately. Avery wanted distance, perspective. She watched how vendors positioned their crates to subtly shape movement, how certain aisles stayed open while others narrowed just enough to slow people down.


“This place is designed,” Avery said. “Not architecturally. Behaviorally.”


“And it’s evolved,” Cess added. “That’s the dangerous part.”


The salmon stall came into view, already active. The workers laughed loudly, calling out orders, their banter as much a part of the experience as the fish flying through the air. Avery watched with new eyes now, noting who stood where, who handled which crates, who avoided eye contact.


“Same vendor,” Avery said. “Different energy.”


Cess studied him. “He knows something’s shifted.”


The first toss came earlier than usual, a flourish aimed squarely at a growing group of onlookers. Applause followed. Phones rose. Avery counted silently.


One.

Two.

Three.


On the fourth toss, the vendor’s gaze flicked briefly toward the lower level stairs.


Avery’s pulse responded immediately.


“That wasn’t for the crowd,” she said.


“No,” Cess agreed. “That was confirmation.”


They didn’t move yet. They waited, letting the market breathe around them. Avery made herself notice small things—the squeak of a cart wheel that needed oil, the way a flower vendor rearranged her roses to hide a cracked bucket, the faint hum of refrigeration units beneath the floor.


Everything had a sound.


Everything had a rhythm.


“Your first glimpse here,” Cess said quietly, “you saw charm.”


Avery nodded. “Now I see choreography.”


They drifted away from the fish stall and into the heart of the market, stopping at a bakery where the smell of fresh bread curled through the air like an invitation. Avery bought a loaf they didn’t need simply to have a reason to linger.


From this vantage point, she could see three intersecting aisles.


“Control points,” she murmured. “If you wanted to move something unseen, you’d do it here.”


Cess leaned casually against a pillar. “And if you wanted to watch who noticed, you’d do it in plain sight.”


Avery’s gaze caught on a man standing near a produce stall. He wore a baseball cap and carried no bags, browsing without buying. His eyes tracked movement, not merchandise.


“Spotter,” Avery said.


Cess followed her gaze. “New.”


That mattered. New eyes meant the organization was adapting.


They continued deeper, descending to the lower levels. The air cooled, the light dimmed, and the crowd thinned. Avery felt the shift immediately. The lower market didn’t perform. It functioned.


Here, vendors spoke less. Movements were economical. Conversations ended quickly.


“Pressure travels downward,” Avery said. “Always.”


They paused near a stall selling old photographs of Seattle, black-and-white images of the market from decades past. Avery studied one image closely—a fish stall from the 1930s, vendors posed stiffly, crates stacked high behind them.


“Look at the crates,” Avery said.


Cess leaned in. “Same dimensions.”


“Tradition preserves shape,” Avery said. “Even when purpose changes.”


Avery’s phone buzzed softly in her pocket. A message from her contact back east. Short. Coded.


Heard whispers. West Coast. Cultural cover. Be careful.


She slipped the phone away without comment.


They moved on, stopping near a service corridor Avery now recognized. She watched a worker disappear behind a nondescript door and reemerge minutes later without the crate he’d carried in.


“That door wasn’t on yesterday’s inventory,” Cess said.


“No,” Avery replied. “Because it’s not supposed to be.”


They didn’t approach. Instead, Avery marked the time.


Eleven minutes later, another worker used the same door.


“Batch movement,” Avery said. “Timed between crowd surges.”


The market above erupted in laughter as another salmon flew through the air. The sound filtered down through vents and stairwells, cheerful and hollow.


Avery felt a strange tightening in her chest.


“They’re hiding something ugly inside something beloved,” she said quietly.


Cess didn’t answer right away. When she did, her voice was steady. “That’s why it works.”


They ascended again, rejoining the main level as midday crowds thickened. Avery deliberately let herself be jostled, bumped, pulled into the current of people. She wanted to feel how easily a crate could vanish here. How a person could disappear.


At the edge of the fish stall, a child laughed as a salmon sailed overhead. The parents clapped. The vendor grinned.


Avery watched the vendor’s hands.


Strong. Confident.


But on the third toss, his fingers trembled just slightly.


Fear.


“Someone’s leaning on him,” Avery said.


Cess nodded. “Which means he’s a liability.”


“And liabilities either get removed,” Avery said, “or flipped.”


They stepped back, letting the performance continue without them. Avery’s notebook was full now—timings, glances, routes. But something else was forming beneath the data.


A feeling.


“This market isn’t just a location,” Avery said. “It’s a language.”


Cess smiled faintly. “And you’re starting to speak it.”


They left Pike Place Market just after noon, not because they were finished, but because Avery had learned what she needed for now.


Her first glimpse had stripped away illusion.


What remained was a living system of signals, cover, and control—one that relied on tradition to keep itself invisible.


And Avery had just taken her first real step inside it.


By early afternoon, Pike Place Market had reached its daily crescendo.


The aisles pulsed with bodies moving in conflicting directions, the air thick with sound and scent and heat trapped beneath awnings that had seen a century of weather. Avery felt it immediately—the way chaos became camouflage. In a place like this, anything could happen if it happened fast enough.


And someone was counting on that.


Avery and Cess reentered the market from opposite sides, merging naturally near the central corridor as if by accident. Avery let herself be carried by the crowd, shoulder brushing shoulder, the press of people forcing her pace into sync with strangers. She used the movement to her advantage, drifting where she needed to be without appearing to choose.


Cess fell into step beside her without looking. “They’ve tightened the pattern,” she said quietly. “More eyes. Less margin.”


Avery nodded. “Which means something’s coming through today.”


They paused near a stall selling smoked salmon and jerky, the vendor’s voice booming as he offered samples. Avery accepted one absently, her attention fixed on the flow of deliveries behind the scenes. A crate passed through an access corridor, borne by two workers moving quickly but not urgently.


“Time?” Avery asked under her breath.


Cess glanced at her watch. “Four minutes early.”


“That’s deliberate,” Avery said. “They’re testing responsiveness.”


They followed at a distance, letting the crate disappear down a service ramp. Avery didn’t need to see where it went this time. She needed to see who noticed.


Three people reacted.


One vendor paused mid-transaction. One worker adjusted his position to block a sightline. And one man—mid-thirties, unremarkable, wearing a Mariners cap—lifted his phone and pretended to take a photo.


“Spotter,” Avery said again. “Same one as this morning.”


Cess frowned. “He’s persistent.”


“And persistent means trusted,” Avery replied.


They let the moment pass and moved on, stopping near a flower stall where buckets overflowed with color. Avery pretended to examine peonies while listening to the stall owner complain loudly about delayed shipments.


“Everything’s late these days,” the woman said to no one in particular. “Fish, flowers, even ice.”


Avery glanced at Cess.


Ice.


They didn’t speak until they were safely out of earshot.


“That matters,” Avery said.


“It does,” Cess agreed. “Cold storage isn’t just for seafood.”


They descended again, this time using a different staircase. Avery wanted to feel the market’s circulation, to understand how movement above affected behavior below. The lower levels were busier than they had been earlier, an unusual shift for midafternoon.


“Why push volume now?” Cess murmured.


“Because tonight’s route is risky,” Avery replied. “They want redundancy.”


They passed a locked door Avery hadn’t noticed before. New keypad. Fresh scratches around the handle.


“Temporary access,” Avery said. “Installed recently.”


Cess bent slightly, pretending to tie her shoe. “Keypad’s smudged. Frequent use. Small group.”


Avery filed it away.


They reached a narrow corridor where the air felt colder, sharper. Avery noticed the hum immediately—a deeper, steadier vibration than standard refrigeration.


“That’s industrial,” she said.


“And overpowered for this footprint,” Cess added.


They didn’t linger. Lingering invited questions.


Instead, they resurfaced near the main fish stalls just as a new wave of tourists surged forward. The salmon toss resumed with extra flair, vendors calling out louder, laughing harder.


Overcompensation.


Avery watched closely now, focusing on micro-movements. The vendor’s hands. His stance. The way he angled his body between tosses.


On the sixth toss, something changed.


The salmon flew higher than before, arcing dramatically over the crowd. Applause
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