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The internet went out at 10:53 PM.

Lena knew the exact time because she'd been staring at Mark's travel calendar — not doing what she'd opened the laptop for.

The Meridian itinerary was still up: flight revisions, hotel blocks, presentation slots redistributed through a corporate scheduling portal that made every destination feel interchangeable. Portland had become Denver and then Portland again over forty-eight hours. Somewhere inside the revision notes, beneath the timestamps and approval chains, were fragments of language that sat differently from the rest.

Access protocol updated. Remote occupancy review pending. L-monitoring window adjusted.

She'd seen notations like these before and moved past them. Tonight she didn't.

Remote occupancy review. Occupancy was a building word — commercial spaces, properties under assessment. It didn't belong in a travel itinerary.

L-monitoring window adjusted.

The initial sat on the screen. She knew what it most likely meant: scheduling shorthand, a client code. Mark lived inside that language eight hours a day; its residue ended up in shared calendars the way construction dust ended up in renovated corners. She had stopped asking. He had stopped explaining. Not a decision — more like a door that had drifted shut, neither of them reaching back to hold it open.

She read the line a fourth time, then closed the tab.

The spinning wheel appeared. The page seized. The grey dinosaur replaced everything.

She closed the laptop and sat in the dark.

The wine glass was nearly empty. She'd opened the bottle on Thursday — Wednesday, maybe — and it had gone thin and flat, but opening a new one felt like a commitment she wasn't ready to make. She poured the last of it and didn't drink it.

Mark had been in Portland since Tuesday. He'd be back Sunday, or possibly Monday. She'd typed okay, no problem and meant it, then lain awake for another hour.

Outside, the neighborhood had gone quiet.

The development was still new enough that the concrete held its colour — pale and unmarked, without the hairline fractures that would eventually come. The houses aligned at identical setbacks, garages forward, facades back. Every driveway held the same SUV under the same motion-sensor porch lights, each house sealed shut, maintaining its distance across careful strips of drainage aggregate.

Across the road, the Daltons' television flickered blue-white through the blinds. A car passed at the end of the street. Then nothing.

She got up and reset the router. Held the button, watched the lights go amber, counted to fifteen.

The lights returned green.

She went back to the kitchen, opened the laptop. Still nothing.

She pulled up the network settings. Hartwell-Home appeared, the way it always did.

And below it:

Hartwell-Guest.

They didn't have a guest network. She'd set up the router herself when they moved in — Mark had said he'd do it and then hadn't, so she'd spent a Sunday afternoon walking room to room with her phone and the instruction manual, testing signal. One network. One password. She almost reached for her phone before she stopped. There had been a time when she'd have texted him something like this.

Firmware update, probably. She clicked on it anyway.

Password protected.

She pulled up the router admin page — the login still saved from setup — and the dashboard loaded. She scrolled to the device list.

Fourteen connected devices.

She went through them one at a time. Her laptop. Mark's, still in the history. Their phones. The thermostat. The kitchen display panel. The TV. The security system. His desktop upstairs that he never used. Two smart plugs.

That was ten.

The refrigerator motor clicked off.

She looked at the remaining four devices.

NestCam-Living. She knew that one. SmartSpeaker-Office. That one too.

The third was labeled Monitor-N2.

The nursery monitor.

The one she'd ordered at thirty-two weeks after two hours of reading reviews, because she'd wanted the best night-vision rating. She remembered syncing it to her phone at two in the morning, her back against the nursery wall, nine days before her due date.

Cora had lived for eleven days.

Lena had packed the monitor away herself, about three months later. Foam, box, tape. She'd written Closet/Hall on the side in black marker and put it on the high shelf behind the winter coats, in a spot she'd chosen deliberately — a spot she'd never need to reach.

Monitor-N2.

Last active: six minutes ago.

She was on her feet before she'd decided to move.

The hall closet: box still on the shelf, marker letters readable from the doorway. She reached up and pressed her fingers along the tape — all four edges, corner to corner. Sealed. Nothing disturbed. She went back to the kitchen without taking it down.

The fourth device had no label.

Just a MAC address — a string of hexadecimal characters, no device name, no manufacturer prefix. The router had assigned it an IP, logged its connection type as wired-bridge, timestamped the session. One field that hadn't appeared on any other entry: Interface: secondary. No further description.

She copied the MAC address into a search window.

A forum thread loaded, dense with subnet notation. She found the moderator summary pinned at the top.

If an unidentified device appears on your network as a wired-bridge secondary interface, this is not typical consumer hardware behavior. This classification indicates either a misconfigured professional networking appliance or a deliberately introduced relay node.

She refreshed the device list.

Still active.

She picked up the router from the kitchen shelf and turned it over. Four LAN ports, WAN port, USB port she'd never used.

And flush-mounted at the far right edge, a fifth port.

It wasn't in the setup diagram. Narrower — a recessed interface with a proprietary collar around the rim. Inserted into it was a compact module, matte grey, no larger than a memory stick. No manufacturer marking. A single amber LED pulsing slowly, its rhythm matching nothing in the router's front-panel status sequence.

She set the router down exactly where it had been.

An email notification slid into the corner of the screen.

ProtonMail sender — a string of random characters. Subject line blank. No message body. One attachment.

She opened it.

The image loaded in segments, top to bottom. Her kitchen ceiling first — the recessed lights, the vent cover above the counter. The cabinets. The counter, the coffee maker. The table. The chair.

Then herself, sitting in it.

The timestamp read 10:40 PM. Thirteen minutes before the email arrived. She had been in that chair at 10:40. She had been reading Mark's travel calendar.

She was still in the chair.

The kitchen was completely silent. The image on her screen had the particular illumination of surveillance — flat, shadowless, the exposure of a lens that didn't need light to see.

She looked up at the vent above the counter.

She looked at the screen.

She looked at the image of herself looking at the screen.

Her phone showed 10:53. She had been in this room, at this table, under this vent, for the entire duration of whatever had produced that image and transmitted it to an address she could not trace.

She reached into the kitchen drawer and found the masking tape.

One square. She stood on the chair and pressed it over the vent slat with her thumb. She got down and looked at the tape, at the photograph still open on the screen, at the router shelf and the amber pulse of the module.

She picked up her phone and dialled the non-emergency line.

While it rang she went back to the detail panel for the unlabeled device and found the field she'd been circling.

Session duration.

The number told her how long — before she knew it was there — something had been sitting inside the infrastructure of her house, patient and wired and running.

She looked at the number.

She looked at it again.

Then she sat very still in the chair in the photograph and waited for someone to answer.
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She put tape over the lens at midnight.

She'd already done it — the square of masking tape pressed over the vent slat — but she found herself back in the kitchen at two in the morning, checking that the corners were still down. They were. She left them.

She'd called the non-emergency line at 11:48, given her information, been told someone would come by in the morning. She spent the next two hours reading things that made her feel worse: forums about hidden cameras, router security articles. She stopped reading.

Mark had called back at 1:15. She'd told him everything and he'd said what, and then are you sure, and then I'm getting on the first flight. She'd said she didn't know if she wanted him to. He said he was coming regardless.

She didn't sleep.

Around five she came back to the kitchen.

The coffee was too hot. The masking tape square was the first thing she'd looked at when she walked in.

The detective arrived at 8:22.

She was younger than Lena had expected — maybe forty, maybe less — with short dark hair and a face that didn't offer much on first read. Navy jacket, dark jeans, a bag that looked more like a work tote than anything official. She showed her badge, introduced herself as Detective Maya Sterling, and Lena stepped back to let her in.

"You said you didn't sleep," Maya said.

"Not really."

"Can I see the kitchen?"

Lena led her in.

Maya took in the room without comment — the table, the laptop, the square of masking tape near the ceiling — then crossed to the vent and studied it without touching it. She took several photographs. Then she sat down and opened a notebook.

"From the beginning," she said.

Lena told it as flatly as she could. The internet outage, the guest network, the device list, the monitor showing active. She got to the nursery and slowed down.

"We lost a baby," she said. "Eighteen months ago. The monitor was hers. I packed it away a few months after."

Maya stopped writing. Her pen rested against the page for two full seconds — long enough to register as something other than a pause, short enough to pass unremarked. Then she wrote something. "And the device was showing active at what time?"

"Around eleven. Last active six minutes before I looked."

"You checked the closet?"

"Box was still there. Tape was sealed."

Maya asked about the router admin page, so Lena pulled it up. Maya photographed the screen and wrote down the MAC address. She asked about the guest network.

"You didn't create that?"

"I set up the router when we moved in. One network. One password."

Maya wrote. "Anyone else handle the router setup?"

"Mark paid the cable bill for a while." Lena glanced toward the shelf. "I don't think he went into the admin page."

Lena turned the laptop toward Maya and opened the ProtonMail image. The photograph loaded the same way it had the night before — her kitchen, her ceiling, her chair. Then herself, sitting in it.

"And this was taken thirteen minutes before you received it," Maya said.

"Yes. I was sitting in that chair."

Maya looked at the vent. Then the image. Then the chair. She wrote something and moved on.

Mark arrived at 10:40.

The familiar sound of the key in the lock, the slight drag across the threshold, and then he was in the entryway, travel bag over one shoulder, jacket wrinkled from the flight.

He saw Maya and stopped.

"This is Detective Sterling," Lena said.

"Maya Sterling." Maya stood and extended her hand. "Mr. Hartwell. Thank you for coming back."

"Mark." He shook her hand and crossed to Lena, pulled her in, said quietly against her hair, "Are you okay?"

"I didn't sleep."

"I could hear it on the phone." He pulled back and looked at her face, both hands on her shoulders. "I should've picked up the first time."

"You were asleep."

"I had the sound off." He stopped. "Sorry. Not relevant."

Maya was watching from across the table.

Mark set his bag down and looked up at the vent. At the tape. He stood there a moment. His eyes moved along the kitchen's upper perimeter — not just the vent but the full arc of it — before dropping to the table and the open laptop.

He pulled out a chair and sat down.

"Tell me what I can do," he said.

Maya's questions were methodical. Mark gave her the contractor's name — Reyes, Daniel Reyes, a neighbor recommendation. He said he didn't have the router login saved. He used Lena's laptop when he needed anything on the home network. He hadn't gone into the router settings since they moved in.

"The camera," Maya said. "Any possibility you installed something in the kitchen vent yourself?"

Mark looked at her. A brief stillness. "No."

"Sometimes people set up cameras in shared spaces without discussing it —"

"No," he said. Even. Not defensive.

Maya moved to the nursery monitor. The table went quiet.

"Lena said it's packed away," Maya continued. "Can you tell me anything about it?"

"It was Cora's." He glanced at Lena, and the glance was careful. "We lost a daughter eighteen months ago. Lena packed the monitor away." He looked back at Maya. "I haven't touched it."

The hall closet was narrow and smelled of cedar. Mark reached for the box — a level, even grip, as if he'd already calculated the weight — and set it on the floor. He checked the seams and the tape. Looked up at Lena. "Nothing's been opened," he said.

Back in the kitchen, Maya asked about the guest network creation date.

"I can pull it up," Mark said.

He was already moving around the table to her side, opening the laptop toward himself. His hands settled on the keyboard. He navigated directly to the admin page — no hesitation at the login screen, no pause at the menu structure. He moved through it with a quiet economy that Lena had not expected from a man who had just said he didn't have the login saved.

He didn't look up.

"September fourteenth," Maya said, reading from the screen.

Mark looked at the date. A controlled breath. "That doesn't make sense. We didn't create that."

"Could it have been automatic? A firmware update?"

"I don't know enough about how these things work." He looked at Lena. "Do you?"

She was looking at his hands still resting on the keyboard. The login he hadn't needed to find. The menus he hadn't needed to read.

"No," she said. "I don't know how those things work either."

Maya left at noon.

Before she left, she looked at Lena directly. "Is there anyone who might want to frighten you? Former relationships, professional conflicts, anything that felt off in the last year or so?"

"No."

Maya held her gaze a beat longer than necessary. "Sometimes people are the last to recognize when someone's fixated on them. If anything comes to mind — call me."

Mark was in the kitchen making coffee. He turned with two mugs and found her watching.

"What?" he said.

"Nothing. Thank you."

He set one mug in front of her chair and sat down across from it. He looked exhausted now that Maya was gone.

"September," she said.

He looked up.

"The guest network. Created in September."

"Yeah." He wrapped both hands around his mug. "I don't know what to make of that."

"You were in Denver in September."

Something moved through his face, too fast
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