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Author’s Note

Roxy works security.

She takes her job seriously.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One — New Block
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The street didn’t sleep so much as it paused. Even before dawn it held its shape, lit unevenly by sodium lamps that cast tired cones of orange onto wet sidewalk and left the spaces between them to their own devices. Cars passed in short, deliberate bursts, tyres hissing where the road still carried the memory of rain, engines flaring briefly before the sound thinned and vanished at the corner. The buildings stood close and quiet, brick faces turned inward, watching without curiosity. They had been here long enough to know that nothing announced itself properly anymore. Things simply arrived and stayed, or arrived and failed, and the street adjusted around the outcome.

Roxy stepped out and stopped.

It was a new block, and that mattered. New blocks lied differently. They carried unfamiliar layers of smell that hadn’t yet learned how to settle: cooking oil from a takeaway that closed too late, damp cardboard stacked badly behind a shopfront, the sharp edge of detergent dragged out onto the sidewalk with a mop and left to evaporate. There was old anxiety here, baked into the stonework, and fresher versions layered over it, still loose, still undecided about where they belonged. Sound travelled oddly, bouncing off corners that hadn’t agreed on their angles yet, arriving a fraction later than it should. Roxy stood still and let it present itself properly.

Dogs were already out, more than she expected for that hour. Too many at once, crossing paths without rhythm, pulling ahead of their owners and then doubling back as if unsure where permission lived. One barked down the block and wasn’t corrected quickly enough, the sound carrying farther than it needed to before collapsing into embarrassed quiet. Another lingered too long at a doorway, nose fixed, body angled, waiting for something to resolve itself. Humans followed behind with varying degrees of attention, some already absorbed by glowing screens, others tugged forward by leads that stayed tight even when there was no reason for them to be. The street wasn’t dangerous. It was undisciplined, and undisciplined streets always mistook noise for activity.

Roxy began to walk when she was ready. Not fast, not cautious, just forward, straight down the centre line of the sidewalk where movement made sense and hesitation didn’t. Her pace was steady enough to let things arrange themselves in relation to her rather than in response to her, and she noted the changes as they happened. Heads turned slightly, not in alarm but in adjustment, the way bodies recalibrated when something entered their peripheral vision and refused to disappear. A small dog across the street froze mid-sniff and looked away first, its owner shortening the lead without quite knowing why. A larger one stiffened, weight shifting back toward its handler as if it had misjudged the distance required. Roxy logged the corrections and continued.

She didn’t stare or posture. There was no need. Seeing was sufficient, and it always had been. Streets behaved differently once they understood they were being observed, and this one was learning in pieces, absorbing the information unevenly but quickly enough to matter. New faces, same motives. Territory asserted by habit, control disguised as routine, avoidance presented as courtesy. Roxy had seen it before, just not here.

A car slowed as it passed her, the driver glancing down and then forward again, hands tightening briefly on the wheel before relaxing. Roxy ignored it. Vehicles were predictable, bound by lines and signals and the promise of momentum. People were less so, and dogs were the most honest of the lot. They said what they meant with their bodies, and if they lied it was usually because someone had taught them to.

Halfway down the block a bark cut in sharply from the left, too close and too loud, the sound pitched to fill space rather than communicate anything useful. Roxy stopped and turned her head just enough to bring the source into view. The dog was medium-sized, square in the shoulders, planted awkwardly at the end of a lead that had gone slack through inattention rather than trust. Its owner stood a step behind, distracted, posture loose, unaware of the gap that had opened. Roxy held the moment without moving, letting it stretch long enough to show its shape.

She barked once.

It wasn’t angry or playful, not high and not prolonged. It was a professional sound, placed carefully, carrying just far enough to be impossible to ignore. The response was immediate. The other dog startled and shifted back, the lead snapping tight as its owner reacted instinctively, pulling hard and offering an apology to no one in particular. The noise collapsed, the space reset, and the pair moved on with exaggerated purpose, as if they had always intended to take a different route. Roxy noted the sequence and the result. Boundary enforced. Adjustment accepted.

She resumed her walk.

The pattern repeated itself in variations as the morning edged forward. Roxy didn’t seek it out, but the street offered it readily, presenting small tests and watching how they were handled. Each time, the outcome arrived faster. Dogs that might have barked chose not to. Owners shortened leads earlier, crossing the street or pausing to allow space without needing to be prompted. Conversations dipped in volume as she passed, then resumed once she was beyond them, the sound settling into something more controlled. Roxy didn’t consider the mechanism. The outcome was sufficient.

By the time the sky lightened properly, the block had begun to behave as if it understood its own rules. Movement smoothed out, pauses happened where they were useful, and the spaces between people and dogs held more comfortably. Roxy walked through it all without altering her pace, aware of the way her presence sat at the centre of these adjustments without needing to be acknowledged. Authority didn’t require recognition to function. It only required compliance, and compliance arrived most reliably when it came before it was necessary.

She reached the end of the block and stopped again, turning to look back the way she had come. From this angle the street looked ordinary enough, a narrow run of shops and doorways and parked cars, nothing to mark it as significant. But she could see the differences now, the subtle reordering that had taken place without comment. Dogs held their lines more cleanly. Humans kept their distance without resentment. Silence lasted longer before being filled.

Roxy stood for a moment longer, letting the street settle around its new equilibrium, then turned and headed back the way she had come. There was more to see, more to log, but the first patrol had already done its work. The block had been introduced to oversight, and it had responded appropriately. That was enough for now.
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Chapter Two — First Contact
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By the second morning the street recognised her shape before it recognised her smell. That was always the order of things once observation had been established. Bodies learned silhouettes faster than they learned histories, and the outline of Roxy moving through the half-light had already been logged somewhere behind eyes that didn’t know they were doing the work. The sodium lamps were still on when she stepped out, their colour flattening everything beneath them into the same tired palette, but the block no longer felt undecided. It felt alert, as though it had slept badly and woken early with unfinished thoughts.

Roxy paused, as she always did, just long enough to let the street present itself again. New day, same structure. Some smells had settled overnight, finding places to cling, while others were fresher, dragged in on shoes and tyres and the hems of coats. A bakery further down had begun its work early, heat leaking into the air and pulling footsteps toward it without asking permission. The street accepted all of this with the patience of something that believed it was in charge of itself.

Dogs were out again, fewer this time, spaced more carefully. Their owners moved with slightly more purpose, leads shorter even when there was no obvious reason for them to be. The block hadn’t improved overnight. It had adjusted. That distinction mattered.

Roxy set off at the same pace as the day before, her route unchanged, her posture neutral. She wasn’t here to surprise anyone. Surprise created noise, and noise confused the record. She preferred things to show themselves honestly, to behave as they would if left to their own devices and only corrected when necessary. Most mornings didn’t require intervention. This one did.

The first test came near the corner where the sidewalk narrowed and forced decisions earlier than people liked to make them. A dog stood there already, large enough to command space and confident enough to expect it, planted sideways across the path as its owner fumbled with keys and attention. The lead hung loose, not as a sign of trust but of neglect, and the dog’s gaze tracked movement without committing to anything. Roxy slowed, noting the way the space compressed around them, the street holding its breath without knowing why.

She stopped at a distance that made the choice unavoidable.

The other dog noticed her fully now, head lifting, body tightening, sound gathering behind its teeth. Roxy waited, still and unremarkable, letting the moment stretch to its natural limit. When the bark came it was loud and clumsy, thrown forward without precision, an attempt to fill the gap rather than resolve it. Roxy answered immediately, her response clean and placed, cutting through the noise instead of adding to it.

The correction was instant. The owner jerked the lead hard, keys forgotten, apology spilling out in fragments as the dog was pulled back into line. The space opened again, the sidewalk reclaiming its width as if nothing had happened. Roxy watched the pair retreat, logging the sequence and the speed with which it had resolved. The street exhaled and moved on.

She continued her patrol.

What followed was less dramatic but more telling. At a doorway halfway down the block, a smaller dog that had lingered the day before shifted back before Roxy reached it, its owner stepping aside without conscious thought. Further along, two dogs approaching from opposite directions slowed and angled away from each other, leads tightening in mirrored gestures that had nothing to do with instruction. Roxy passed between them without incident, aware of the way the street was beginning to do the work on her behalf.

This was how authority took hold when it was effective. Not through confrontation, but through anticipation. People and dogs adjusted their behaviour earlier, choosing easier outcomes without needing to understand why those outcomes now seemed preferable. Roxy didn’t concern herself with their reasons. Motive was unreliable. Behaviour was the only data point worth keeping.

Near the end of the block, where the street dipped slightly and sound carried differently, she encountered resistance of a more stubborn kind. The dog there was older, scarred in ways that suggested it had learned its lessons elsewhere and resented having to learn them again. Its owner held the lead short but not firm, confidence flickering between habit and uncertainty. The dog stared openly as Roxy approached, holding the gaze longer than it should have, testing whether this was a
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