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1 — AVAILABLE
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The first time somebody asked Milo Kessler if he could shoot a man, they never used the word man.

It was ten after eight on a Monday morning, and Milo had one cheek pressed to the cold concrete floor of the auto shop. Something inside the blue Volkswagen clicked above him, faint and uneven, like a bug trapped behind the dash.

“Key on,” he said.

Jared, sitting behind the wheel, turned it too far. The starter caught.

“Don’t crank it, man. Just on.”

“Then say that.”

Milo slid deeper under the dashboard. The air near the floor smelled of rubber, wet coats, and brake cleaner. A loose screwdriver in the door pocket shivered with the blower: three quick taps, a pause, then two more. Wrong sound.

Mr. Raines stood beside the lift with his arms crossed. “Diagnostic sheet first.”

“Once it warms up, we won’t hear it.”

“Sheet. First.”

Milo stuck one hand out from under the dash. “Then let Jared pull it outside. Get cold air on it.”

“That car stays where it is.”

The customer had written that the blower cut out sometimes. Jared had checked the fuse. Aziz had unplugged the connector under the dash and pushed it back in. Then both of them had said it was probably the blower motor.

At Grayport Tech, probably usually meant somebody was tired of looking.

Milo heard something else. Not the drag of bad bearings. A relay trying to hold and slipping loose. Heat expanded the metal just enough to keep contact; cold took it away. He had heard the fault once when the car came in, and in another hour the Volkswagen would act like nothing had ever been wrong with it.

Raines tapped his pen against the clipboard. “Kessler.”

Milo rolled out and got to his feet. Somebody behind him laughed. Not loud. Just long enough.

“I’m only taking it around back.”

“No.”

“Five minutes.”

“You don’t have permission, and you don’t have a license. Which part is confusing you?”

None of it.

Milo walked to the tool cabinet, set down the multimeter, and waited until Raines turned toward a group by the second lift.

The key was still in the ignition.

He told himself he did not have to take the car onto the street. Only through the overhead door, around the back, past the dumpsters, and in through the other bay. First-year students moved cars on school property all the time under supervision. The difference was one adult sitting beside you, pretending his presence made the clutch safer.

“What are you doing?” Jared asked.

Milo opened the driver’s door. “Finding the problem.”

A parts van blocked the straight path out. Milo put the Volkswagen in reverse, looked over his shoulder, and threaded it between a stack of winter tires and the yellow guard post by the door. The mirror cleared the post by two fingers. He saw Raines turn when the overhead-door alarm sounded.

Then he was outside.

November air came through the open window, sharp enough to sting his ears. Milo kept the car at walking speed. Behind the shop stood two dumpsters, a locked cage full of dead batteries, and the custodian’s white van. He made the turn, parked the Volkswagen nose-first into the wind, and ran the blower on four.

The clicking got louder.

Milo smiled before he could stop himself.

Raines came through the bay door without a coat. “Engine off. Now.”

“Listen.”

“Give me the key.”

“It’s the relay.”

“Milo.”

He shut off the engine but left the ignition on. The clicking continued. He pulled away the plastic panel he had already loosened, pressed two fingers to the relay box, and felt the break at the exact second the blower went silent.

“There.”

Raines looked at Milo’s hand, then at the dash. He heard it too. For one second, that made everything better.

“Key,” he said again.

Inside, Milo had to wait outside the glass-walled office. He watched Jared talking to Aziz. Jared reenacted the reverse turn with both hands and made the space between the mirror and the post smaller than it had been.

Raines set the diagnostic form on the desk. “You were right about the relay.”

Milo looked at him.

“And you moved a customer’s vehicle after I explicitly told you not to.”

“Nothing happened.”

“That is not an evaluation of your decision. That is luck after the fact.”

“You were going to let them order a whole blower motor.”

“No. Jared wanted to do that. You made the better diagnosis.”

Milo waited for the part that mattered.

“You’re off customer cars for the rest of the week. Training rigs only.”

“So I get punished because I was right.”

“You get punished because you thought being right gave you permission.”

Raines pushed the form across the desk. Milo’s name was printed at the top. Under it, in the incident box, was the word unauthorized. Heat climbed his neck, the same heat he felt whenever somebody started speaking to him slowly.

“Sign it.”

“I’m not stupid.”

“I didn’t say you were.”

“You don’t have to.”

He drew a hard line where his signature belonged.

Jared was waiting outside with his phone in his hand.

“That was clean,” he said. “By the post.”

“You record it?”

Jared turned the screen against his chest. “Just the end.”

“Delete it.”

“Why? You didn’t hit anything.”

On the screen, Milo was behind the wheel with one hand at the top of it. The video started too late to show why he had moved the car and ended when Raines came running outside. In sixteen seconds, Milo stopped being the student who had found a fault and became a kid who took a car because somebody told him no.

“Delete it.”

“Relax. I’m not posting it.”

“Then throwing it away shouldn’t hurt.”

Jared pocketed the phone. “You act like I’m trying to screw you.”

“You only film people when they’re doing something wrong.”

“That’s usually when something happens.”

Raines called from the office for Jared to get back to his station. Jared walked off with the phone still in his pocket.

Milo stood there another second. He could go after him, grab the phone, and create a second violation that would look better on camera than the first. Instead he returned to the Volkswagen. Aziz had already pulled the old relay.

“You had it,” Aziz said.

Two nearly identical black cubes sat on the workbench. Milo picked up the bad one and smelled it. Sweet and burned.

“You got lucky,” Aziz said.

“No.”

“Hearing it.”

“That wasn’t luck.”

Aziz shrugged. “Then you were right.”

Milo waited. Nothing else came.

He slipped the dead relay into the pocket of his coveralls. It was not stealing; the part was headed for the trash. He wanted something he could carry that proved he had seen the truth before anybody believed him.

He walked past Aziz.

Only when he reached the stairwell did he check his own phone. Nine new messages had appeared overnight in a private Telegram channel called AVAILABLE.

Move a dirt bike.

Scare somebody.

Pick up a package in Trenton.

No names. Just money and times.

Under the newest post, somebody had written:


Who can drive and keep his mouth shut?


Milo put the phone away. Through the shop door, he heard the Volkswagen’s blower start again.

He had been right.

He was still the one no longer allowed near the car.

* * *
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At seven-thirty that night, Detective Dan Rook sat across from his daughter’s apartment building and stared at a window he was not sure belonged to her.

A laundromat occupied the first floor. Above its white-blue sign were three levels of identical windows, some with plants in them, others covered by blankets. A girl in a red sweatshirt sat on one sill with her feet against a radiator.

Not Mara.

Dan checked the location app again. His daughter’s last position was two hours old: Grayport Central, Track Six. After that, she had disabled sharing.

He had sent three messages.

You home?

Let me know.

Mara.

All three showed delivered and read.

A city bus sighed at the stop. Cyclists and delivery riders streamed past his parked sedan. Dan knew exactly how the scene would read in an incident report: adult daughter fails to respond; father proceeds to residence; no articulable indication of danger. No case. No legal basis. Just a man in a car deciding his anxiety was sufficient cause to close the distance.

He got out anyway.

Mara opened the door after the second buzz. She wore loose sweatpants and had her hair twisted up with a pencil.

“What happened?” Dan asked.

“To me?”

“Why didn’t you answer?”

She glanced over her shoulder into the hall. “Because I’m cooking.”

Something sweet and scorched drifted from the apartment.

“Your location was off.”

“Yeah.”

“And you came from the train station.”

“I come from the train station a lot. That’s where the trains are.”

She was not afraid. That should have calmed him. Instead it irritated him that she treated his fear like a habit he should have broken by now.

“You could have told me you got home.”

“You could have assumed I was capable of getting home without filing a report.”

A young man appeared in the hall behind her, early twenties, glasses, wooden spoon in one hand, socks but no shoes.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

“Fine,” Mara said.

Dan looked at him. “Who are you?”

Mara stepped forward, narrowing the doorway. “My roommate. And this is exactly why I turned it off.”

“Because I asked who’s in your apartment?”

“Because you see a dot stop moving and think you’ve been issued a warrant.”

The roommate retreated. Dan heard a pan scrape across a burner.

“You know what I do for a living.”

“You know what I’m studying. I don’t show up at your precinct every time I hear a siren.”

“That’s not the same.”

“No. When you do it, it’s professional.”

Dan looked past her into the hall. Two bikes leaned against the wall. A broken umbrella stood in a bucket. Mail was stacked on top of a radiator. Ordinary mess. Nothing that justified another step.

“I just need to know you’re safe.”

Mara’s expression did not change. “No. You need to know you can check.”

“That distinction stops mattering when something happens.”

“It matters to me.”

She pulled the pencil from her hair, gathered the loose strands again, and pushed it back through. The small movement made him feel as though she had already ended the conversation.

“What do you want me to do?” he asked.

“Call once. Don’t come over because I don’t answer. And stop acting like consent is something I give you only as long as you agree with it.”

Dan put his hands in his coat pockets. At work he would have asked who documented the agreement, what the termination point was, what exception applied in an immediate emergency. Here every question would sound like negotiation.

“Your dinner’s burning,” he said.

“Then it’s my dinner.”

The door closed without a slam.

Back in the car, Mara’s location did not reappear. Dan opened the app, closed it, and remained at the curb until a light went out behind a second-floor window.

A grocery bag sat on the passenger seat. Coffee, dishwasher tablets, bandages, a smoke detector because he had noticed the old one missing during his last visit. He had not asked what she needed. He had simply made a list of what was wrong and replaced it, the way he had always done at home.

When Mara was twelve, she once thanked him for waiting outside her school in the rain. Two boys had let the air out of her bike tire. Dan patched the tube, confronted the boys, and spent the next week standing at the same gate every afternoon. On Friday, Mara asked him to please stop coming.

At the time he called it embarrassment.

Years later he understood that protection could create witnesses too.

He carried the grocery bag back to the entrance. His finger hovered over Mara’s name on the buzzer panel.

If he rang again, he could say he was only dropping off supplies. That would be true. It would not be the whole truth.

He left the bag beside the mailboxes and texted:

Stuff downstairs. You don’t have to come out.

The message showed read. No answer.

His lieutenant called while he was driving home. A young confidential informant in an active extortion case had missed a scheduled check-in.

“When was last contact?” Dan asked.

“Seventeen-twelve.”

Dan translated it automatically. “Five-twelve. Who knows he’s talking to us?”

“According to him, nobody.”

According to him.

Dan signaled and took the ramp toward headquarters.

Mara had accused him of treating control as protection.

He knew what waiting could cost.

* * *
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The next afternoon, Sam Vance was outside a chicken-and-rice place on Mercer Square with Milo’s bike between his legs.

Sam was eighteen and had a beard that looked fuller in pictures than it did in person. Two guys from his gym stood with him. One of them was recording without making a show of it, phone held low, camera facing out.

“There’s the mechanic,” Sam said.

Milo stopped ten feet away. “Give me my bike.”

“Your bike?”

“Don’t make this stupid.”

Sam looked down at the combination cable looped through the rear wheel. “I thought this was collateral.”

“For sixty bucks?”

“One-eighty.”

“You said sixty.”

“Sixty was before you disappeared for three weeks.”

“I talked to you.”

“You sent check marks.”

The two gym boys laughed. People flowed around them without looking. Meat turned behind the window of the restaurant. A delivery rider pulled on his helmet and stepped over Milo’s front wheel as if it were trash.

“My mom gets paid Friday,” Milo said.

Sam leaned closer. “Your mother always gets paid Friday.”

“Don’t talk about her.”

“Then pay me before I need her name.”

Milo looked at the bike. He had replaced the chain last month. He had trued the rear wheel himself and left one small wobble because forcing it straight would crack the rim. Sam knew none of that. He sat on it as if owning a thing meant nothing more than keeping it under you.

“Get off.”

“What are you gonna do?”

The phone in the other boy’s hand rose an inch.

Milo could already see the clip: him looking small next to Sam, his voice too high, his hands empty. Nobody at school would know what came before it. They would see only the moment when he tried something and turned out not to be big enough.

Sam held out his hand. “Phone.”

“What?”

“If the bike’s worth more, we trade.”

“Go to hell.”

“Then it can’t be that urgent.”

Milo stepped forward. Sam planted one sneaker on the pedal and rolled backward. The front tire scraped Milo’s shin. Not hard. Hard enough to make the others laugh.

Milo grabbed the handlebars.

Sam stood. His forehead came close to Milo’s. “You get it back when you pay.”

“I’ll pay.”

“When?”

“Tonight.”

“How much?”

Milo looked into the camera lens. “All of it.”

Sam released the bars. “See? He can learn.”

Milo walked away before anybody noticed the limp.

At the bus stop, he checked whether Sam followed. Nobody did. That completed the humiliation. For Sam, the conversation was already over.

A woman with a stroller sat on the bench. Milo remained standing. In the glass of the ad shelter, he saw the red mark on his shin and pulled his pant leg lower.

Jared’s shop video had already made it into a smaller group chat. Two laughing emojis. The close pass by the yellow post. Raines running outside. Milo climbing out.

Somebody had captioned it:

Kestrel will steal your car just to fix it.

Twelve replies. Not one mentioned the relay.

Milo closed the video before it finished. The bus arrived. He let it go because getting on with other people felt like admitting they could see him that way.

In the entryway of his apartment building, he checked his bank balance.

Twelve dollars and seventy-three cents.

A private message waited inside AVAILABLE from an account with no picture.

You Kestrel?

Kestrel was the name he used for parts deals, online bets, and jobs where nobody needed his last name.

He typed:

Who’s asking?

The reply came immediately.

Somebody who pays on time.

* * *
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Eva Kessler folded the shutoff notice twice even though the utility company had already folded it into thirds.

The payment plan began November 28. Miss the first installment and the arrangement would be canceled. The sentence was bold, as if thicker ink could make money exist.

She slid the notice under a placemat when she heard the key in the lock.

Milo came in carrying two grocery bags.

“What’s all this?” she asked.

“Food.”

“I can see that.”

He set the bags on the counter. Chicken breasts, pasta, soda, the brand of coffee she bought only when it was on sale. A mesh bag of clementines sat on top. Eva picked those up first because clementines did not invite suspicion.

“What did you pay for this with?”

“Work.”

“What work?”

“At school.”

“They don’t pay you to go to school.”

Milo opened the refrigerator. “I fixed something for somebody.”

“Something.”

“On a scooter.”

“Whose scooter?”

“Why do you always need every detail?”

Eva looked at his hands. A scrape ran across two knuckles. Grease darkened the edges of his nails. Shop hands. It proved nothing, but she let it count.

“Because I’m your mother.”

“That’s not a job.”

“No. That’s why I have another one.”

He put the chicken away. “Could you just say thank you one time?”

The placemat was crooked. One white corner of the utility notice showed beneath it. Eva placed the clementines over the corner.

“Thank you,” she said.

Milo looked up, suspicious because she had given him what he wanted too quickly.

“Did you pay Sam?” she asked.

“It’s handled.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

“Friday.”

“I might be able to—”

“No.”

The word came out so hard she stopped.

Milo removed the coffee from the bag. “I’ll fix it myself.”

“How much is it now?”

“Sixty.”

He was bad at lying while looking at her. That was why he looked into the cabinet.

Eva had met Sam twice. Polite around adults. Shiny coat. Soft voice. She knew the kind of boy who used manners as a character witness. If Milo said sixty, it was more. If she pushed, he would leave. If she did not push, maybe he would stay.

“Mr. Raines called,” she said.

“Why?”

“Something about a car.”

Milo set down the coffee. “Raines makes everything into a federal case.”

“Did you drive it?”

“On school property.”

“Were you allowed?”

“I found the problem.”

Eva sat at the table. She thought of Milo’s father, who always answered the question that suited him best. Not because Milo was like him. Because Eva had spent too many years pretending an answer and an explanation were the same thing.

“Milo.”

“What?”

“Something ending well doesn’t make it a good decision.”

He gave one short laugh without humor. “Raines tell you that?”

“Life did.”

“Life should pay better.”

He went to his room. A minute later music started, low enough for him to deny he was using it to keep her out.

Eva put away the groceries. She did not search the receipt for a card number, but she found the payment line anyway: CASH. Forty-eight dollars and sixteen cents. Too much for a scooter cable, too little to call the police over. Exactly the kind of amount a mother could use to convince herself to wait one more night.

She dropped the receipt into the kitchen drawer with warranties and takeout menus. Then she pulled it back out and put it in her wallet.

At Milo’s door, she asked, “You eating?”

“Later.”

“I’m making pasta.”

“Okay.”

His voice sounded ordinary. Eva stood with one hand on the doorframe. An ordinary voice was not proof of an ordinary life, but her body accepted it like a temporary extension.

She retrieved the shutoff notice from under the placemat and opened her banking app. After rent, insurance, and the automatic withdrawal due the next morning, she would have a hundred eighty-six dollars left.

She thought about the groceries. The scraped knuckles. The way Milo had demanded a thank-you and then did not know what to do with it.

In the payment memo for the utility company, she typed:

November plan.

Then she deleted the amount.

A message tone sounded from Milo’s room. The music stopped. Eva waited until it started again.

She did not ask one more time who owned the scooter.

* * *
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At Grayport police headquarters, a printed screenshot from a private chat sat between two case files that did not appear connected.

Dan read it for the third time.


Who can put pressure on somebody tonight? No names. Bring your own ride.


Below it were replies from accounts using profile pictures of motorcycles, dogs, and stacks of cash. Some volunteered. Others asked how much. One wrote only:

What side of town?

“Street theater,” Detective Neil Hoke said. “Ninety percent kids trying to make each other hard.”

“And the other ten?”

Neil rolled his chair closer. “People who actually show up.”

The first file concerned a small-business owner who found a pipe bomb outside his warehouse after a week of threats. Crude device, no detonation, no injuries, almost no usable forensics. The account that posted a photograph of the warehouse had been created three days earlier and was already gone.

Dan placed the screenshot beside an interview with a sixteen-year-old arrested in an unrelated case on a stolen dirt bike. The boy knew no organization, no boss, and no reason for the job. He knew a username and a price.

“We keep looking for a crew,” Dan said.

“Crews are usually what make people do things.”

“Maybe he doesn’t have to belong to one.”

Neil turned. “Who?”

“The kid who shows up.”

“You mean a freelancer?”

“I mean we shouldn’t ask what gang he joined if nobody ever offered membership.”

Neil lifted the screenshot. “Gig economy for felonies. Great city we built.”

Dan copied the handles onto a yellow legal pad. Several appeared in stolen-property reports, extortion complaints, or street robberies. One name—Kestrel—showed up beneath an old post about a scooter and in the metadata from a video of a kid kicking in an apartment-building window. The kid was not visible committing the damage. Somebody had only tagged the handle in the chat.

“Kestrel,” Dan said.

Neil searched the department system. “Possible match: Milo Kessler. Fifteen. Two contacts as an involved juvenile, no adjudications. School attendance referral last year. Father not in the household.”

A photo appeared. Narrow face, hood up, eyes fixed just to the side of the camera. Younger than Mara had been on her first day of college.

Dan felt the familiar urge to pull every piece closer, connect it, manufacture a reason before a reason existed. With an adult, one name in three chats might be a pattern. With a child, it could be the same humiliation repeated by other people three times.

“Can we talk to him?” Neil asked.

“About what?”

“See what he knows.”

“Then everybody watching him knows we think he matters.”

“So we do nothing.”

Dan looked at Milo’s photograph. Years earlier, a seventeen-year-old source had asked him when he could stop. Dan said after the next handoff. Then one more. Then one more after that. They had kept going not because it was safe, but because the information had finally begun pointing upward.

The boy survived the first beating.

Survived appeared in every internal report afterward, as if the word settled the rest.

Dan wrote beside KESTREL:


INTELLIGENCE ONLY. NO CONTACT WITHOUT PREDICATE / SAFETY PLAN.


Neil read over his shoulder. “Careful.”

“Correct.”

“You could call it warning him.”

“Warn him about what?”

“The channel.”

“Then I have to show him what we see. A handle. Two side mentions. A kid in a video. Maybe I make him important by telling him he’s important.”

“Maybe you keep him out of something.”

“A warning without protection becomes information for everybody around him. His mother asks why police called. His friends ask what he told us. Whoever recruited him learns we’re watching.”

“And if we don’t do anything?”

“That’s a decision too.”

Neil studied him. “You only say that when you’re preparing to convict yourself later.”

Dan flipped the legal pad and wrote three conditions for contact on the back: specific assignment; immediate threat; controlled setting. He knew a list was not protection. He made the list anyway.

“Mara call you back?” Neil asked.

Dan looked up.

“Your phone lit up about five times.”

There was one message from his daughter.

I meant what I said.

He placed the phone facedown.

“What do we actually have?” he asked.

Neil pointed at the warehouse image. “An address.”

“A picture of an address.”

“You must be incredible at parties.”

“That’s why I don’t get invited.”

Neil smiled. Dan did not.

Nine handles were written on the yellow page. He drew no lines between them.

Not yet.

* * *
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At ten-fifteen, Milo sat in the back of the Number 43 bus with five hundred dollars inside his sock.

Rafi Belkacem had given him the money three stops earlier in a shawarma place where nobody seemed to notice them together. Rafi was twenty-two, wore a dark wool coat, and spoke more quietly than the men Milo was used to obeying. He ordered food without asking whether Milo was hungry and paid before their plates were empty.

Now Rafi sat two rows ahead of him. They had not boarded together and were not supposed to sit together.

Milo felt the bills against his ankle every time the bus hit a pothole. Five hundreds. More cash than he had ever held at once. Sam had messaged him that the debt was cleared. Fifteen hundred, Rafi said, including the parts Milo no longer needed to think about.

“Why would you do that?” Milo had asked at the restaurant.

Rafi looked at him. “Don’t call me sir. I’m not a teacher.”

“Why, then?”

“Because you can do something most boys can’t.”

“What?”

“Listen while everybody thinks you’re only angry.”

Milo almost laughed. Rafi did not, so Milo did not either.

A message appeared from the same account that had contacted him through AVAILABLE.

Out-of-state job. Two nights. Fourteen total if it goes.

Milo typed:

What do I have to do?

Rafi did not turn around.

Ride along. Watch. Maybe scare somebody.

Beneath the conversation was a photograph Rafi had taken at the restaurant: Milo’s hand on the table beside five hundred-dollar bills. His face was not in frame. A receipt and Rafi’s watch sat next to the money—enough to prove later that the moment had existed without proving who had been sitting across from him.

“Why take that?” Milo had asked.

“People forget what they received when all they remember is what they’re still owed.”

Rafi had slid the bills across one at a time. Not in a stack. Like counting.

“Five hundred now. Fifteen hundred to make Sam disappear. That’s two thousand up front.”

“I didn’t get two thousand.”

“You didn’t have fifteen hundred to give him either.”

“How do you know about Sam?”

“Sam talks when he thinks he’s conducting business.”

The answer reassured Milo and frightened him. Rafi did not know everything. He only knew where to listen.

How?

You hear that after you say yes.

Milo studied his reflection in the bus window. Behind his face, the lit storefronts of South Harbor slid past.

And if I say no?

Three dots appeared.

Then you got five hundred today and Sam is finished. No problem.

That was not true. Milo had never seen the fifteen hundred paid to Sam, but the debt had vanished from his life. Rafi had solved in one afternoon what Eva would need months to solve. If Milo said no now, the solution would remain behind as evidence that he had not earned it.

Is it violent?

Rafi waited until the bus stopped at a red light.

Could be. Doesn’t have to be. Nobody asks you to do something you can’t handle.

Nobody at school had ever told Milo he could handle something without adding a boundary to it.

Good with cars, but.

Smart, if.

Potential, as long as.

Rafi sent another message.

I only need you available and quiet.

Milo thought of Raines taking the key from him. Sam sitting on his bike. The coffee on the kitchen counter and the white corner of the shutoff notice under the placemat.

Fourteen thousand dollars was not a number. It was a room with a door that locked from the inside.

He typed:

Where’s the state line?

For the first time, Rafi glanced back. Not long. Just enough to let Milo know he had asked the right question.

Pennsylvania.

When?

You get the details Thursday.

The bus moved again. Milo did not take the money from his sock. He wanted to count it, but counting would mean he still did not believe it belonged to him.

And if I don’t want it then?

Rafi put his phone away. One second later, the reply appeared.

Then you say so.

Milo read the sentence until the words stopped sounding kind and did not sound unkind either. Only clear.

He typed:

I’m available.

Rafi got off at the next stop without looking back.

Milo stayed on the bus until the end of the line.
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Otis Brant started with a name that could not appear on the invoice.

Victor Saran was still listed in Pennsylvania corporate and property databases at 21 Eider Street in Linden Falls. The record was eight months old and proved only where official mail went. In an insurance data set, Otis found the same address connected to a dark gray 2013 Audi A4. The car was registered to Elena Saran, but a photograph from three years earlier showed Victor behind the wheel.

Otis placed two monitors side by side. One displayed a map. The other held a grainy surveillance photograph taken from across the street three nights ago. A man was climbing out of the Audi in front of number 21. Dark coat. Short hair. Approximately the right height. His face turned away.

Otis enlarged the image until the pixels became squares.

His father called.

He declined it and typed beneath the photograph:

V. Saran likely using vehicle. Probably active at registered residence. No live visual confirmation.

The phone rang again.

“What?” Otis said.

“You said nine.”

“It is nine.”

“For the pharmacy.”

Otis looked at the clock in the top corner of his screen. 9:07. “I had it delivered.”

“There’s nothing here.”

“Then it’s still coming.”

“That boy with the beard says I’m not in the system.”

His father called every delivery driver under forty a boy with a beard, including women.

“I’ll call them.”

“You said you were coming.”

Otis closed his eyes. A television host laughed on the
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