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Chapter 1 – The Fall That Didn't Happen
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The wind arrived before the rain.

Epstain noticed it immediately.

Standing on the maintenance platform suspended beneath the newly completed Ardent River Bridge, they watched the distant tree line bend and sway beneath darkening clouds. The weather forecast had predicted a mild afternoon. Instead, a storm was gathering over the western hills with alarming speed.

The bridge itself remained perfectly still.

That was the point.

Thousands of tons of steel and concrete stretched elegantly across the river gorge, connecting two communities that had spent decades waiting for the project to become reality. The sweeping suspension cables gleamed silver against the sky, and the observation walkways built along both sides offered breathtaking views of the valley below.

Epstain had spent nearly three years helping bring the structure into existence.

Three years of calculations.

Three years of inspections.

Three years of worrying over every bolt, every cable, every weld.

Now, only weeks before the official opening, they were conducting one final safety review.

"Still perfect?" asked a voice through their headset.

Epstain smiled faintly.

"Of course."

The response came from Mason, another engineer stationed near the eastern support tower.

"You know," Mason said, "most people celebrate when a project reaches this stage."

"I am celebrating."

"Really?"

"Nothing has collapsed."

Mason laughed.

"Your standards for happiness remain impressively low."

Epstain ignored the comment and continued walking along the platform.

Far below, the river churned through the gorge, its surface flashing silver beneath brief moments of sunlight. The height didn't bother them. It never had.

People often assumed engineers were afraid of heights.

Epstain wasn't.

They were afraid of failure.

There was a difference.

A sudden crackle sounded through the headset.

"Incoming media crew."

Epstain sighed.

That explained the vehicles parked near the visitor center.

The city had spent millions on the bridge. Naturally, they wanted publicity.

Photographers.

Reporters.

Influencers.

All people who tended to ignore safety barriers whenever a better angle appeared.

"How many?" Epstain asked.

"One photographer. Magazine assignment."

"Just one?"

"Apparently she's famous."

Epstain groaned.

That usually made things worse.

They finished documenting several measurements before climbing back toward the main deck.

The wind intensified as they emerged from the maintenance access hatch.

Tourism officials stood near the center overlook accompanied by a woman carrying two expensive cameras and an enormous backpack.

She was laughing.

Not polite laughter.

Real laughter.

The kind that carried easily through the air.

Epstain immediately knew who the photographer was.

She stood with one boot balanced on a railing support while adjusting a lens.

The position wasn't technically dangerous.

It was simply unnecessary.

Epstain disliked unnecessary risks.

The woman glanced up.

Their eyes met.

For a brief moment, everything else disappeared.

She had dark hair pulled into a practical braid and sharp, intelligent eyes that seemed to observe everything at once.

Then she smiled.

The effect was unexpectedly distracting.

"There you are," one of the tourism officials said.

"Epstain, I'd like you to meet Brianna Hart."

The photographer extended a hand.

"Nice to meet you."

Epstain shook it.

Her grip was firm.

Confident.

Not performative.

"Likewise."

The official beamed.

"Brianna is photographing the bridge for several travel publications."

"Congratulations," Epstain said.

Brianna laughed.

"That sounded suspiciously like a condolence."

"It wasn't intended that way."

"It definitely was."

The tourism official wisely excused himself moments later.

Leaving them alone.

An unfortunate decision.

Brianna adjusted her camera.

"So you're one of the engineers?"

"Lead inspection coordinator."

"Meaning?"

"I make sure nobody dies."

"That's a cheerful job description."

"It covers most situations."

Her grin widened.

Epstain found that mildly concerning.

Most people became uncomfortable around their bluntness.

Brianna seemed entertained by it.

She turned toward the valley.

"I've photographed bridges all over the world."

"Then you already know the safety rules."

"Probably."

"That wasn't confidence-inspiring."

"It wasn't supposed to be."

Before Epstain could reply, Brianna stepped closer to the overlook edge.

Far too close.

At least according to Epstain's standards.

Which, admittedly, were strict.

She lifted her camera.

The shutter clicked repeatedly.

Wind whipped through her hair.

The storm clouds overhead thickened.

"You're worried about me."

The observation startled Epstain.

"I don't know you well enough to worry about you."

"Interesting answer."

She lowered the camera.

"Most people would've said no."

"Most people lie."

Brianna burst out laughing again.

The sound was warm.

Genuine.

Dangerously likable.

Epstain immediately decided that liking her would be inconvenient.

Fortunately, they would probably never see each other again.

The assignment would last a day or two.

She would get her photographs.

Life would continue normally.

A low rumble echoed across the valley.

Thunder.

Both glanced toward the horizon.

The storm had arrived faster than expected.

"We should clear the upper walkway," Epstain said.

Brianna examined the sky.

"That bad?"

"Potentially."

"You always answer like a weather warning."

"I work in risk assessment."

"That explains so much."

The first raindrops struck the bridge moments later.

Large.

Cold.

Scattered.

Epstain activated their radio.

"Initiate weather protocol."

Acknowledgments responded immediately.

Workers began moving toward sheltered areas.

Visitors followed.

Brianna continued photographing.

Of course she did.

The storm transformed the valley into something dramatic and beautiful.

Mist rose from the river below.

Dark clouds rolled between distant mountains.

Lightning flashed far beyond the ridge.

To a photographer, it was probably irresistible.

To an engineer, it was a growing list of concerns.

"We need to leave."

"One more minute."

"No."

"Thirty seconds."

"Brianna."

She sighed dramatically.

"Fine."

They started toward the visitor center.

Halfway across the bridge, another crack of thunder split the air.

The wind strengthened abruptly.

Several workers hurried ahead.

Rain intensified.

Then something unexpected happened.

A sharp metallic sound echoed from below.

Epstain froze.

Every instinct sharpened instantly.

"What was that?" Brianna asked.

"I don't know."

The answer terrified them.

Because they usually knew.

Another metallic snap followed.

Closer this time.

Epstain rushed toward the nearest maintenance access point.

Workers were already gathering.

One pointed downward.

"The observation platform!"

Epstain looked.

A secondary photography platform attached beneath the bridge had partially disengaged from its guide rail.

Not enough to fail.

Yet.

But enough to create a serious problem.

Two maintenance technicians remained on the structure.

The platform tilted several degrees.

Rain hammered the steel.

Wind pushed against exposed surfaces.

The technicians clung to safety lines.

Everyone began talking at once.

Questions.

Warnings.

Panic.

Epstain ignored all of it.

Their mind shifted into the calm state that appeared during emergencies.

The world narrowed.

Variables.

Solutions.

Actions.

Nothing else.

"Shut down power to the platform."

Someone ran.

"Secure secondary cables."

Another worker moved.

"Get rescue equipment ready."

The team sprang into motion.

Years of preparation taking over.

Brianna stood nearby watching.

For the first time since meeting her, she wasn't smiling.

The situation was too serious.

A sudden gust rocked the platform again.

One technician lost footing.

A collective gasp rose from the workers above.

The safety harness held.

Barely.

"We need visual confirmation on the lower connection point," Epstain said.

"No camera feed."

"The storm knocked it out."

Epstain swore quietly.

Without visual confirmation, every decision became harder.

Before they could formulate another plan, Brianna stepped forward.

"I can get it."

"No."

She blinked.

"You don't even know what I'm suggesting."

"I know it ends with me saying no."

"I have a long-range lens."

Epstain hesitated.

That was actually useful.

Annoyingly useful.

Brianna was already moving.

She dropped to one knee near the protected viewing section and adjusted her equipment.

Professional focus replaced her playful demeanor.

Within seconds she began capturing images.

Dozens.

Hundreds.

Zooming in on connection points invisible to the naked eye.

The screen displayed critical details.

Epstain immediately saw the problem.

A locking mechanism had failed to fully engage.

The platform could be stabilized.

The risk was serious but manageable.

Relief swept through them.

Instructions followed rapidly.

Workers implemented the solution.

Additional support cables locked into place.

The platform stopped moving.

Minutes later, the stranded technicians began climbing toward safety.

The entire bridge seemed to exhale.

Applause erupted as the workers reached solid ground.

Nobody was injured.

Nobody had fallen.

Nobody had died.

Exactly the outcome Epstain preferred.

The rain continued pouring.

Emergency crews finished securing equipment.

The crisis had passed.

Only then did Epstain realize Brianna was standing beside them.

"So," she said quietly.

"So."

"You look relieved."

"I am."

"Because the bridge survived?"

"Because everyone did."

Something softened in her expression.

For a moment neither spoke.

The storm surrounded them.

Rain.

Wind.

Thunder.

And yet the silence felt strangely comfortable.

"You know," Brianna finally said, "when things went wrong, everyone looked at you."

Epstain shrugged.

"That's my job."

"They trusted you."

"I earned that trust."

Her gaze lingered.

As if she were seeing something new.

Something she hadn't noticed earlier.

"That's impressive."

The compliment caught them off guard.

Unexpectedly so.

"Thank you."

Brianna smiled.

This smile was different from the others.

Smaller.

Warmer.

More sincere.

The kind that reached her eyes.

"I'm glad nobody fell."

Epstain looked toward the valley below.

The river churned through the darkness beneath the bridge.

Dangerous.

Beautiful.

Unforgiving.

"So am I."

The emergency teams continued packing equipment.

The storm slowly moved eastward.

Above them, clouds began breaking apart.

A faint shaft of sunlight appeared beyond the mountains.

Brianna raised her camera one final time.

The bridge gleamed beneath the emerging light.

The moment was perfect.

She captured it.

Click.

Then lowered the camera.

For a second, neither moved.

Neither looked away.

Something quiet passed between them.

Not attraction exactly.

Not yet.

Just recognition.

The awareness that this meeting mattered.

Even if neither understood why.

Eventually Brianna slung her camera bag over one shoulder.

"I should get these photographs uploaded."

"Probably."

"And you should return to saving lives."

"I mostly save paperwork."

She laughed.

There it was again.

That impossible laugh.

The one Epstain was already beginning to recognize.

"See you around, Engineer."

The words sounded casual.

Yet something about them lingered.

Epstain watched her walk toward the visitor center.

Watched until she disappeared from sight.

Then they turned back toward the bridge.

The structure stood exactly as intended.

Strong.

Reliable.

Secure.

Everything Epstain valued.

And yet, for the first time all day, their thoughts weren't focused on steel cables or safety reports.

They were thinking about a photographer with fearless eyes and a dangerous smile.

A woman they would probably never see again.

Unfortunately, they suspected that wasn't true.
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Chapter 2 – Unexpected Assignment
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Three days after the storm, Epstain was back in their office.

Which was exactly where they preferred to be.

The engineering department occupied the third floor of a modest municipal building overlooking the river. The office wasn't glamorous. It wasn't particularly modern. Most visitors probably wouldn't have considered it interesting.

Epstain loved it.

Spreadsheets behaved predictably.

Inspection reports followed rules.

Blueprints made sense.

People, unfortunately, did not.

Their morning had been pleasantly uneventful until an email arrived from the Regional Development Council requesting their attendance at an afternoon meeting.

Mandatory.

Those were never good meetings.

By one o'clock, Epstain was seated in a conference room filled with tourism officials, project coordinators, marketing consultants, and several people whose jobs appeared to involve creating colorful presentations.

A large screen displayed the title:

EXPLORE THE HIDDEN HORIZONS INITIATIVE

Epstain immediately suspected trouble.

The project manager, a cheerful woman named Celia Donovan, stepped forward.

"Thank you all for coming."

The presentation began.

Over the next twenty minutes, Celia explained a new regional tourism campaign designed to showcase overlooked destinations throughout the surrounding counties.

Historic bridges.

Remote hiking trails.

Mountain observation towers.

Coastal lighthouses.

Abandoned railway stations converted into museums.

The goal was simple.

Attract visitors.

Boost local economies.

Create publicity.

Unfortunately, the project required field assessments.

Even more unfortunately, it required collaboration.

"As part of the initiative," Celia announced, "we'll be sending a small team to document each location."

Epstain had a bad feeling.

"The engineering division will provide structural evaluations."

The bad feeling
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