

    
        
          Gunmetal Orchard

        

        
        
          Lovarax, Volume 4

        

        
        
          Sharvak Niran

        

        
          Published by Sharvak Niran, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      GUNMETAL ORCHARD

    

    
      First edition. September 9, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Sharvak Niran.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8232738860

    

    
    
      Written by Sharvak Niran.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Sharvak Niran

	    

      
	    
          
	      Blazoria

          
        
          
	          Veyra’s Last Heist

          
        
          
	          Heatproof Lies

          
        
          
	          Ashes of Veynor, Shadows of Marlowe

          
        
          
	          Ironclad Hearts

          
        
          
	          Locke v. Blackwell

          
        
          
	          Krypteon Heat

          
        
          
	          The Arclay Heir

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Cindermath

          
        
          
	          Say Yes, Orion

          
        
          
	          Us, the Ward, & the Storm

          
        
          
	          Take the Cabin Quiet

          
        
          
	          Only the Stairwell Knows

          
        
          
	          Desert, Be Quiet While I’m Loud

          
        
          
	          Door Won’t Open, I Will

          
        
          
	          Hold While It Shakes

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Lovarax

          
        
          
	          Nightfall Indemnity

          
        
          
	          Kissproof Hostage

          
        
          
	          Nightbraid

          
        
          
	          Gunmetal Orchard

          
        
          
	          The Scrapyard Affidavit

          
        
          
	          Cyclone Ledger

          
        
          
	          Count the Turbines

          
        
          
	          Gilded Crossline

          
        
          
	          The Mirror Strategist

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Redsalt Oath

          
        
          
	          Glassfire Truce

          
        
          
	          Stay on My Pulse

          
        
          
	          Tie Me to the Roofline

          
        
          
	          Neoma, Breathe

          
        
      

      
    
    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For those who fight for truth, even in the darkest orchards.

      

    



  	
        
            
            In every orchard, secrets grow deeper than roots.

      

    


Lovarax

Gunmetal Orchard

Sharvak Nīran

Copyright:

© 2025 Sharvak Niran

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the author.

For permissions, contact:

Sharvak Niran

Email: sharvakniran@gmail.com

—-
[image: ]


Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction intended for mature audiences (18+).

All names, characters, institutions, and places are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, organizations, or locations is purely coincidental.

The novel contains explicit sexual content, strong language, violence, and themes of suspense, thriller, and romance. Reader discretion is strongly advised.

The author does not endorse or promote illegal activities, abuse, or non-consensual behavior. All intimate scenes are depicted as consensual and are written purely for artistic and narrative purposes.

Unauthorized reproduction, distribution, or transmission of this work in any form without prior written permission from the author is strictly prohibited.

—-
[image: ]


Table Of Contents

Episode 1 — Valeraine Entry

Episode 2 — Cinderwash Protocol

Episode 3 — Greyvyrn Trace

Episode 4 — Section Nine Lightfall

Episode 5 — Ashbloom Oath

Episode 6 — Braidsend Ledger

Episode 7 — Quorum Thread

Episode 8 — Bluedera Override

Episode 9 — North Loma Heat

Episode 10 — Vesper Creek Gambit

Episode 11 — Hearthstrand Breach

Episode 12 — Havilon Dawn

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Episode 1 — Valeraine Entry
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Part 1: Meridian Orientation

The bus rolled into Valeraine County under a sky the color of polished steel. Sloane Petrel watched the orchards slide past the window—long rows like ledger lines, irrigation tubes glinting where the sun broke through the haze. The land looked orderly from this angle. The land always lied from a distance.

She stepped down at Kestrel Forks and let the air settle on her skin. It smelled of citrus rinse, diesel, and the dust of a dry week. Two miles away, the ragged edge of Havilon Ridge Orchards rose and fell in dark stripes. A shuttle van idled by the curb, the logo of Hearthstrand Produce stitched in copper thread on the driver’s chest.

“You for orientation?” he asked.

“First day,” she said. “Field quality tech.”

He nodded at her single duffel. “Light traveler.”

“I like to keep moving,” she said.

The ride to the Hearthstrand Meridian Packhouse took eight minutes. Chain-link fences, white-painted coolers, forklifts like orange beetles. The building sat low and wide, its facade a clean row of glass panes that reflected the orchards back at themselves. Sloane signed a clipboard with her alias—Sloane Petrel was real enough, but here she wore a degree that had never existed and a résumé spun from government wire.

The receptionist slid her a badge. “Blue lanyard is new hire. HR down the hall, then bay two. Watch the forklifts. They don’t.”

“Thanks,” Sloane said.

She tucked the badge inside her jacket. The lanyard felt like a target.

HR was a glass box smelling faintly of lemons. A woman named Alyce recited the safety forms and pointed at lines to initial. Sloane initialed, nodded, and added the pen to the small arsenal of tools in her pocket: flashlight, sample vials, a phone with a stripped-down OS the USDA approved for undercover work.

Two doors later, the packhouse opened into a cathedral of steel rails and plastic crates. Fruit ran in clean rivers across conveyor belts. A wash unit hummed like a low storm. Overhead, skylights smeared the floor with thin light.

A man in rolled sleeves stood near a rack of handheld scanners, reading a tablet. Early thirties. Tall but built to vanish into corners. Rhett Havilon had his father’s jaw if the public photos were honest, and the kind of attention that took in a room and weighed it without announcing itself.

He glanced up, clocked the blue lanyard, and his gaze held a beat too long.

“You’re late by... two minutes,” he said.

“Bus brakes squeal,” Sloane said. “I listened in respect.”

His mouth threatened a smile, thought better of it. “Rhett. Operations lead for Meridian this quarter.”

“Sloane. Field quality.”

He passed her a scanner. “We catalog bin weights and QC marks. You’ll shadow me, then the night supervisor. Stay clear of bay four; floor’s slick.”

“Noted.”

They walked the line. He spoke in precise drops of information, the way men do when they’ve learned that over-explaining looks like guilt.

“This lane is wash. This one is sort. That head is optical—we call it ‘the eye.’ It flags bruising and surface defects.”

“What’s the false-positive rate?” Sloane asked.

“Two-point-four on oranges. Less on the hard fruit.” He tilted the tablet toward her. “You can tune it, but don’t. Legally we stick to baseline.”

Legally. The word sat heavy.

A forklift beeped out of the aisle with a loaded pallet. Rhett put a hand out—two inches from her waist—guiding her back from the arc of its turn. The touch didn’t land. The warning did. Heat traced where his palm might have been.

“First rule,” he said. “The machine always wins the tie.”

She was aware of the rhythm of his breathing—steady, measured, the same cadence as the belt motor behind them. She filed the detail and let it pass. Slow burn meant letting the moment breathe and not feeding it, not yet.

They reached a door marked UAV LOCKER. Rhett keyed in a code and cracked it just enough for her to see: six drones in wall cradles like gunmetal birds asleep. Each had a modular belly pod the size of a shoe box. The overhead lights hummed. The room had that faint hot-plastic smell of new electronics.

“Deliveries to remote blocks,” Rhett said. “Trial program. Section Nine handles flight plans.”

“Section Nine?” she asked.

“UAV Relay Station up near the ridge. It’s a... satellite team. You won’t need to go there.”

He didn’t say don’t. He said won’t. Different kind of fence.

He shut the door and the latch clicked like a pin falling into a tumbler.

“Questions?” he asked.

“One,” she said. “Where does the packhouse end and the orchard begin?”

He glanced at the floor, then the long wash line. “On paper? The fence line. In practice? Depends who you ask.”

“We’ll ask both,” she said.

A noise rolled like thunder, but closer—two pallets bumping hard, a crate dropping one shelf and popping open into a brief bright spill. Workers moved fast; damage was contained, fruit swept, the line shivered and resumed. Rhett’s radio crackled: a voice asking for sign-off on a truck in bay two.

He checked the time. “You shadow. I’ll be back in ten.”

Sloane spent those ten minutes inhaling detail. Label codes made Greyvyrn Finance smile on paper—purchase orders with a lover’s neat handwriting, terminal entries that looked as innocent as school math. A sensor array beside the wash taps pushed pH numbers into a tiny display. The technical jargon was a two-line world: RFID bin tags feed the packhouse ledger; optical sorters score surface variance. That meant the machines decided what fruit earned a ride and what didn’t, and humans learned to follow the machine’s opinion.

She tested the scanner on a crate. The readout flipped through: block number, harvest team, sort grade, weight. It ended with a short identifier: TRQ.

Her thumb trembled a fraction. Trellis Quorum had ways of hiding in public. Three letters could be a coincidence. Three letters could also be a flag you only saw if you’d learned to see it.

She took a photo on the stripped phone; the secure app ate it and hid the bite.

Rhett returned with a clipboard and the corpse of a smile.

“You looked at the drones,” he said.

“You left the door open a breath,” she answered. “I’m new. I breathe.”

He led her past the Meridian Packhouse loading bays and into a corridor that cooled the skin. The far door opened on a small training room. Two new hires waited—one with a shaved head and the other a woman with nervous hands and a resolute chin.

“Orientation is short,” Rhett said. “You’ll learn more by not getting hit by forklifts.”

He ran through safety drills. He kept it clipped and clean. Sloane watched him watch the room. When the shaved head spilled a joke, Rhett shelved it with a nod and a raised brow, a tiny move that said, I heard you, now we work. His authority wore no boots. It just stood up and the room adjusted.

After, he handed Sloane a reflective vest. “You’re set. I’m scheduled on ridge inspection at noon. Want to see the orchard up close?”

“Yes,” she said. “I like the truth without glass.”

“Boots,” he said, and half smiled this time. “You’ll need them.”

They rode an electric cart through a back gate into the Havilon Ridge Orchards. The rows were perfect until they weren’t, dips in the earth the eye accepted until the body felt them. Leaf undersides flashed silver in a noon wind. Far off, a hawk wrote a slow circle over the Shalegrove Hills.

Rhett killed the cart by a square of dirt that looked like every other square and yet not. He crouched, dug his fingers into the top two inches, and broke the earth like bread.

“Moisture’s wrong,” he said. “Irrigation lost pressure.”

“From where?”

He looked over his shoulder. “Bluedera Irrigation Control Hub feeds this block. We’ll check the valves, but I want to see the line break if there is one.”

Sloane flushed the ground with her gaze. At field edges, small repeaters blinked—white, sun-flattened—feeding metrics to a central brain. A low hum whispered under the leaves. She listened and took notes in her head.

They walked. Bees stitched the air. On row forty-two the ground changed—hard, then spongy. Rhett slowed and touched the bark of a tree with a careful palm.

“Here,” he said. “You hear it?”

She did. A wet hiss like someone trying not to be caught breathing.

Rhett knelt and brushed dirt aside. A hairline crack in the feed line pumped water into a shallow underground bowl. He shut the nearest valve and the hiss died to a guilty sigh.

“Pressure drop logs to Bluedera,” he said. “But the alarm didn’t hit my phone. Someone’s filter is lazy or someone told it to be.”

Sloane kept her voice flat. “Which someone?”

He looked at the ridge as if the answer might be written on the slope. “We’ve got vendors. Subcontractors. A thousand ways for a wire to be pinched on purpose or by accident.”

“You sound like you’ve counted them.”

“I inherited a list.”

They started back toward the cart. The sun leaned. A small drone clicked out of the blue, skimmed the top leaves, and paused like a dragonfly that remembered its hunger. It banked, landed on a fold-out pad near the end of the row, and extended its belly to unclip a pod.

“Delivery,” Rhett said, low. “That’s new.”

“Who handles it?” Sloane asked.

“Section Nine.” He tapped his phone and frowned. “No push. It should ping me for field drops.”

“Maybe the filter,” she said.

“Maybe,” he said, and didn’t agree with himself.

They cut across to the pad. The pod looked like a lunchbox wearing a secret. A worker in a mustard cap strode out from between rows with the confidence of a man assigned to appear casual. He picked up the pod without signing anything and turned to leave.

“Stop,” Rhett said.

The worker did. He had the calm of a person who’d already decided on the story he’d tell.

“Authorized?” Rhett asked.

“Yep,” the man said. “Internal transfer from Section Nine.”

“Show me,” Sloane said.

The man blinked at her badge. “QA doesn’t—”

“Show me,” she repeated.

He fished his phone, scrolled, and held up a screen full of columns. It looked like an internal ticketing app. It also looked like a costume for a lie.

Sloane didn’t touch the pod. She looked at how he held it—left hand tight on the handle, right hand cupping the base like it mattered. The hinge screws were buffed dull. The seal line had no dust lodged inside. New. Little use. A fresh door for an old room.

Rhett’s tone stayed even. “Name?”

“Olin,” the man said.

“Last name?”

“Does HR need it?” Olin asked.

“Today,” Rhett said, “everyone does.”

Olin’s smile was a shrug. “Talcott,” he said, and the surname hit Sloane’s nerves like a match to dry tinder—close to a name in the personnel map she’d memorized, but off by a letter. Orin Talcott was on drones. Olin was not. Family or cover? The orchard was full of trees that looked alike until harvest.

Rhett extended a hand. “Let me see the contents.”

Olin weighed the request, weighed Rhett, then glanced at Sloane as if she were the leak. “Section Nine says sealed until processing.”

“Processing where?” Sloane asked.

He lifted his chin toward the ridge, toward nothing anyone could see. “Up there.”

“Which building?” she asked.

“Relay,” he said. “You don’t need the street.”

“Good,” Rhett said. “Because there isn’t one.”

The three of them stood in a small geometry of distrust. Bees stuttered and moved on. The drone retracted its legs and looked for a sky to believe in.

Sloane stepped one inch closer to the pod and smelled plastic, oil, and something metallic that didn’t belong to valves or orchard metal. She felt the thrum of her pulse against the inside of her wrist and let her breath even out.

“Say stop,” Rhett said under his breath—not to her, not to Olin, to the situation itself.

Sloane’s mouth tilted. “I will,” she said softly, “if I mean it.”

Olin didn’t catch the exchange. He clutched the pod like a man hugging an alibi. “We done?”

“Not yet,” Rhett said. “Sign for it.”

“There’s no form,” Olin said.

“There is now,” Rhett said, and pulled a blank from the clipboard, the kind that borrows ink from whatever the day gives it. He printed the time, the block, the drone serial, then wrote OLIN TALCOTT in neat capitals as if the name would behave if he nailed it to paper.

Olin hesitated, then scratched a signature that looked like a road in a hurry. He left with the pod toward a truck tucked behind old equipment sheds. He didn’t look back.

Sloane stood very still until the sound of the truck bled into the sun and the quiet grew teeth again.

“You’re going to follow him,” she said.

“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” Rhett said.

“Pretend somewhere with a better angle,” she said.

He gave her a look that held mistrust and attraction in equal measure. “You know how to be careful?”

“Better than I know how to be liked.”

He rubbed a thumb against the tablet’s edge. “This isn’t your job.”

“I thought my job was to see the truth without glass.”

“It is,” he said. “But sometimes glass keeps you from getting cut.”

They trailed Olin’s dustline at a distance, the electric cart quiet enough if you coaxed it. The track forked toward an old utility road that slipped behind a stand of windbreak poplars. The poplars tossed their leaves like a crowd trying to agree on a rumor.

At the shoulder, a chain swung from a post. A small sign warned against trespass in a font so bland it felt official. Beyond it, the road climbed toward a low ridge where a cluster of antennae pricked the sky—Section Nine UAV Relay Station.

“Turn around,” Rhett said.

“We came this far,” Sloane said.

“And it’s farther than we should.”

She watched the dust fade near the buildings. A figure moved on the platform. Metal flashed. The pod would be inside in sixty seconds if it wasn’t already.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “We do this clean. If we get in today, they’ll know we know, and I like learning more than announcing.”

Rhett let out a breath. Agreement, reluctant and real.

They backed the cart down the slope. The orchard took them in again, rows closing around like a polite crowd swallowing a secret.

Back at Meridian, Rhett walked her through a second round of QC checks like nothing had happened. The line sang. The light fell into late.

In the break room, a TV flickered through a local report about farm thefts. The sound was off. A caption scrolled: Valeraine County DA’s Ag Crimes Unit to expand task force. A photo of Deputy Mira Cates flashed by in interview posture, mouth mid-word. The face wrote itself onto Sloane’s board: potential ally, watch the edges.

Rhett glanced at the screen and back at her. “We keep our gates locked,” he said.

“Locks help honest people stay honest,” she said.

His radio buzzed. He answered, turned, and in that pivot she saw the weight he wore—the family name stitched under his skin, the expectation that the earth would always obey because it had for his father, for his father’s father.

When he came back, his eyes were darker.

“Truck manifest shows a ghost pallet for bay four,” he said. “Weight in, no record out.”

“Error,” she offered.

“Or a door that moves when you look at it,” he said.

They walked to bay four. A wet stripe bled out under the dock plate. Rhett levered the plate up with a bar. The hollow beneath was black and smelled like metal and cold air that didn’t belong to the day.

“Flashlight,” he said.

She handed it over. He aimed the beam. The light found scuff marks you only get when something heavy gets dragged by someone who hates the job, not the object. The marks ran to a rectangular outline where dust didn’t live. A hatch, thin as a lie.

“Maintenance crawl?” Sloane asked.

“Supposed to be,” he said. “Supposed to be sealed.”

He tapped a bolt head. It turned without protest. The hatch lifted a breath and stopped—caught on something inside, or latched by a hand that loved rules.

They closed it, wiped their palms, and let the dock plate fall. The slam ran through the metal like a warning bell.

“Report it?” she asked.

“Tomorrow,” he said again, and met her look. “We do this clean.”

“Good,” she said, and their refusal to be reckless felt like intimacy of a kind. Not all risks are brave; some are just loud.

Night bled in and the packhouse cooled. Workers punched out in pairs and trios. The blue lanyard still hung at Sloane’s collarbone like a dare.

Rhett walked her to the lot. He kept a step of distance. She matched it. The air smelled of washer agents and the memory of oranges.

“You find places fast,” he said.

“You show them well,” she said.

He faced the rows, the ridge, the locked horizon. “We restart at six.”

“I’ll be early,” she said.

“Two minutes?” he asked.

“Respect for the brakes,” she said, almost smiling.

Something like a laugh creased his mouth. It made him look less inherited and more human.

“Say stop,” he murmured, eyes on the road out of the lot, voice a hum more than a command.

“I will,” she answered, “if I mean it.”

Their eyes held. The heat that lived there wasn’t a fire yet. It was coals banked under ash, waiting for a breath that counted.

She turned toward the Slate Lantern Motor Lodge sign ticking in neon across the highway. “See you at six,” she said.

“See you,” he said.

Sloane crossed the lot with her steps neat and measured. The motel lobby had dead flowers on the counter and a clerk who didn’t notice his own reflection in the plexiglass. She signed as Sloane Petrel and took a key on a blue fob that matched nothing.

In the room, she checked the window locks, the bathroom vent, the underside of the bed. She placed her phone at the corner of the table where the angle would catch the door in the camera’s periphery. She set two glasses on the sill; if the window opened, one would roll, kiss the floor, and tell her in sound.

She breathed, slow in and slower out. The day rewound in sharp cuts. The drone locker. The unannounced delivery. Olin Talcott. The hatch. TRQ on a sort readout. Behind every clean label, something lived with a shadow in its mouth.

She wrote three lines on a square of paper and burned them in an ashtray that had seen its share of confessions. The smoke tasted like last year’s secrets.

Her secure phone pulsed once. A threaded message from a number that wasn’t a number, connected to a woman who had risked more than anyone should—Juniper Stroud. The text contained six words and the shape of a warning.

Not safe at relay after dark.

Sloane watched the words until the screen timed out and the room held its breath with her. She locked the phone, slid it under the mattress, and sat on the edge of the bed.

Outside, a truck gear-clattered past on the highway like a sigh that refused to be private. Somewhere above the ridge, a drone’s lights passed like a small constellation that had chosen a job.

Her mouth found a line meant only for her.

“Tomorrow,” Sloane said into the room. “Clean.”

The vent hummed. The glasses stayed still. On the other side of the thin wall, someone laughed once and then remembered where they were.

Sloane lay back without undressing, hands behind her head, eyes on the ceiling where the wallpaper seam ran like a ledger line. She thought about the way Rhett had not touched her and the way heat could live in the inches between two bodies and still be honest. She closed her eyes and let the orchard move under her skin, row by row, until sleep finally worked the lock.

She didn’t dream of fruit. She dreamed of doors.

In the morning, one would be open.

And someone would be waiting behind it.

———-
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Part 2: Ridge Shadows

Morning cracked open on the packhouse like a clean blade. Belts woke. Metal spoke in short sentences. Rhett Havilon handed Sloane a vest and an itinerary that pretended chance didn’t exist.

“Field audit,” he said. “Ridge lots, then Bluedera valves.”

“Copy,” Sloane said.

They rolled out in a pickup that smelled of sun-baked plastic and orange oil. The rows shouldered past. Dew burned off the leaves in slow silver. Rhett drove like he was listening to a metronome no one else could hear.

“About yesterday,” he said. “We treat anomalies as if they’re accidents until they aren’t.”

“Practical,” Sloane said. “And tidy.”

He glanced at her. “You don’t like tidy?”

“I like true.”

The road narrowed into a two-track climbing the spine of Havilon Ridge Orchards. Wind pressed the trees into a uniform lean. Far below, Kestrel Forks looked like a pocketful of nickels. The ridge shadow fell long and cool across the blocks.

Rhett killed the engine at a square of devices that crouched around a steel post—the Bluedera Irrigation Control Hub. Plastic covers. Weathered screws. A sticker warning that tampering would void warranties and possibly the temper of whoever issued them.

“Hub monitors moisture, line pressure, valve states,” Rhett said. “If the numbers lie, the orchard does too.”

He opened the panel. The display blinked green in bland good health.

“Yesterday said it was fine,” Sloane murmured. “The ground disagreed.”

“Then someone taught the hub to say please,” he said.

She watched his hands—clean, competent, the kind that learned by doing and remembered by touch. Heat stepped between them and waited without pushing.

Sloane took out a small portable reader that looked like a glucose meter with confidence issues. “Two lines,” she said. “Mesh hop count and valve heartbeat.”

“English,” he said, dry.

“Hop count is how many repeaters your signal passes through; higher can mean a reroute around a dead node. Heartbeat is a tiny check-in pulse that says a valve is alive.”

He nodded once. “So this tells you if someone put the orchard on a polite lie.”

“It tells me if the lie has a pulse,” she said.

Numbers scrolled. The hop count spiked on a single path like a hiccup someone decided to keep. Heartbeat intervals were neat, almost too neat, the way forgeries sometimes out-pretty the real.

She pointed. “That spike. At 02:19.”

“Night shift doesn’t run valves,” Rhett said. “We run trucks.”

“Or drones,” she said.

He shut the panel and latched it with more care than force. The air smelled of sun on plastic and the ghost of last night’s cool.

They walked the ridge to a break in the windbreak trees. The world opened. To the east, low buildings clustered like careful thoughts—small antennae, one service mast, the outline of a helipad that pretended to be something else. Section Nine UAV Relay Station sat quiet and watchful, a bird that only looked asleep.

Rhett lifted a set of field glasses. He took a long look and then handed them to her without commentary. The relay platform showed two drones, a tech in a dark cap, a box on a dolly with the same dull hinge screws she’d clocked yesterday.

“Delivery pad there,” she said. “Hidden from the road.”

“We aren’t on a road,” he said.

They stood shoulder to shoulder. She could hear his breath, feel the heat where their sleeves nearly touched. A wind pushed their balance a half inch closer. Neither moved away.

A radio crackled at Rhett’s hip. He lowered the volume but didn’t kill it. Meridian Packhouse wanted a sign-off in bay two. A truck from North Loma Cold Chain Depot had arrived with paperwork that didn’t match its smile.

“Tell them to wait ten,” Sloane said.

He clipped the radio back. “You don’t work for me.”

“I don’t work against you,” she said.

They cut down the ridge on a service path that looked like water had made it and men had merely agreed. At the bottom, the air grew cool and damp with the whisper of a buried line. A small culvert ran under the track toward the Cinderwash Canal.

Rhett dropped to a knee and pressed a palm to the soil. “Feel that?”

She crouched, set her hand beside his. The ground thrummed faintly, not water, not wind. Mechanical. Close to the surface.

“Drone pad power,” he said. “Extension line. Not on my map.”

“Someone stapled a vein under your skin,” she said.

They followed it ten yards to a camouflaged junction box tucked behind brush. The lid had a corporate logo that time and sun had politely erased.

“Open?” Rhett asked.

“Photograph, then open,” she said. She lifted her phone; the secure app stole a picture and locked it away where even she couldn’t see it without permission.

Rhett unfastened two screws. The lid fell back. Inside: tidy wiring, a splice kit, a small puck device with an LED that blinked a rhythm that didn’t match the main pulse. A piggyback brain.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Signal listener,” she said. “Could be a repeater with logging. Could be a man in the middle.”

Short definitions were cuffs. They held the topic, they didn’t bruise it.

“Kill it?” he asked.

“Not yet,” she said. “If you pull the tooth, the mouth bites.”

A thrum built behind them—low, then high, then gone. They looked up. The hawk tightened its circle. The relay station held its breath.

“Back to Meridian,” Rhett said. “We’re on schedule to pretend nothing’s wrong.”

“Schedule loves a lie,” she said.

They climbed back into the pickup. Gravel clicked under tires like dry applause. Rhett’s sleeve brushed her wrist as he shifted. His hand steadied on the wheel. She held his gaze a fraction too long—enough to mark heat without feeding it.

In the packhouse lot, a white box truck idled by bay two. The driver leaned against the door with a posture that said boredom and a jaw that said knife. He had the sort of face people forget on purpose.

“Manifest?” Rhett asked.

The driver lifted a clipboard like it weighed too little to be real. “Weight’s right.”

“Contents?” Sloane asked.

“Fruit,” he said, amused.

“Open,” Rhett said.

The driver rolled up the bay door with slow care. Crates sat in careful stacks. The nearest had a missing corner of shrink-wrap like someone had needed to see the future and had given up.

“Seal?” Sloane asked.

“Broke,” the driver said. “Happens.”

She looked at the strap ID. The code included TRQ mid-string, three letters that might be coincidence if the day had been born yesterday.

“Pallet four,” Rhett said. “Fork it out.”

A forklift beeped up, slid in, and dragged a pallet into the square of floor paint that made regulation feel like a hug. Sloane took her scanner. The readout ran through boring truth and landed on a line that pretended not to matter: Auxiliary: Section 9 Refit.

“Why would a fruit pallet be tagged for a UAV refit?” she asked.

The driver scratched his cheek. “Because someone typed it,” he said.

“Name that someone,” Rhett said.

The driver smiled like a man who saved his teeth for work. “You got people for people,” he said. “I move boxes.”

Sloane crouched. A faint chemical bite floated from the bottom slats. Not solvent. Not citrus. A metallic ghost, like new circuitry warming up for the idea of power. She didn’t touch the wood. She let the smell write itself on her memory.

“Bay four still slick?” she asked Rhett.

“Maintenance wiped it,” he said. “The hatch we didn’t open stayed closed.”

“Doors don’t stay closed because they’re obedient,” she said. “They stay closed because someone tells them to.”

Rhett called Security to witness the inspection. Two guards arrived who looked more comfortable at county fairs than in real trouble. One had a white mustache that believed in rules. The other had young eyes and the habit of glancing at exits.

“Eyes on,” Rhett said. “We break wrap. We photograph.”

They cut the plastic. The top crates held what they were paid to hold—fruit in trays like soldiers who ate sunshine. The second layer looked the same until it didn’t. A single crate near the back wore new staples over old holes. The pattern was almost pretty.

Sloane touched the corner—glove on, pressure light. She lifted the lid and showed them nothing but oranges and a smaller box nested in a well, sealed and wrapped in brown like modesty.

“What’s that?” the younger guard asked.

“A mistake someone meant to look inevitable,” Sloane said.

The driver shifted on his feet.

Rhett took out his phone. “Documenting chain of custody,” he said, and the formality was a thin ice that might hold.

The brown box had a Greyvyrn Finance asset tag, the kind used for IT equipment and the odd sense of humor. Sloane read the number aloud. Rhett typed. The driver looked at the exit again like he wanted to love it.

“Open?” the older guard asked.

“Hold,” Sloane said. “We need a witness from upstairs.”

“Upstairs is me,” a voice said from the hall.

A woman stood in the doorway with a badge that read Compliance and eyes that didn’t care if they were liked. Sleek blouse. Minimal jewelry. Hair pinned into a style that reminded the room she had better things to do. Cassia Vale didn’t belong to this episode yet, but the shape of her looked like future.

“Problem?” Cassia asked.

“Ambiguity,” Sloane said.

Cassia scanned the scene with the speed of a person who had learned early that slow got you buried. “Asset tag belongs to a retired lot,” she said. “Numbers are recycled in finance the way jokes are.”

“Funny,” Sloane said, neutral.

Cassia’s gaze flicked to Rhett and back. “If you open that without a requisition, you’ll generate a report and a headache. I recommend the report.”

Rhett didn’t move. The driver breathed too loudly.

“Requisition,” Sloane said. “Then open.”

“Who’s requesting?” Cassia asked.

“Operations lead,” Rhett said. “And QA.”

Cassia sighed like a person who rented patience by the minute. “Fine,” she said. “You’ll get your form. You’ll get your box. And I’ll get emails that pretend the world is simple.”

She left with unhurried steps. The driver watched her go like a man seeing his last friend. The younger guard chewed a lip he hadn’t intended to.

Sloane leaned in, close enough that Rhett felt the ghost of her shoulder against his. “He runs if we stall,” she said without moving her mouth.

“Let him,” Rhett said. “He can teach us the route.”

They kept the driver busy with questions that were really music. Name. Route. Why the seal broke. He repeated himself in small loops. His alibi had edges that didn’t match.

Cassia returned with printed forms and a look that said nothing ever surprised her and she hated being right. “Sign,” she said.

Rhett signed. Sloane signed. The older guard wrote his name like a promise. Cassia initialed the corner like a queen marking a law.

Rhett lifted the brown box. It weighed more than honesty. He set it on a metal table. The box was taped in a neat cross, the kind of tidy that says please trust me.

“Cut,” Cassia said.

Sloane sliced the tape. Inside lay another box—silvered, antistatic, foam-lined. New. No dust. A label with a model number that resolved to something most orchards don’t need unless they’re growing secrets: RF module array.

“Upgrades,” the driver said quickly. “For relay control.”

“No,” Sloane said softly. “For something hungrier.”

Cassia’s jaw flexed. “Where from?”

“Greyvyrn procurement,” the younger guard read from a small slip. “Ship-to: Section Nine UAV Relay Station.”

Rhett stared at the array like it might confess if he gave it time. His fingers curled against the table edge. He didn’t touch the hardware. He looked at Sloane instead, and in that look were trust he hadn’t meant to show and a heat he couldn’t help.

“Close it,” Cassia said. “Seal it. Transfer under escort.”

“To where?” Rhett asked.

“Relay,” she said. “Chain of custody demands it.”

Sloane met Cassia’s eyes. “Chain of custody also demands the custody not be the chain that’s choking us.”

Cassia’s mouth considered a smile and dismissed it. “You’re new.”

“Just here early,” Sloane said.

A horn sounded from bay four—one blast, then two, the code for a blockage under the dock. Rhett turned toward the sound. The driver flinched.

“Stay,” the older guard told the driver.

The driver’s eyes went past him to a side door. Choices clicked in his head like bad locks.

“Don’t,” Sloane said.

He ran.

Rhett was already moving. The younger guard lunged and missed. Sloane went for the side door at an angle that would intersect the driver’s path. Her shoes bit polished concrete, slipped, caught. She hit the bar and pushed out into the glare. The driver sprinted along the wall, breath ragged, arms pumping too high.

“Stop,” Rhett called.

The driver cut toward the truck row. Sloane matched his line and took the shorter path. She was fast. He was desperate. Desperation wins the first ten yards; training wins the rest.

She got ahead and planted. He feinted left. She shifted with him, hand out, not grabbing, just forcing him into a narrow lane between two trailers. He hesitated—small, fatal—and in that pause Rhett arrived and took his wrist in a clean turn that respected joints and ignored apologies.

Pain made the driver choose stillness.

“We talk inside,” Rhett said, breath steady, voice low.

The driver looked at Sloane. There was fear. There was calculation. There was a choice about to be made between the law and whoever paid him to pretend.

“I don’t know names,” he said.

“You know routes,” Sloane said. “You know drops.”

He stared at the relay station’s direction as if distance could be a witness. “I move boxes,” he said again, softer.

“We saw you break a seal,” Rhett said. “That makes you part of the box.”

The older guard arrived, winded but composed. He cuffed the driver with the compassion of a man who had seen bigger wrecks. The younger guard covered the angle toward the lot.

Back in bay two, Cassia had resealed the silver box in brown. Her face held a new calculation. Numbers moved behind her eyes; loyalties did too.

“Escort,” she said. “We follow the paperwork.”

“No,” Rhett said, quiet. “We follow the truth.”

Cassia studied him. “You’re your father’s son until you aren’t,” she said.

He didn’t answer.

An hour later, the driver sat in Valeraine County Sheriff’s Office interview room B, a cube that smelled of coffee and dust and rules. Deputy Mira Cates stepped in with a file, a legal pad, and a jacket that had earned its creases. She shook Rhett’s hand, nodded at Sloane, and looked at the driver the way a carpenter looks at a wall before choosing where to knock.

“You run from a packhouse and land in my lap,” she said. “Tell me why you chose the worse option.”

The driver stared at the table. “Law’s a slow truck,” he said.

“Slow gets there,” Mira said. “Fast flips on the overpass.”

Sloane liked her instantly.

Mira flipped the file. Photos. The dock hatch from yesterday. The relay pad. A grainy still from a camera that should have been pointed somewhere else and was—by accident or design—pointed here.

“We’ve had theft,” Mira said. “Now we have tech. Different weather. Same storm.”

“Name,” Sloane said.

The driver’s jaw worked. “Asher Durne,” he said at last, and the name laid down like a bad card on a clean table. “He flies what doesn’t walk.”

Rhett’s breath went short for a single beat. He recovered it. “Pilot,” he said.

“Smuggler,” Mira corrected. “When the wind is right.”

The driver went on, small, halting, not heroic. Drop schedules. The relay’s blind corners. A note about a Juniper Row Bungalows meet that had moved twice. Words that felt like they’d been dragged out of his throat with pliers.

“Why tell us?” Mira asked.

“Because your rooms have fewer doors,” he said.

Mira took it without smiling. “You did one smart thing today,” she said. “Don’t ruin the set.”

They left him with his choices and his fears. Outside, the hallway hummed with county-business and bored phones.

Mira turned to Sloane. “You’re QA.”

“Today,” Sloane said.

Mira’s eyes were not fooled. “Stay reachable,” she said. “And stay out of the relay after dark.”

Sloane felt Juniper’s text echo. “Message received.”

Rhett looked like a man made of two equal halves arguing. He walked Sloane out. The afternoon had learned to lean. The ridge threw longer shadows like it wanted more land for itself.

In the lot, the wind smelled like heat baking on metal and something bright—ozone from a new thunder in a dry sky.

“Tonight,” Rhett said, voice quiet. “We don’t go up there.”

“We wait,” Sloane said. “And watch who shows.”

Their shoulders almost touched again. His gaze found her and held. Attraction lived there, hungry and patient. Mistrust lived beside it, arms crossed, willing to wait for proof.

She felt the pulse at her throat, quick and real. He noticed and pretended not to. Heat took one step forward and stopped like it knew its lines.

A drone passed high, barely a whisper. Its lights winked, then died as if someone told it not to be seen.

The day gave them one last bright cut of sunlight. It slid off the ridge and left the orchards in a cool that wasn’t peace.

“Six again?” Rhett asked.

“Earlier,” she said.

“Respect for the brakes,” he said.

“Respect for the truth,” she returned.

They stood in the ridge shadow until it moved on without asking.

———-
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Part 3: Drone at Dusk

––––––––
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Dusk came down in thin layers, like someone dimming the county one notch at a time. The heat bled off the asphalt by the Meridian Packhouse, and the belts eased into evening with the weary rhythm of a factory that believes in tomorrow.

Sloane Petrel leaned against the tailgate of Rhett Havilon’s pickup and watched the sky turn the color of old copper. Her phone buzzed once—no tone, just the small vibration of a secret that wanted to stay one. Juniper: Window opens after civil twilight. You’ll hear the wings before you see them. Six words, like a door with a chain.

Rhett walked up from bay four with two thermos cups and the look of a man who had bribed the night with caffeine. “You eat?”

“Later,” she said.

He handed her a cup. “Coffee that forgot to be good.”

She drank. It was hot and honest. “What’s first?”

“Watch,” he said. “Then decide if watching is still enough.”

They rolled out past the dock where the hatch had pretended to be innocent. The pickup smelled of cut dust and citrus oil. Sloane kept the window cracked for the air and for what traveled in it—sound carried far at this hour.

The road climbed to a service turnout on the Shalegrove Hills. From there, the whole orchard lay in a dark-green grid, broken by the silver snake of the Cinderwash Canal. Beyond it, the Section Nine UAV Relay Station stood like a small congregation of shadows, antennae thin as needles.

They switched off the engine. The night took their noise and handed back crickets and a distant freight horn on the Braemont Junction line. Somewhere below, water whispered against culvert stone. A cool drift swept the ridge, touched Sloane’s throat, moved on.

Rhett set a pair of field glasses on the hood. “Flight window’s fifteen minutes,” he said. “Civil twilight to full dark.”

“Window?” she asked.

“Permission to fly,” he said. “Paper likes schedules.”

Sloane nodded. Technical shorthand, two lines: A flight window is the approved time band for drone movement; geofences are digital borders that keep drones within a box unless someone lies to the box. Enough to name the fence, not enough to lean on it.

Rhett watched the relay. She watched the orchard. In the half-light, the rows felt like narrow halls between tall strangers. Her pulse kept time with a thing she couldn’t see yet.

“Look,” Rhett said.

A shape lifted off the relay pad: gunmetal, four rotors, the belly pod squared and flush. It didn’t roar; it murmured like a fan behind a hotel wall you wish would either stop or admit it’s a voice. Another drone rose to join it. They hovered, aligned, then banked toward Block 42 like swallows that had learned spreadsheets.

“That’s two,” Sloane said. “Yesterday we saw one.”

“They’re multiplying,” Rhett said.

They tracked the pair along the ridge. The drones drifted over the trees, paused to settle, then slid laterally like someone dragging a cursor. Sloane clicked her stripped-down phone into record. The USDA app drew a thin RF signature across the screen—a wavering line that climbed higher as the drones neared, dipping when they paused. Noise floor meant the background hiss of radio life; tonight the hiss had teeth.

A second pair launched. Four now. Each carried a pod the size of a lunch that could feed a war.

“We won’t go up there,” Rhett said, quiet. “We can’t.”

“No,” she said. “We let them draw their own map.”

They didn’t speak for a minute. The orchard murmured in leaves and small creature footsteps. A coyote barked once, as if he’d lost a vote and wanted it on record.

Sloane adjusted the focus until the relay platform sharpened. A figure in a dark cap moved between consoles like a metronome, precise, unhurried. He paused at the edge and looked out over the blocks as if a person could see commerce at night with the naked eye. She couldn’t see his face. She could see his posture. It was the posture of a pilot who liked the idea that the ground obeyed him.

“Asher Durne?” she asked.

Rhett breathed in and let it out, the sound clipped and controlled. “Could be.”

The first pair of drones slid away from Block 42 and sank toward a service lane near the canal. Their lights flicked to a dull red. One dipped behind a line of windbreaks and, when it rose again, the belly pod was gone.

“Drop,” Rhett said.

“Pickup,” Sloane corrected.

He matched her focus with the glasses. “Who?”

“Let’s find out,” she said.

They drove down the slope with the lights off and the moon cold and skinny above them. Rows closed on both sides, heavy with leaf and the sugar of late-season. The tires hissed on chalk dust. Sloane cracked her door to catch the air. Someone had sprayed rinse earlier; the scent made the night feel cleaned but not clean.

She pointed. “Left.”

Rhett swung the truck into a narrow cut and killed the engine. They went on foot, soft in the rows, shoulders brushing leaves that whispered complaint. The canal slithered ahead, black and glassy. A field spur ran to its edge where a narrow concrete shelf held a maintenance ladder.

Footsteps. The slow scrape of a box against something that didn’t want to be scraped. Men talk different when they think no one’s listening; they talk less. Sloane counted two voices. One higher, impatient. One lower, the professional boredom of a man who knows what his next ten minutes will look like and hates all of them.

They crouched behind a pallet stack left from an irrigation job. The drones hummed somewhere above, a ceiling fan in a strange room. Sloane peered through a gap between slats.

A man in a dark cap—thin, long forearms, shoulders like a clothesline—knelt by a pod. He opened it with a small click and pulled out a silvered inner box, the kind of antistatic case Greyvyrn Finance might ship a harmless part in. He didn’t keep it. He handed it to a second man who wore a mustard cap like yesterday’s worker but was not yesterday’s worker. The second man slid the box into a duffel that sagged away from his hand as if it had its own ideas.

“Two more,” the first said. The voice had air under it. Like a pilot’s voice, used to speaking over hum.

“Clock,” the second said.

“Seven minutes,” the first answered. “We stay ahead.”

Sloane breathed small. Her knee pressed the earth and felt the faint throb of water moving in concrete. Rhett was close enough that the heat of his arm bled into her sleeve. The proximity wasn’t an accident; it was cover. Her blood didn’t care. It woke up anyway.

The man in the dark cap lifted his head. His profile cut like a sketch blade. He scanned the rows with the idle care of a professional. His gaze tracked left, paused on the pallet stack behind which two people absolutely did not exist, then moved on without commitment.

“Movement?” mustard-cap asked.

“Field mice,” the dark cap said, bored, and the small smile that followed made Sloane want to arrest the air.

Asher Durne. She didn’t need a face to know a name when the posture fit.

The second pod opened. The pilot lifted another silver box. A sudden burst of radio chatter came thin from the relay platform above—two quick syllables, then a squall. The pilot glanced up, annoyed. “Noise floor’s dirty,” he said.

“Meaning?” the second asked.

“Too many voices at the party,” he said.

Sloane filed the jargon. Noise floor = background radio level; a spike suggests new devices waking or old devices listening. The piggyback puck they’d found earlier felt close, like an idea that wanted proof.

She slid her hand along the pallet edge to adjust her angle. Her palm picked up grit and something metallic. When she brought her fingers to her nose, the scent was a clean electric note—new solder, new foam, new secrets.

Rhett’s breath grazed her ear. “We can stop it,” he said, barely sound.

“We can prove it,” she whispered. “Then stop it.”

A third drone lowered, less polite, the rotors whining higher as it fought a crosswind sucked off the canal. It settled hard on a collapsible pad. The pilot’s hand went up in irritation. “Tell Nine to tune the fence,” he muttered into his shoulder mic. “Drift’s ugly.”

“Fence?” mustard-cap asked.

“Geofence,” the pilot said. “Digital leash. Short answers only.”

He popped the latch. The third pod held a different cargo. Not a silver box. A set of small blister packs, foam-cradled, each the size of a large coin. They caught the dusk like little moons. He didn’t pass them to mustard-cap. He set them aside and zipped the duffel shut around the earlier pair.

Microchips. Not the cheap kind. Not for tractors. These were skinned for something leaner—embedded systems, secure comms, things that demanded both silence and speed.

Rhett tensed matter-of-factly. His hand settled on the dirt, fingers wide, like he could steady the ground itself. Jealousy pricked Sloane then for a strange reason—how easily the world bent for him when he wanted it calm. It wasn’t a person. It was the air choosing a favorite. She shook the feeling away. Heat turns petty when you give it nothing to do.

The pilot looked up. His head tilted, like a dog hearing a frequency no one else could claim. He stood, stepped to the pallet stack opposite theirs, and planted a small beacon—a puck with an LED that pulsed to a rhythm too tidy to be born. He pressed the button. The light steadied.

“Insurance,” he said.

“What’s it do?” mustard-cap asked.

“Tracks the curious,” the pilot said, and turned back to the drone.

Sloane swallowed. Her stripped phone ticked in her hand and drew a new line: a small spike that matched the beacon’s pulse. If she moved now, they’d see the grass move. If she stayed, her phone might betray her with dutiful honesty.

Rhett touched her wrist—light, quick, a request. She trimmed the phone to airplane mode with one thumb, a tiny click like a bead tapping a glass. The line flattened. The beacon kept pulsing, disappointed.

Mustard-cap slung the duffel. “Same drop at Sevendust Spur tonight?” he asked.

“No,” the pilot said. “Route’s hot. We push to North Loma.”

“Cold chain?” mustard-cap asked.

“Cold cover,” the pilot said. “Boxes look like they always looked.”

He closed the pod, sealed it with a smooth press, then palmed the blister packs into a side pouch on his own vest. Not for the duffel. For him. He moved like a man who kept the important things where his hands could swear they were safe.

The second man hoisted the duffel and headed along the canal toward a narrow break in the windbreak trees. A small van waited there, matte gray, no plates where plates should be. The pilot watched him go, then lifted a hand to the drone. The rotors spun up. The machine rose, steadied, and banked north toward routes that would look legal in daylight.

Sloane and Rhett exhaled in the same second. The breath felt like a promise they hadn’t agreed to.

“We have enough,” Rhett said.

“We have a start,” she answered.

They backed out of the row as careful as thieves pretending to be prudent. The sky went from copper to the soft black of suit fabric. Stars found the holes above the ridge and arranged themselves into a polite map. The crickets kept their minutes.

Near the service path, Rhett stopped and tilted his head. “Hear that?”

She did. A second set of footsteps where there should have been none. Not running. Placing. Someone else watching the watchers.

Sloane set a hand to the ground again. The dirt carried sound; it didn’t gossip, but it didn’t lie. The tread was light and learned, weight on the outside of the foot, the way a person moves who expects the world to be made of doors.

She leaned into Rhett’s shoulder like they were two people resting in shadow and not two people making math in the dark. The move looked intimate; it bought them a second to listen. It was also honest. His body heat ran up her arm and woke a pulse low in her belly. Her throat went dry. She didn’t feed the feeling. She respected it and kept it on a leash.

A figure ghosted at the end of the row. Tall. Compact. A woman’s shape. She wore a cap and a jacket that made her a suggestion. She paused by the junction box they’d photographed earlier and set a hand to the lid like you touch a dog before you take its bone. Then she walked on. No rush. No need to be dramatic when you own timing.

“Cassia?” Rhett breathed.

“Compliance takes walks?” Sloane asked.

“Compliance takes notes,” he said, low.

They stayed down until the footfalls faded into the sound of insects and small water. Sloane’s heart settled one notch. Her hand had found the crook of Rhett’s elbow without permission. She let go like she’d remembered a rule. He didn’t move. Then he did.

They reached the pickup without speaking. The cab held the day’s heat like a body. They sat with the doors closed, the windows cracked to the same inch. The silence felt like a wire they might tug and break.

Rhett finally looked at her. His eyes were dark enough to be a place. “You were right about watching first.”

“You were right about not going up,” she said. “They’d have chewed us.”

He laughed once, a quiet thing that touched his mouth and then died before it made trouble. “I don’t like being tracked,” he said.

“Beacon on the pallet,” she said.

“And something else,” he added. He reached under the dash and pulled free a small disc stuck with fresh adhesive. The LED was dead. The idea wasn’t. “Magnet. Good brand.”

“They tagged us in the lot,” she said.

“Or at the ridge turnout,” he said.

“We owe them nothing,” she said.

He flicked the disc into the glove box and shut it like a sentence. The click made the cab feel smaller.

Her phone lit with a new message before airplane mode could catch it. Unknown: Signal yours? A second later: If yes, you’re late. Then: Stay off the relay. The unknown number wore the shape of no one. The voice smelled like Juniper’s caution and someone else’s smile.

She powered down. The phone went black. Her face in the glass looked like a person who had chosen a road and remembered it only went one way.

Rhett started the engine. “Sheriff?”

“Tomorrow,” Sloane said. “We do this clean.”

He nodded. “You keep saying that.”

“I keep meaning it.”

They drove back along the rows. On a rise, she told him to stop. The orchard stretched away, serious and still. She reached out and took his hand before she could convince herself not to. His breath stuttered once, like a machine catching on a gear and then finding the teeth.

“Why?” he asked, not pulling away.

“Because the night wants me to be quiet,” she said. “And I don’t like being told who I am.”

He held her hand like a person tests a bridge—first foot, then weight. His palm was warm. Hers was cool. The place where they met felt like something you write down and hide.

She let go first. Not a tease. A decision. He didn’t chase the contact. He kept the truth they’d just recorded between them, a clean sheet they could write on tomorrow and not spoil tonight.

At the packhouse, lights glowed in a grid behind the glass like a city that had been shipped in pieces and assembled by practical dreamers. Two security guards made a lap and nodded without curiosity. The dock plate at bay four sat where they’d left it, humorless and heavy.

Sloane and Rhett walked the hall past HR and the little room where new hires learned not to stand where pallets wanted to live. The floor smelled of mop water and lemon like a conscience that suspected itself.

In the QC booth, a terminal hummed. Rhett tapped in his credentials. The system opened to the day’s ledger with all the warmth of a machine that only knows yes and no. He keyed a query for Auxiliary: Section 9 Refit. The screen blinked. The line they’d seen earlier did not exist.

“Scrubbed,” he said.

“Or shadowed,” she said.

He drilled down into system logs. A row of entries displayed and then collapsed like shy animals. He frowned, not at the software, at what it revealed about the people behind it.

“Access time-stamped at 18:52,” he said. “No user ID. Remote.”

“Relayed through the hub,” she said. “Piggyback.”

He nodded. “You talk like you’ve met this before.”

“I talk like someone told me stories,” she said.

He closed out, stood, and faced her in the small bright room that made both of them look more tired than they felt. Outside the glass, forklifts slept in neat lines. The building hummed like a slow, safe animal. It wasn’t.

“Tomorrow,” he said.

“Clean,” she answered.

They stepped into the lot. The air carried that faint bite of ozone again, like a storm auditioning for the part. Over Vesper Creek Overpass, a single headlight dragged a line and vanished. The Slate Lantern Motor Lodge sign clicked between colors like it had chosen to be indecisive.

“You good?” he asked.

“I’m here,” she said.

He looked like he wanted to say something he hadn’t practiced. He didn’t. He lifted a hand instead, small motion, a human punctuation. She felt the ghosts of old choices in that gesture, and the weight of new ones.

“Rest,” he said.

“Try,” she said.

She crossed the lot. He stayed, hands on his hips, watching the ridge. The shadow moved a little with the late breeze and made the trees look like they wanted to say something and had sworn not to.

In her room, Sloane reset the two-glass alarm on the window and the phone’s location pings to a narrow, paranoid interval. She ran water; the sink coughed and cleared. She scrubbed orchard dust from her palms and watched it swirl down like evidence that didn’t know how to testify.

She sat on the bed and laid out the pieces: drones at twilight; three drops; antistatic boxes; blister packs kept by the pilot; a beacon to track curiosity; a compliance officer who walked the orchard after hours like a person checking the locks on a story. The names clicked in her head: Asher Durne, Cassia Vale, Section Nine, Greyvyrn. The pattern wasn’t a picture yet. It wanted a few lines drawn with a steady hand.

Her phone pulsed again when she let it. Juniper: You okay?

Sloane typed: Enough.

Juniper: He saw you?

Sloane: He saw the idea of us. Not us.

Juniper: Good. Don’t give them your silhouette.

Sloane smiled into the empty room. “Working on it,” she said to no one.

She killed the lights. The neon from the motel sign painted the ceiling with intermittent blue. She lay still until the noise of the highway fell into its late pattern. Somewhere a door shut. Somewhere a dog decided not to bark.

A small tick came from the nightstand drawer. Not the phone. A different sound. Sloane rolled and opened it. Inside, where the Bible should have been, lay a cardboard menu, a pen, and a round magnet with a smear of fresh adhesive.

Not hers.

She picked it up with a tissue. The LED was dead. The magnet was the twin of the one Rhett had pulled from under his dash. She felt the prickle move along her arms in a careful line.

They had been inside. The motel room wasn’t a room. It was a listening post with towels.

She set the magnet in a glass and weighted it with coins. The glass made a small bell of it, a promise that if something inside woke and tried to move, it would have to sing.

Sloane sat on the edge of the bed until the clock on the microwave rolled forward a digit with a tired sigh. She breathed, slow and disciplined. She let the fear be a tool and not a room to live in.

At 02:19, the air changed.

A drone passed lower than rules enjoy. Its rotors pushed a draft that found the cracks in the window and slipped a cool hand along her cheek. She stood and moved to the side, away from the line a body makes when backlit. The drone drifted. It paused. It moved on.

Across the highway, the packhouse lights held steady. In bay four, something large knocked once beneath the dock—one hollow thud and then a second, spaced like a code. Sloane held her breath because someone else in the night might be counting.

She texted Rhett a single word: Knock. He replied after a stretch that felt longer than the minutes deserve: Heard.

Her phone lit again, a different number, the same voice as before. You’re awake. Good. Then: Tomorrow 06:00. Stairwell by bay four. Bring eyes. Leave heroics.

She didn’t answer. The room went quiet around her uncertainty. She watched the ridge. The dark held.

The glasses on the sill didn’t move.

Sloane lay down dressed. Sleep took a long time coming. When it arrived, it was shallow and rude, as if it had someplace better to be.

The last thought she had before it shut her eyes was a line that wouldn’t leave her: The drones weren’t just delivering parts. They were delivering nerve.

And somewhere above Valeraine, someone was tugging the other end of that nerve to see who twitched.

————-
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End of Episode 1

———-
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Episode 2 — Cinderwash Protocol
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Part 1: Canal Drop

––––––––
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At 05:59 the packhouse was a quiet lung. Bay doors down. Forklifts asleep. A thin strip of dawn pried at the eastern windows and turned the concrete a pale blue. Sloane took the stairs by bay four, boots soft on metal, breath measured so it wouldn’t echo.

A man stood a half-flight up, chin tucked into his collar like he’d borrowed the morning and didn’t want to give it back. Compact, late twenties, clean-shaven, eyes that flinched from contact and then forced themselves not to. Orin Talcott.

“Your text?” Sloane asked.

He nodded once. “I used a relay that doesn’t like being thanked.”

Rhett came in under the stairs and shut the door with two fingers. He looked like a man who’d slept with one eye open and had made peace with that habit years ago.

“You planted the magnet in my truck?” he asked.

Orin’s hands stayed in his pockets. “No. I found it. Last night. Pulled it when you were inside bay two. Stuck it under the dash so you’d find it.”

“You could have told me,” Rhett said.

“I am telling you,” Orin said.

His voice had the softened edges of someone who preferred circuits to rooms full of people. It wasn’t weak. It was careful.

Sloane kept her tone neutral. “The beacons by the canal. Yours?”

He shook his head. “Not Hearthstrand spec. The LED cadence is two-beat stable. Our test pucks run three-beat and wobble
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