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Chapter 1 – Sparks in the Crossfire
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The first alarm hit the city just after dawn, a sharp electronic pulse that rolled across the skyline like an abrupt, discordant note interrupting otherwise quiet streets. By the time the second alarm sounded, Detective Raya Calder was already weaving through morning traffic on her motorcycle, the engine humming as steadily as her pulse. She liked mornings like this—crisp air, a new case, momentum. It steadied her. It focused her.

It reminded her why she did what she did.

The location transmitting the alerts was the Midline Commerce District, a dense cluster of office blocks where the glass towers rose close enough to reflect each other. At this hour, only early workers and delivery crews filled the sidewalks. Nothing about the area suggested trouble. But trouble didn’t wait for convenient settings. It arrived when it wanted, where it wanted, and with whatever force it pleased.

Raya slowed when she reached the barricade line. Uniformed officers were already directing civilians away from the cordoned zone. A delivery van had crashed into the steps of a data-security building—no fire, no flames, but the front of the vehicle had taken damage like a charge of momentum had carried it too far. Officers were keeping distance, not because of danger but because of uncertainty. The unknown always made good officers cautious.

Raya dismounted and flipped her badge toward the patrol officer who hurried in her direction.

“Detective Calder—scene secure enough for entry?” she asked.

“As secure as we can make it,” he replied. “Driver’s conscious but shaken. Claims he didn’t lose control. Says something hit the van.”

Raya scanned the area. “Something?”

“His words.”

She nodded and approached the vehicle. Paramedics were finishing their preliminary checks, the driver sitting on the curb with a blanket draped over his shoulders. His hands trembled slightly, whether from cold or nerves she couldn’t tell.

“I’m Detective Calder,” she said, crouching before him. “Mind telling me what happened?”

His eyes flickered with the kind of confusion that wasn’t fear but uncertainty. “It wasn’t me,” he insisted. “I wasn’t distracted. I wasn’t speeding. I was pulling in like normal, then something moved in the street. Something quick. I tried to swerve, but it was like—” He paused. “It was like the van jerked on its own, like something shoved the back end.”

“Did you see a person? An object? An animal?”

He shook his head. “Just a blur. No shape. No color. Just movement.”

Raya offered a small nod of acknowledgment. Eyewitness accounts could be wildly inconsistent, but she never dismissed a description simply because it was vague. Sometimes the truth itself was vague.

Before she could continue, a voice called from behind her. “Calder.”

She didn’t need to turn to know who it belonged to. She straightened, stood, then pivoted to face the tall figure striding toward her with the confidence of someone who had long ago stopped asking for space and simply took it.

Kade Mercer. Crisis-response specialist. Consultant to half the agencies in the city. Always moving like he owned whatever ground he walked on.

They’d crossed paths before—enough to know he wasn’t the type to appear somewhere without a reason. Enough to know he didn’t insert himself into cases without purpose.

Raya exhaled once. “Mercer,” she replied. “Midline not exciting enough without you?”

He gave the faintest hint of a smirk. “I was already in the district. Then comms mentioned something unusual, and I figured you’d be here.” He stopped beside her, studying the van with a quick sweep of his eyes. “What’s the early read?”

“Driver claims external interference,” she answered. “Nothing substantiated yet.”

Kade’s gaze moved across the street, following invisible calculations only he could see. He had a knack for reading scenes the way others read books—quickly, intuitively. He took in the angles of the crash, the distance from the road, the slight tilt in the van’s final position.

“Impact pattern is odd,” he murmured. “If he swerved this way, the alignment suggests something abrupt shifted his momentum. Something real. Not imagined.”

She didn’t like admitting it, but he wasn’t wrong.

“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” she said lightly.

He arched a brow. “You don’t jump to conclusions. You analyze until conclusions beg for mercy.”

“Good to know my reputation is consistent.”

“It is.” He stepped a little closer, enough that the sun outlined the sharp edges of his jaw. “Want a second set of eyes?”

Raya crossed her arms. “You’re already giving advice. Might as well formalize it.”

He smiled—not a large smile, but one rooted in familiarity.

Together, they walked toward the officers examining the exterior of the van. A faint scrape line ran across the back panel, like something had skimmed the surface. No corresponding debris. No object on the street that could match the mark.

Raya traced the indentation with her gloved fingers. “This doesn’t match a vehicle, bike, or cart.”

“Agreed,” Kade said. “Something narrow struck it. Something fast.”

“Or the vehicle scraped something stationary.”

“Could be,” he allowed, though she could tell he didn’t believe that.

She stepped back, surveying a broader radius around the crash. “Check building cameras?”

“Already requested,” Kade answered. “Feed should come in any minute.”

She turned to him. “How convenient.”

“You’re welcome.”

A nearby officer approached with a comms tablet. “Detective Calder? Camera footage is ready.”

Raya nodded, and the officer held out the screen. The video began with the van turning into the approach lane. Everything looked ordinary. Pedestrians moved at a brisk pace. A pair of cyclists passed the crosswalk. The van began its slow right turn toward the building’s loading zone.

Then the image jolted—static interference blurring half the screen.

Raya’s brows drew together. “Interference?”

Kade leaned closer. “Not typical. Not digital corruption. Something crossed the lens.” He pointed at the screen, where the distortion briefly thickened before clearing. “Rewind two seconds.”

The officer tapped back.

Raya watched frame by frame. There—an abrupt warping of the image. A motion that wasn’t motion so much as a surge of displacement in a narrow streak. Not shaped like a person. Not shaped like anything easily recognizable. The van swerved half a second later.

Raya locked eyes with Kade.

“You thinking what I’m thinking?” he asked.

“Probably.”

“That whatever that was,” he said quietly, “it wasn’t normal.”

Raya didn’t respond, but silence was answer enough.

She handed the tablet back and circled the car again, letting her instincts settle. Instincts had saved her career more times than training alone. Instincts told her this case wasn’t random. Told her the driver wasn’t mistaken. Told her that the moment of distortion in the footage wasn’t a coincidence.

And told her that Kade Mercer hadn’t arrived by accident.

He joined her at the curb, hands tucked in his pockets as if he were simply out for a casual morning stroll.

“What brought you here, Mercer?” Raya asked without looking at him.

“You mean besides the crash?”

“Yes.”

He watched the street a moment before answering. “I’ve been tracking anomalies in this district for three weeks. Minor things. Barely noticeable. But increasing. Whatever hit this van fits the pattern.”

“Why didn’t you alert local units?”

“Because I had no proof. And because most anomalies vanish before anyone else can confirm them.”

Raya shifted her weight. “And you wanted more eyes.”

“Specifically your eyes.”

She paused.

Kade continued, “You’re thorough. You don’t ignore patterns just because they’re inconvenient. And you don’t get intimidated by things that don’t immediately make sense.” He turned to her. “Which makes you the ideal person to pair with if this escalates.”

“It’s not escalating yet.”

“No. But things rarely announce escalation politely.”

Despite herself, she almost smiled.

A fresh unit approached, notifying them that the street sweep would begin shortly and the area would be cleared. Raya updated the driver, arranged for the vehicle to be examined in a controlled facility, then stepped aside to gather her notes.

Kade remained near her, leaning against a lamppost like he had nowhere better to be.

“You planning to follow this case with me?” Raya asked.

“Yes,” he said simply.

“And if I say I prefer to handle it solo?”

“You don’t.”

She looked at him. He held her gaze without challenge, without push, simply with certainty built from past encounters neither of them had forgotten.

“Fine,” she said. “But you follow my lead.”

“Of course.”

“And you stay within protocol.”

He nodded once. “Within reason.”

“That’s not agreement.”

“It’s the closest I can offer.”

She exhaled slowly. “I’ll take it for now.”

A moment passed. Then another.

Kade angled his head, studying her with eyes that always seemed to catch details she didn’t voice. “You know this isn’t just about the van.”

“I know,” she admitted.

“And you’re already thinking three steps ahead.”

“Always.”

He pushed off the lamppost, standing beside her as the morning traffic resumed beyond the barricade. “Then let’s move.”

She matched his stride.

Whatever had struck the city today, whatever had nudged that van from its course, it wasn’t finished. Raya could feel it in the air.

And she knew—with certainty as solid as the pavement under her—that this was only the beginning.
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