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The cramped room on the third floor of the regional office did not smell like a high-stakes crime. It smelled of slightly burned photocopier powder, cheap instant coffee, and the dusty overlay from thirty-year-old architectural blueprints.

Dorothy Rowe adjusted her glasses and systematically stacked a three-inch-thick pile of lever arch folders. She was thirty-two, wore a sensible charcoal-grey cardigan that had pillowed slightly at the elbows, and possessed the kind of quiet, efficient posture that made her entirely invisible in an open-plan office. For the past four years, her life had been measured in digital access requests, contractor compliance certificates, and tenant lease agreements for the regional property firm. It was steady, grinding, and paid exactly enough to ensure she was always precisely two months away from financial anxiety. She was good at her job, her patient and methodical approach catching details buried in documents that others missed.

The door clicked open, and a man walked in carrying a heavy plastic clipboard and a ruggedised tablet with a cracked screen protector.

Dorothy looked up, her gaze instinctively assessing him with the dry, clinical detachment of someone used to processing nothing more personal than document IDs. The man looked thirty-five, of average height, and wore non-descript dark navy utility trousers and a company polo shirt. His hair was cropped short enough to ignore, and his boots bore the faint salt-rings of a winter spent checking basement plant rooms. There was nothing athletic or striking about him; he looked like a man who spent his life fixing commercial HVAC units and arguing with elevator technicians.

"Are you Dorothy Rowe?" he asked. His voice was flat, level, and tired.

"Yes. You’re looking for me?"

"Yeah. Stuart Miller." He set the heavy clipboard down on the laminate desk, the metal clip clacking sharply against the wood. "We’ve been assigned to work together on the Vanguard handover package. Management wants the structural asset verification completed by Friday before the legal team signs off on the portfolio sale."

Dorothy recognised the name. It often appeared at the bottom of assessment forms where everything was documented correctly, meaning she had very little extra work to do. She’d never met him, but his appearance was everything she would expect of a senior facilities coordinator. 

She sighed, a small, controlled exhalation through her nose. "I’ve seen the brief. The fund is selling the entire commercial park to a logistics group out of Frankfurt. We have exactly five working days to verify every square meter of the Vanguard tenancy against the original local council building permits from 2012."

Stuart sat in the squeaking vinyl swivel chair opposite her, leaning forward with his forearms on his knees. "It’s a mess. Vanguard is a private vault. They don't like people looking at their infrastructure. Their security manager already told me I’m not allowed to wander around without an escort, which means every time I need to verify a fire damper or a water riser, I have to wait for a guy with a biometric pass to open the door for me."

"It’s just as bad on my end," Dorothy said, tapping the stack of folders. "Vanguard has filed three separate 'Tenant Fit-Out' amendments over the last decade. They reinforced the floors for the heavy vault doors, which altered the building's load-bearing specifications. But half the structural signing-off sheets are missing from the digital server. I have to physically cross-reference these paper archivist logs against whatever you find in the utility spaces."

Stuart looked at the folders, then back at Dorothy. He didn't offer a polite smile or a standard corporate platitude about 'getting through it.' He simply nodded once, recognising the shared reality of a long, tedious week ahead.

"They’re giving us the secondary communications closet on-site to work out of," Stuart noted, his tone entirely practical. "The blueprint shows no external windows. So it will just be a desk, two chairs, and a live server rack humming loud enough to drown out a jet engine."

"Amazing," Dorothy replied dryly, her face remaining neutral. "A perfect environment for high-density data entry."

Stuart caught the dry edge in her voice. For a fraction of a second, the corner of his mouth twitched, the closest he came to a smile. "I’ll bring a multi-plug adapter. The room only has two wall outlets, and between your laptop, my tablet, the portable spectrum analyser and recharge ports for my tools, we’ll quickly run out of plugs."

"Logical," Dorothy said. She picked up the first folder and opened it, the heavy metal rings snapping open with a sharp clack. "We can do some prep-work now, and plan out our week. Let's begin with the 2012 drainage schematics. If we don't have the baseline plumbing mapped before we arrive on-site on Monday morning, we’ll spend the first three hours figuring out where the main shut-off valve is."

Stuart pulled his chair closer to the desk, his movements methodical. He didn't try to make small talk; he didn't ask her about her weekend plans or comment on the weather. He simply pulled the first blueprint toward him, uncapped a mechanical pencil, and began verifying the dimensions.

Dorothy watched his hands for a moment. Thick-fingered, with short, clean nails and a small scar across the left knuckle from some forgotten maintenance mishap. They were capable hands, steady and precise. In her line of work, she dealt with dozens of coordinators who guessed at measurements or cut corners to finish early. Watching Stuart immediately cross-reference the blueprint's scale against the municipal log, she logged a mental note: Competent. Methodical. Unlikely to rush.

For the next three hours, the small room was silent except for the rustle of heavy paper, the steady tap of Dorothy’s keyboard, and the occasional low murmur as they verified a pipe diameter or a partition wall. There was no warmth between them yet, no spark of artificial familiarity. They were two highly functional cogs in a corporate machine, performing an unglamorous task for a company that barely knew their names.

But as the afternoon light faded outside the narrow window, leaving the room illuminated only by the harsh glare of the fluorescent tubes, a baseline of mutual respect was quietly established. Neither of them complained. Neither of them shifted the workload onto the other. They simply worked, side by side, operating on the exact same frequency of quiet, practical efficiency.

The security perimeter at Vanguard Secure Storage was a massive hassle.

The facility sat at the back of the Priory Business Park, looking like a windowless, concrete fortress wrapped in three-meter fencing. To get inside, Stuart and Dorothy had to show their company IDs to a guard behind thick glass, wait through a slow biometric face scan, and stay put until the heavy security door finally unlatched with a loud buzzer.

A junior compliance guy named Harris, looking thoroughly bored in a sharp suit, walked them down a long hallway that smelled of under-diluted floor cleaner.

"Management wants you to stay in the sub-comms room when you aren't out doing the physical checks," Harris said, tapping his swipe card against his leg. "Don't wander off. Don't take photos of anything that isn't explicitly on your audit checklist. If you set off a motion sensor in a restricted area, the whole section goes into a hard lockdown. Got it?"

"Got it," Dorothy said.

Harris stopped at a flush steel door, punched in a keypad code, and shoved it open.

The room was tiny and miserable. The entire left wall was occupied by a floor-to-ceiling server rack that put out a loud, high-pitched hum that vibrated right through the floorboards. A cheap plastic table and two mismatched chairs were shoved against the wall. The air was thick and dry, but at least it was relatively cool for the servers.

"Make yourselves at home," Harris said with a dry smirk. "I’ll be back at noon to escort Mr Miller down to the plant room. Until then, stay here. Here’s a radio if you need something."

The heavy door clicked shut, locking them in. Stuart didn't complain about the noise or the uncomfortable furniture. He just dropped his heavy canvas tool bag, got down on one knee under the table, and looked at the sockets.

"Blueprint is mismatched. This should be a double but it’s only a single. The server rack is running off the same local breaker," Stuart said, his voice raised slightly to carry over the loud hum of the cooling fans. He plugged in a heavy-duty extension lead. "We’re going to need to be careful on load. So unless something is specifically on charge, we’re going to need to run off battery when we can. If we plug everything in at once, we might trip the breaker, and then we have to listen to Harris complain."

"Good call," Dorothy said, setting her bag on the table. "My battery is full anyway, so
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