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Episode 1 — Reservoir Shadows
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Part 1 — Echo Beneath the Water

The lake had fallen again.

Rhea Calloway stood on the cracked line where old water met new shore and watched the wind comb ripples into the exposed basin. White mineral scars ringed Lake Mead like a warning carved by time. She tugged her field cap lower and checked the vibration logger in her hand. The readout blinked green. Stable. For now.

“Rhea, you seeing this haze?” Elias Northam’s voice rasped through the radio. “Dust fronts south. Might kill visibility by nightfall.”

“I’ll be quick,” she said. “Send me the last twenty-four hours of intake pressure. One-minute intervals.”

“On your pad in two.”

The logger chimed. She clipped it to her belt and started down the slope toward the temporary dock—Starweir Marina’s stripped-back skeleton. Pylons stood like ribs in the shallows. A string of small boats knocked at their moorings, hollow thuds traveling easily in the dry air.

Rhea walked with deliberate care. She kept her steps short. The ground was treacherous: crushed shell, sloughing clay, pebbles that slid if you breathed too hard. She liked it. Bad footing forced focus. Focus kept noise out of her head.

Her tablet vibrated. Intake pressures scrolled in neat lines. She scanned for anomalies: spikes, troughs, rhythm breaks. Nothing dramatic, but a slow crookedness had crept into the curve—like a note slightly off-key.

She was here because of the crookedness.

A boat horn chirped from the dock. Sable Ortega waved from a narrow aluminum skiff. Sun flashed off her dive visor. She looked like patience given shape—stoic, self-contained, the kind of pro who never wasted breath.

“You’re early,” Sable called.

“Your message said urgent.”

“It did.” Sable tapped the hull. “There’s a car under there. Or what’s left of one.”

“How far out?”

“Sixty yards past the second pylon. Depth’s low. Two, maybe three meters. I caught it on a sweep this morning.”

“Any plates?”

“Not yet. Silt is holding it. Like the lake’s not ready to give it back.”

Rhea looked out. The water near the pylons wore a sheen that felt older than the day. She resented the little thrill that ran up her spine. She wasn’t here for stories; she was here for math that could drown entire towns if it turned mean.

“Let’s see it,” she said.

Sable passed her a life vest. “Stay in the boat,” she added, half warning, half promise. “I’ll do the touch.”

Rhea almost smiled. “I prefer to do my own touch.”

Sable tilted her head. “And I prefer not to fish engineers from the drink.”

“Fair.”

They pushed off. The marina receded into a line of poles and empty benches. A gull cut air above them and vanished against the pale sky. The motor coughed twice and settled into a steady mutter. Rhea counted the pylons as they slid by. One. Two. Three. Numbers anchored her.

At the second pylon Sable throttled down. The lake accepted the boat’s weight with a bored slap. “There,” Sable said, pointing to a patch of water that looked like every other patch of water.

Rhea leaned over. A slight blur moved under the surface. Ribs? No, supports. A frame. She swallowed. The heat seemed to step closer to her skin.

“Like I said.” Sable clipped the anchor line. “Two minutes.”

Rhea checked the wind. It feathered from the south. The dust haze on the horizon had thickened, smearing the line of mountains. She pinged Elias a location pin and a short note: On water with Sable. Possible submerged vehicle. Then she opened the camera app and set it to record.

Sable rolled over the side without a splash. Rhea watched the ripple close around her and turned slowly, letting the camera catch the dock, the shoreline, the shape of the day. She narrated for the record in calm, even phrases. “Surface conditions clear, moderate wind. Visibility fair. Depth estimated two to three meters. Dive commencing.” She kept it simple. No friction words. No drama. The work didn’t care about your adjectives.

Bubbles rose. One set, then another.

Silence took the thin spaces between sounds. Rhea’s hearing sharpened in response. The slap of water on aluminum. A loose clip ticking against a seat. Her own breath, level but edged. She caught herself holding it and let it go.

Sable broke the surface, slick with lake water. “It’s a sedan. Old. Two doors. Doors are jammed. Trunk popped an inch.”

Rhea kept the camera steady. “Plates?”

“Covered.” Sable peeled her mask up. “But I felt a badge on the grill.”

“A badge?”

“An emblem.” Sable sketched a shape in the air. “Not common. The kind they don’t make anymore.”

“Anyone inside?”

Sable looked at the water, not at Rhea. “Couldn’t see.”

A fine breath of wind grazed Rhea’s cheek and evaporated under the sun. She thought of the crooked line in the intake pressure. She thought of old cars and older secrets.

“Okay,” she said. “We need a proper pull. I’ll request salvage.”

“That’ll take days,” Sable said. “Water’s low now. It might not be in a week.”

“It’ll be deeper?”

“It might be gone.”

“Gone how?”

Sable shrugged. “Silt moves. People move things. This lake keeps its own schedule.”

“Then we’ll mark it. I’ll bring Dryspan’s cam rig this evening.”

“You working solo?”

“Yes.”

“Bold.”

“Thorough.”

Sable smiled in the way people smile when they’re not sure if they’re supposed to be impressed. “There’s someone else sniffing around the marina,” she said lightly. “Ex-military walk, poker face, zero interest in sunsets.”

“You ask a name?”

“He didn’t volunteer one.”

“Describe him.”

“Average height. Fit. Not trying to be seen, but not hiding either. That’s a choice.”

Rhea filed it under noise but didn’t toss it away. “Send me any footage you have of the pier. Side angles.”

“You got it.”

They motored back. The dock creaked as if relieved to be useful. Sable tied off the boat and pulled the visor to rest on her head. “You sure you want to be out here after dark?”

“I’m sure,” Rhea said.

“Because dark is when this water talks the loudest.”

“Then I’ll listen.”

Sable’s mouth tugged sideways. “Just bring another set of ears. Two’s better than one.”

Rhea started to answer, but the radio clicked. Elias again, tighter. “Rhea, I’m seeing minor oscillation on Turbine Two’s log. Might be a sensor fart. You on your way back?”

“After one stop.”

“Don’t fall in love with the lake on my watch.”

“Not my type,” Rhea said.

She headed up the slope. Heat pressed at her temples. She paused to drink, wiped her mouth on her sleeve, and looked out again. The water moved as if remembering something.

Her phone buzzed with a new message, number blocked. The text was one line:

Cut the intake.

She frowned. The phrase hit a nerve—like someone pushing on a bruise you’d almost forgotten. A second line followed:

If you won’t, others will.

She took a screenshot. She did not reply. She set a quick rule: Unknown numbers → filter to archive after capture.

She was good at rules. Rules stopped you from bleeding out on a bad day.
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By late afternoon, the Strip glared like a promise nobody believed. Rhea cut through service alleys where the marble ended and the concrete began. She knew these back runs, the hidden corridors where deliveries arrived and secrets changed hands. Shadowreach Commons lay four blocks east—cheap motels, cheaper bars—but she kept to the regulated line of the lane.

She was meeting a consultant. Not hers. Not officially anyone’s.

He slid out of a patch of dappled shade like he’d been painted there. Dark hoodie, clean jeans, nothing to remark on except the way he wore stillness as if it were a tailored suit. Maceon Wilder offered his hand without assumption.

“Rhea Calloway,” he said. “Quellrift Hydrometrics. Or Dryspan Integrity, depending on the week.”

She ignored the show. “And you?”

“Mace Wilder,” he said. “I look for edges.”

“Edges?”

“Where luck ends and math begins.”

“That’s a strange job.”

“It pays in clean exits.” He angled his chin to the right, toward the door that led into a mid-tier casino’s service hall. “We won’t be followed in there. Too many cameras.”

“Cameras are why I won’t go in there.”

“Suit yourself.”

They stayed in the alley, between humming HVAC units and a small square of sky. The air smelled like hot metal and old citrus cleaner. A fan blade somewhere clicked once every two seconds, an imperfect metronome that set her teeth on edge.

“Why are you here, Mr. Wilder?”

“You asked for someone who can hear what people don’t say.”

“I asked for anomaly maps,” she said. “Blue Adit owes me a policy brief, not a poet.”

“Policy moves late,” he said. “You move earlier.”

She watched him in silence. He didn’t step in. He didn’t smile like a salesman. He let her read him like she would a slope or a seam: posture, breath, where he put his weight.

“What do you think I need?” she asked.

“A mirror that looks into rooms you won’t enter.” He glanced at her hands. “You hold tools. I hold tells.”

“Whose tells?”

“People who stand near turbines and pretend they don’t hear their own pulse.” He tipped his head, listening. “You have a message on your phone right now that you’re pretending is part of your day.”

Rhea’s shoulders tightened. “Did you send it?”

“No,” he said. “But I can tell you who might. The kind of person who thinks cutting intakes is leverage, not murder.”

He offered a card. No logo. Just a number. She didn’t take it.

“I prefer formal channels,” she said.

“Channels are what people clog when they want you to drown in paperwork,” Mace said.

“Or stay safe.”

“Are you?”

The fan clicked again. She realized she had leaned a fraction closer, enough to catch the clean warmth of his skin and something sharper, like aftershave that knew when to stop. Her breath caught and she reset it, annoyed at herself.

“I’ll request records,” she said. “We’ll do this clean.”

Mace’s gaze didn’t move. “You can. You should. And meanwhile the lake will lower itself, and secrets will rise with the mud.”

“Then show me something real.”

“Tonight,” he said. “I’ll point. You can hold the flashlight.”

“I don’t share my light.”

“You don’t have to. Just don’t look away when the shadow moves.”

“You enjoy this,” she said.

“I enjoy patterns ending,” he said softly. “Especially the kind that make people poor and thirsty.”

Rhea’s jaw tightened. That hit closer than she wanted. “Eight o’clock. Starweir Marina. You’re not my partner. You’re an observer.”

“Understood.”

“And there are rules.”

“I like rules,” he said. “They make it fun to break them.”

“Don’t,” she said, and walked away.

She felt him watching her go. It annoyed her more than it should have that the awareness sharpened her steps.

—-
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Dusk pulled a gray veil across the basin. The dust haze became a wall by the south rim, turning the sun into a flat coin. Starweir Marina wore a different face in this light—quiet, emptied of chatter, ropes drawn tight against the wind. Rhea clipped a small action camera to her vest and checked the batteries on the cam rig from Dryspan: a compact underwater unit with a tether and a handheld console. She kept the jargon short on her internal log: ROV: remote-operated camera. Hand console: tilt, pan, light. Depth: 5 meters max. Objective: verify object identity.

Footsteps scraped on the dock. Mace stepped into view, hands in his pockets, neutral as a street post. He had ditched the hoodie for a plain jacket. He carried nothing obvious.

“You came,” she said.

“You invited,” he said. “Consent matters.”

Her brow lifted. “To what?”

“Work,” he said, and let silence finish the thought.

They moved onto the skiff. The lake breathed around them—soft, patient, a body too big for metaphor. Rhea started the motor with two quick pulls. The engine caught and settled. Mace crouched low to keep the trim even. He didn’t try to steer. He didn’t narrate. He was good at being exactly the size of his usefulness.

At the second pylon she cut the engine. The evening air brought a thin chill that traveled under her collar. She keyed the ROV and eased it over the side. The tether unspooled with a faint whisper. The camera eye opened onto green-brown murk and drifting strings of silt. She panned slowly, counting beats in her head. One. Two. Three.

“Light, ten degrees,” Mace said quietly.

“You see something?”

“A shape that shouldn’t be a shape.”

She shifted the lamp. The beam crawled along warped metal. A grill. A badge, half-buried, elegant even in ruin. The camera drifted. The lens found a broken headlight, a spiderweb of tempered glass holding together through habit.

“Sedan,” Rhea said. “Older make. Two doors.”

“Told you,” Sable’s voice crackled in her memory. Rhea steadied her hands. “We need the trunk,” she said.

“Why?”

“People hide things there,” she said, and hated that it sounded like a line.

She eased the ROV closer, then tapped the micro-pusher—an extendable rod with a gentle tip, made for nudging silt, not prying secrets. The trunk lip showed a seam like a mouth about to speak. She pushed. Silt exhaled in curls. The trunk opened another inch.

Something pale moved and settled. Paper? A bag? She walked the camera a fraction right. The beam found a packet under plastic, sealed, its surface filmed with algae. A weathered tag clung to the bundle on a string, the writing lost to water.

“Evidence,” Mace said.

“Don’t label it,” Rhea said. “We haven’t touched it.”

“You already did.”

She didn’t answer. She logged the time and location. She took stills from three angles. She made her voice steady on the recorder. “Unidentified object in trunk of submerged vehicle. Request salvage authorization.”

“Who do you request?” Mace asked.

“Dryspan. Or Gridfax Journal if this turns ugly.”

“Journal?”

“A backup,” she said. “Everyone behaves when light gets brighter.”

“You really believe that?”

“I believe behavior changes under pressure.”

“True,” he said. His tone held a new note. “Heads up.”

“What?”

“Boat. Left.”

Rhea killed the lamp. She turned the ROV light down to a low glow and peered over the gunwale. A second skiff moved without running lights, black on black, only a shape when it passed between the lake and the last smear of orange on the horizon. It cut a shallow arc past the outer pylons and stalled, like an animal that hadn’t decided whether you looked edible.

“Friend of yours?” Mace whispered.

“Doubt it.”

“Then we should look like we’re fishing,” he said, reaching for a coil of nylon rope. He let it spill into the water with a small splash. He slouched into the shape of a bored man watching nothing.

Rhea adjusted the console against her chest. The other boat drifted closer, silent except for a hollow clunk when it tapped a pylon. Someone stood at its bow. A hood. A still line. No flashlight. No greeting.

She could not see a face. She could feel attention—a pressure like a hand on the back of her neck.

Mace didn’t look at the boat. He looked at the water, as if concerned only with bait and the dumb luck of fish. “If they speak,” he murmured, “we smile and wave. If they don’t, we stay dull.”

“Dull?”

“People ignore dull.”

The standing figure didn’t speak. After a long minute the skiff turned and slid back into the gathering dark. The lake accepted it and erased the trace.

Rhea let out breath she hadn’t noticed she was holding. She caught Mace doing the same. Their eyes met for a second too long, and something moved between them—recognition, not of friendship, but of the same thin wire of alertness stretched tight between two bodies.

“Back to work,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said lightly.

She nearly told him not to call her that. She didn’t. The ROV light crept back up. The beam returned to the trunk’s shadow. The packet had shifted. The lake had its own ideas about where things belonged.

“Get me angles on the rear axle,” she said.

“Why the axle?”

“Because if someone weighted the trunk,” she said, “they didn’t want it to float up. People who don’t want things found don’t trust chance.”

“You speak like you’ve handled secrets,” Mace said.

“I audit structures,” she said. “They break where pressure hides.”

He made a soft sound that might have been respect. “Copy that.”

They worked in sync for ten minutes. Rhea hated that she liked how quickly he learned her pace. He didn’t need long explanations. He kept spoken words to a minimum. When he saw a wobble in her wrist he reached without thought and steadied the console with a palm against the side—not touching her, not crowding, just bracing.

“Consent check,” he said quietly.

She blinked. “For what?”

“Contact. Your console. My hand.”

“It’s fine,” she said.

“Say stop if you mean it.”

“I will if I mean it,” she said, and the ritual etched itself between them like a line drawn with care.

The ROV walked the murk. The packet in the trunk seemed to grow larger by wanting to be looked at. The lake pushed fine threads of silt into the light. Rhea cataloged and captured. Mace watched the outer rim. His quiet felt like a shield.

The radio hissed. Elias again, urgent and small through the speaker. “Rhea, you need to get off the water. Now.”

She keyed it. “Say that again.”

“South sensors picked up a pressure dip on the bypass feed. It corrected. Might be nothing. Might be a test.”

“Test of what?”

“Of you,” he said. “Cut the trip short.”

Rhea glanced at Mace. He watched her, not the water now. “We have a find,” she said. “I can’t abandon this.”

“You can if someone wants you to stay,” Elias said. “You hearing me?”

“Copy,” she said. She clicked off and looked out. The second skiff was gone. The haze ran like wool across the rim. The lake had shifted tone—a lower hum, a sense of bigness alert to small motion.

“We’re pulling the ROV,” she said.

“Prudent,” Mace agreed. “But before we do—tilt left.”

She did. The lamp brushed over the car’s rear panel. Lines etched themselves in the grime. Not scratches. Letters. Someone had run a finger through silt to write a word and then the lake had kept it, like a secret it enjoyed.

Mace leaned in. “What does that say?”

Rhea swallowed. The script was sloppy, as if drawn blind. She could still read it.

COUNT.

Her skin prickled. She panned right. Another smear of letters waited on the opposite panel, faint but legible.

THE TURB—

The rest dissolved in silt.

Mace exhaled, a sound almost like a laugh and not at all amused. “Someone likes a game.”

Rhea’s voice steadied itself by will. “No games. Just notes.”

“You think it’s coincidence,” he said softly.

“I think we’re not the first to see this car,” she said. “And someone wants me to keep looking.”

“Because they think you’ll follow the word.”

“I follow measurements.”

“Sure,” he said, and didn’t press.

She reeled the ROV up. The lens broke the surface with a small pop. Water sheeted off the casing. She wiped it dry, hands efficient, movements plain. Her stomach felt like a fist.

“Dock,” she said.

They glided back. The boat knocked the bumper with a practiced thud. She stowed the camera and tether. Mace jumped to the pier and offered a hand. She ignored it and stepped up on her own. Something in his mouth flickered—amusement, maybe, or the restraint required not to grin.

“You’re stubborn,” he said.

“You talk too much.”

“Noted.”

They walked the planks together. Night finished settling in. The lamps along the marina came alive one by one—pale halos on wood, on rope, on the slow movement of a body of water that held ten thousand names for silence. The air smelled like mineral and old heat cooling.

“Someone wrote on that car,” Mace said.

“I saw.”

“They wrote to you.”

“They wrote to anyone with light.”

He nodded. “Maybe.”

They reached the lot. Rhea stopped next to her truck and keyed the lock. Mace stood facing the lake, shoulders easy, hands in his pockets, eyes doing their quiet work.

“Do you always keep distance like this?” he asked.

“From strangers? Yes.”

“And from not-strangers?”

“They earn less distance,” she said.

“What does it take to earn it?”

“Honesty. Evidence. Doing what you say you’ll do.”

He turned enough to look at her. “I’ll meet you here tomorrow. Same time. I’ll bring a line on who sent the text.”

“You don’t know yet?”

“I have good guesses,” he said. “I’ll turn guesses into names.”

“You think that easily?”

“I think that often,” he said.

“Why help me?”

“Because I hate systems that hide behind droughts,” he said, and the answer landed with weight. “Because some people cut intakes and call it profit.”

Her breath changed. She masked it with a shrug. “Bring me names,” she said. “I’ll bring tools.”

“Deal.”

He moved to go, then paused. His voice softened a shade. “Consent check.”

“For what?” she asked, though she felt herself know.

“To get closer,” he said. “To say something in your space.”

She measured him like a beam: load, span, intention. She made a choice she would not have made in the morning.

“Two feet,” she said. “No more.”

He stepped in to the line she set and not an inch further. The warmth of him moved through the air as a fact, not a boast. His voice stayed low.

“You don’t have to do this alone,” he said. “Say stop if you mean it.”

“I will if I mean it,” she said again, steady. Her pulse wrote its own rhythm at the base of her throat. She kept her face still. She refused to look away.

After a beat, he stepped back, exactly two feet plus some breath. No claim. No contact. Just a line that held.

“Good night, Rhea.”

“Good night, Mr. Wilder.”

He vanished into the dark like someone who had made a plan with the night before she arrived. Rhea got in the truck. She didn’t start it right away. She watched the lake through the windshield until the surface became only darkness.

Her phone buzzed once. A new message, same blocked number. Two words again, but different this time.

Count again.

She typed nothing. She took a breath. She let it out. Then she drove.

—-
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The dust storm reached the valley while the Strip was in full glitter. Neon smeared into gauze. Service doors rattled. In the old part of downtown, a man named Dorian Pike paused in a doorway and turned his head as if listening to a sound below hearing. He didn’t look at the message on his own phone. He never needed to look. When he moved, he moved the way a knife moves in skilled hands—not fast; inevitable.

He stepped into the alley and walked without hurry. He had nothing on him that could be called a weapon. He did not need to carry what he had trained into his body. He did not think of the lake. He did not think of the car. He thought of a line that had been crossed by a woman with a light and a man with a talent for staying unseen. He thought of the numbers he guarded and the water those numbers moved through cities like veins.

He smiled once, and it did not reach his eyes.

Somewhere beyond the dust, turbines turned and wrote their language in vibration and hum. Somewhere under the surface of the lake, a trunk held a packet that would change how several rooms argued about value. And on a dock that had seen more promises than most churches, there was a scuff where two people had stood exactly as close as consent allowed and no closer.

The night filed all of it without comment.

—-
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Part 2 — Neon Friction

The Strip looked like a river of light poured down the valley and told to keep moving.

Rhea Calloway parked two blocks off Arclight Row and shouldered a slim messenger case. The case held a compact mic array, a narrow-band scanner, and a pair of glasses that ran real-time spectrograms. She preferred paper and clean numbers. Tonight, she would accept color and sound.

Her phone buzzed before she reached the alley. Elias Northam again. One line.

Turbine Two logged a thirty-second oscillation at 18:10. Corrected itself. That’s not nothing.

She typed fast.

Noted. Lake showed “COUNT / THE TURB—” on submerged panel.

A beat.

You’re joking.

I don’t joke about letters. Send backup log.

On your pad. Don’t stay out late.

She slipped the phone away and cut into the service corridor where the noise turned industrial and the air lost its perfume. The neon was still there, bleeding around the edges of the door. The rest was compressors, ducts, concrete, and the hum of a building working too hard to look effortless.

Mace Wilder waited at the second bend, a shadow with good posture. He had shaved or slept or both. He looked like a man who could disappear in a glass room.

“You’re punctual,” he said.

“You said you’d bring a line on the text.”

“I brought a thread.”

“Pull it.”

He gestured deeper into the hall. “Not here. Too many ears.”

“We’re surrounded by fans.”

“Fans that whisper to microphones.” He nodded toward a service elevator. “Up one floor. Then two rights.”

“I don’t like unknowns.”

“I know.” He kept his pace short. He didn’t crowd. He didn’t narrate moves she could see. They reached the elevator. He pressed the button with a knuckle. The door took a breath and parted.

Inside, metal walls reflected a slit of neon so bright it felt like a live thing pressed against the doors. The elevator hummed and rose. Rhea watched the floor numbers tick through. She tracked the subtle shift of Mace’s weight when the car slowed. She cataloged the space and the man in it like she was balancing an equation with moving parts.

“Consent check,” he said softly. “We’ll be close in this box. That okay?”

“It’s an elevator,” she said. “Proximity is part of the package.”

“Say stop if you mean it.”

“I will if I mean it.”

The doors opened to a narrower corridor lit by emergency strips. They walked in silence until the hum of the floor softened. Mace halted at an unmarked service door and pulled a keycard from his pocket. It was plain, no logo, a rectangle that looked like minimalism and felt like theft.

“You steal that?” she asked.

“I borrowed it from a system,” he said. “It won’t miss it long.”

The door clicked. Inside: a small utility space with a view—an inset window looking down into a mid-tier casino floor where a thousand tiny choices collided at once. Rhea ignored the floor. Mace pointed at the wall where a simple corkboard held a grid of laminated safety cards. There were seven cards. Six matched. One didn’t.

“What do you see?” he asked.

“Printing differences. Microtype. This is a fake.”

“That card opens back corridors. The fakes showed up last week. The people who carry them aren’t employees.” He tapped his phone. “I scraped short-range beacons off two fakes. Same family of cheap tags, same time signature. One of those tags pinged at Starweir Marina two hours before your dive.”

“You were at Starweir two hours before me?”

“I wasn’t,” he said. “The tag was. Or someone wearing it.”

“You think our mystery texter wears discount beacons.”

“I think our texter hardly ever turns their phone on in public,” Mace said. “So we track the second-best thing. Toys. Keys. Frail habits.”

“Where does the tag live now?”

“Somewhere between this building and the next.”

“Helpful,” she said.

He smiled without showing teeth. “I brought the thread, remember? You pull.”

“Then show me the spool.”

He lifted his chin at the window. Across the casino, a service corridor matched theirs in layout. At the far end, a side door gave onto an alley lit by a single sodium lamp. The lamp flickered. Someone had not fixed it on purpose.

Rhea shifted her weight and let her body settle into readiness. “We go now?”

“Now,” he said.

They moved like two parts of a mechanism designed for low noise. Down the narrow hall, past the elevator, through another unmarked door into outside air. The alley smelled like hot trash warming up for midnight. A block away, Brazen Circuit Promenade roared with voices and LED drums. Here, the city breathed between beats.

Mace’s voice barely touched the air. “Two targets. Ten o’clock and two. The one at two is watchful. The one at ten is bored. Watchful people don’t hold strings. They cut them.”

“Then the bored one?”

“The bored one.”

Rhea glanced down the alley where a delivery bay cut into the building. A man leaned on a dolly, phone out, face lit a dull blue. Baseball cap, soft jacket, cheap shoes that made no sound. He looked local. He looked like background.

They closed the distance in a rhythm that said we belong. Mace slid past first, letting Rhea’s presence read as the reason anyone would be back here—clipboard, messenger bag, work. The man didn’t look up.

“Evening,” Rhea said. Short. Neutral.

The man lifted his eyes. Something in them shifted at the sight of her—recognition without memory, a flinch that knew better than to announce itself.

“Wrong door,” he muttered. “Employees only.”

Mace didn’t speak. He stood to the side, not blocking, not inviting. He let absence work like pressure.

“We’re here for a maintenance check,” Rhea said. “I’ll be a minute.”

“Not my problem.”

“Who’s is it?”

“Ask upstairs.”

“I’m asking you.”

He started to roll the dolly forward. Mace took a small step, just enough to make the space smaller. The man’s hand brushed the dolly handle and Rhea saw it: the plastic fob looped to his keyring, cheap, anonymous, the exact shade of anonymity Mace liked to track.

“Nice key,” she said.

He didn’t answer. He tried to slide the fob out of sight. Too late.

“Consent check,” Mace said quietly, and Rhea understood the question without more words.

“Hold,” she said.

Mace held. The man tried to pivot away. Rhea stepped into his view, not touching, not threatening, only present. Her voice went flatter.

“Is that your fob?”

“Belongs to the shop.”

“Which shop?”

“Storage.”

“Where?”

“Two blocks down.”

“Name.”

He lifted his chin. “You a cop?”

“No,” she said. “I’m the kind of person who fixes things before they break.”

“Then go fix someone else.”

Mace’s weight changed again. He slid a palm against the wall, leaning just enough to look lazy and, by looking lazy, reduce the room the stranger had left to move through. The man’s eyes cut to Mace. They didn’t like what they calculated.

Rhea dropped her voice. “I’m not here to make your night complicated. I need five seconds of truth. Where did you get the fob?”

“eBay.”

“Try again.”

The man’s jaw worked. He wasn’t a pro. He was a courier who thought he could be invisible if he kept his lines simple. He looked at the street, then at Rhea’s hands, then at the gap between Mace and the wall. He chose the only path that felt like out: anger.

“Lady, move.”

“No.”

He took one step forward like he might bump her with the dolly and then thought better of it. He looked at Mace. Mace’s mouth almost smiled.

“Stop,” Rhea said.

He stopped.

She held out her palm. “Fob.”

“Why would I—”

“Fob,” she repeated, and did not blink.

Something in the steady made him hand it over. She didn’t touch him. She didn’t thank him. She palmed the plastic, felt the cheap seams, and brought it near her scanner. A simple ping answered.

“Same signature,” Mace said. “Same heartbeat.”

“What’s it open?” Rhea asked.

The man shrugged like a surrendered tactic. “Basement storeroom.”

“Where?”

“Velmark Yards.”

“Rail yard?”

“Old freight. Nobody goes.”

“Nobody?” she asked.

He coughed a laugh. “People who don’t like cameras.”

“Who sent you?”

“Pickup for cash. Drop for cash.” He held out his hand like the fob should return by gravity. “Can I go?”

Rhea kept the fob. “Go.”

He left without looking back. The watchful one at two o’clock had already melted.

Mace watched the end of the alley like it might exhale more trouble. “Velmark Yards is a good hole.”

“Good for what?”

“For things that don’t want to be seen,” he said. “Including us.”

“That makes it bad.”

“It makes it useful,” he corrected.

Rhea slipped the fob into a side pocket and felt it settle like a coin that knew which way it wanted to face. “We go now?”

“Now,” he said, and they moved.

—-
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Velmark Yards had good bones and bad intentions. The old cargo lanes stretched like fossil ribs beneath a fringe of highway. Half the lamps failed with enthusiasm. The wind stacked dust along the rails and left it there like a dare.

Rhea parked beside a corrugated door in a patch of dark that knew it was dark. The door didn’t advertise itself. No label. No hours. The fob hummed in her hand like a cheap hymn when she held it near the reader set into a scuffed metal plate.

“Consent check,” Mace said.

“For entry?” she asked.

“For going first.”

“I go first,” she said.

He nodded once. “Say stop if—”

“I will if I mean it.”

The lock clicked. The door rolled up a handspan and coughed dust. Rhea ducked inside and swept a small light along the floor—concrete, oil stains, footprints that read as weeks old until the light found one print at the edge of a dried puddle and saw it was newer, sharper, like the person who made it had more to lose.

“Left,” Mace said from just behind. She cut the beam left. Metal shelving. Crates. A worktable with a vise. A coffee mug with a crack. People had built lives out of less signal.

They moved deeper. Rhea kept her light low—ankles, corners, the bottoms of doors. Mace kept his head up and his steps noiseless. Their rhythm felt like a language learned too fast and spoken too well.

“Stop,” she said softly.

They stopped.

A red dot winked from beneath a table. Not a laser. A camera bead. She killed her light and listened. Air moved. Somewhere, metal pinged as it cooled. Somewhere, a small device ticked like a clock.

Mace spoke without breath. “Camera’s asleep. Motion-activated. You woke it when the fob opened the door.”

“Great.”

“Stay low,” he said.

“I am low.”

“Lower,” he said, and she bit down on a smile she didn’t have time to feel.

They slid to the table. The camera sat in a cheap plastic shell pointed at the door, not at the shelves. Whoever installed it wanted to know who came in, not what they took. Rhea angled the lens to stare at a wall. Mace nodded approval.

“What are we looking for?” he asked.

“A repeater,” she said. “Short-range beacon rebroadcaster. Something that makes cheap tags travel farther.”

“Smart.”

“Greedy,” she said. “Greed adds range.”

They worked the shelves. Boxes of parts. Old labels, new tape. A crate stamped with a ghost of lettering: Mesa Loom. She ran her thumb across it. “Logistics,” she said. “Storage and move.”

“Fits your theory.”

“It fits a narrative,” she said. “We’re not there yet.”

She found the repeater on the third shelf from the floor—no bigger than a book, black, with two flexible antennae and a power brick dangling from an outlet like an exhausted tongue. She knelt and held her scanner to it. The spectrogram glasses painted color in the air: soft blue hum layered with a sharper green edge.

“Bingo,” Mace murmured.

The hum included a faint signature that matched the fob and a second signature that did not.

“Two systems,” she said. “Two users. One for couriers. One for... something bigger.”

“Bigger like what?”

“Like a net,” she said. “Like someone wanted to catch loose beacons within a quarter mile and make a map.”

“Of who moves where.”

“And when.”

Mace watched the door while she logged. “Think Dorian Pike likes maps?”

“You’re ahead of the story,” she said.

“Men like him prefer known corridors. Unknowns give them rashes.”

“Good.”

She clicked a still of the repeater. She followed the power cord. It ran to a narrow conduit that disappeared into a side wall. She tapped the concrete with her knuckle. Hollow. A false panel waited where wall met shelving. She slipped a flat bar into the seam and nudged.

The panel swung. Behind it, a shallow cavity held a weatherproof case the size of a shoebox. No lock. Just a latch.

“Consent check,” Mace said.

“For opening?” she asked.

“For changing our night,” he said.

She took a breath and felt the air cool her throat. “Open.”

She lifted the latch and eased the lid.

Inside: plastic-wrapped packets, each with a paper tag. The top tag carried four typed words:

VIBRATION CODES — INTAKE.

Rhea’s breath broke and then steadied. She didn’t touch the packets. She took pictures. She logged time. She tried to keep her voice like the lake—flat, unreadable, deep.

Mace leaned in just enough to see and not enough to alter a shadow. “Real enough?”

“Real,” she said.

“What do they buy?”

“A day in court,” she said. “Or a night in a cell.”

“Yours or theirs?”

“Depends who counts.”

The room cooled another degree.

Footsteps.

Not their own.

Rhea closed the case and slid it back into the cavity. She set the panel in place and stood without sound. Mace moved with her, shoulders angled toward dark. The footsteps stopped outside the door like the person attached to them had read a script and reached the line that said pause.

“Light,” a voice called softly. Not to them. To someone else.

“Negative,” another voice replied.

The door rolled up a foot. A boot moved into the room. Rhea didn’t reach for a weapon she didn’t carry. She reached for air, for sound, for angles. Mace touched her sleeve and pulled once.

She didn’t say stop.

They slid between shelves into a narrow lane that led to the back. A stack of pallets made a blind turn. Mace reached it, crouched, and pointed down: a crawl space beneath a loading ramp. She shook her head once. He tapped his chest and then the space: I go. She tapped her chest: We go.

He mouthed the word. “Consent.”

She nodded. “Go.”

They dropped and flattened. Dust tasted like old metal and old stories. The room above filled with soft movements and quiet words. Rhea counted heartbeats and hated that hers grew louder when Mace’s shoulder brushed hers because the ramp was not built for two.

“Warehouse clear.”

“Door log says open.”

“Camera?”

“Staring at a wall.”

“Cute.”

Rhea watched a pair of boots from the seam near her cheek. The boots belonged to someone who didn’t scuff. The someone moved with the care of a man who didn’t need to prove he was careful. The sound of him was the absence of sound. He stood near the false panel and did nothing with it. He looked at the table and touched nothing.

The body stilled in a way Rhea knew too well: thinking through three moves, not one.

“Nothing,” a second person said. “Ghosts.”

“Ghosts leave heat,” the first said.

He turned his head. Rhea felt it like a change in weather. She did not swallow. She did not blink. Mace didn’t either.

The boots pivoted. They walked toward the door. They paused.

A small object dropped to the floor. Plastic tapped concrete. The boots left.

Silence regrew.

Mace counted with his fingers—five, four, three, two, one—then exhaled and rolled to peer under the ramp edge. He came back up with the object between forefinger and thumb: a cheap fob. The same color. The same seam. On the back, someone had scraped letters with a pin.

COUNT.

Rhea took it, turned it, and read the seam a second time because once wasn’t enough. She felt the friction inside her chest that told her a line was being drawn around her, not just across the lake.

“We’re seen,” Mace said, voice even. “Maybe tested.”

“We’re counted,” she said.

“Then count back.”

She slid the fob into her pocket next to the first. Two weights. Two beats. Her phone vibrated in her case. A new message from Helena Crest at Blue Adit Policy Atelier blinked on the screen:

Hearing on water-rights adjustment moved up. Forty-eight hours. Rumor: private security lobby pushing emergency clause. Be careful with intake language.

A second message arrived from an unknown number a breath later:

Forty-eight hours. Or the lake drinks first.

Rhea locked the screen. She checked her watch. She told her voice to stay the way she needed it to be.

“Time pressure,” she said.

“Thrillers love clocks,” Mace said.

“Clocks belong to courts.”

“True. But alleys use them too.”

They left the way they came. The night bit at their cheeks as if to remind them what skin was for. Rhea locked the door behind them and slid the fob into the reader one more time to watch the tiny LED turn from green to dead. She wanted it off. She wanted everything that hummed to quiet until she could hear the shape of the hum.

“Where next?” Mace asked.

“Cindertrail Lofts,” she said. “I need a clean surface and a wall with no ears.”

“You trust your loft?”

“I trust the parts of it that I wired myself.”

They drove in separate vehicles because distance was not a punishment; it was a tool. The city boiled to their right, all sugar and noise. The desert breathed to their left, all rock and heat-memory. The wind dragged grit across the lanes. She dialed Elias on hands-free.

“Say it,” he answered.

“Found a repeater at Velmark,” she said. “Found packets labeled vibration codes. Intake is named.”

He said nothing for a second. That second was not empty. “You bring them in?”

“No. We logged and left them. If they move, we know someone listened.”

“You like bait?”

“I like evidence.”

“Copy,” he said. “I’ll color Turbine Two yellow in the log.”

“Make it amber,” she said. “Yellow sounds like wishes.”

He grunted something like a laugh. “You got backup if you’re burning late?”

“Working with a consultant.”

“Name?”

“Mace Wilder.”

Elias made that sound older men make when they file a note. “Bring your own keys and don’t let him drive.”

“I’m not twelve.”

“You get nicer when you’re tired,” he said. “I worry that means you’re about to do something smart and dangerous.”

“Good night, Elias.”

“Good night, Rhea.”

She ended the call at a red light. A bus hissed past, brakes sighing like a bored animal. Beyond the crossroads, Cindertrail Lofts stood six floors of brick and glass a block from a line of small bakeries and one night bar that never slept. Her unit faced an alley and the strip of sky above it. She liked alleys. They were honest.

Mace arrived three minutes after she did. He wore the same quiet. He waited at the door while she disarmed the panel and keyed the deadbolt.

Inside, the loft smelled faintly of old paper and clean air. Rhea liked blank. She liked things that didn’t volunteer stories she didn’t ask for. She set the messenger case on the steel table and spread the contents: scanner, spectrogram glasses, the fobs, her field book, and a printed intake log for a day that should have been normal.

Mace circled the room once, easy, respectful, hands tucked into his jacket pockets like he had promised them not to touch.

“Rules,” she said.

“Say them,” he replied.

“Do not move anything without asking. Do not open a window. Do not say ‘we’ unless we agree.”

“Consent protocol applies?”

“Always.”

“Say stop if—”

“I will if I mean it.”

He nodded. He stayed on his side of the table. She liked that more than she would admit. The city droned outside, filtered by old brick. A siren threaded somewhere distant, heat-thin.

Rhea put the spectrogram glasses on and brought the fobs one by one to the scanner. The screen painted their heartbeats. The first fob pulsed blue with a fractured edge. The second pulsed the same blue, overlaid with a ghost of green. She ran a quick comparison and watched the curves fit like two parts of a word.

“Same factory,” she said. “Different day.”

“Or different buyer batch,” Mace said.

“Both tell us someone keeps count.”

“Who does the counting?” he asked.

“The one with the ledger,” she said. “Umberline Holdings keeps ledgers.”

“You think they’d touch floors this dirty?”

“They pay someone who does.”

“Gritwake Security,” he said softly.

“That would be a guess,” she said. “We don’t guess on paper.”

He accepted the correction like an athlete accepted gravity. He stepped closer to the table, not close enough to touch. The heat of him made the small air between them feel like a place with weather.

“Consent check,” he said.

“For what?”

“Standing here. Breathing in your lines.”

She let out a breath she hadn’t been keeping track of. “You’re fine where you are.”

“Say stop if—”

“I will if I mean it.”

They worked. She matched beacon signatures to the repeater’s captured spectrum. He cross-referenced time windows with casino floor schedules and Velmark Yards delivery logs that he somehow had at hand. They found an overlap no honest system would confess: a cluster of beacon pings that formed a rough circle around Hollow Neon Yard, a block of city that didn’t like visitors before Episode 8 but had chosen to announce itself early with a shadow.

“North side of the yard,” he said. “Sixty feet from the rusted rocket sign. Someone made that spot a habit.”

“Habits leave grooves,” she said. “Grooves become routes.”

“Routes lead to traps.”

“Traps lead to evidence,” she countered.

He smiled with his eyes. “Until they lead to hospitals.”

“Thanks for the optimism.”

He glanced at the clock over her stove. It read 22:41. The dust outside hissed against the window like fine rain.

“We should stop for the night,” he said.

“We should stop for the next hour,” she said. “Then you can go break a casino and sleep like a legend.”

“I quit legends,” he said quietly. “I prefer exits.”

She looked at him then, long enough to see tired behind his mouth and something like stubborn behind his collarbone. He didn’t look away. He didn’t step in. He let the moment do its own math.

Her phone buzzed. Unknown number. She flipped it, tapped, and put it on speaker. Two words, a man’s voice, clean, unhurried, like he had practiced speaking without leaving fingerprints.

“Count slower.”

The line died.

Rhea stared at the phone until the screen fell back to black. Mace said nothing. The city hummed. The lamp over the table warmed the color of the paper like it remembered the sun.

She picked up a pen. She wrote three words on a card and set it between them.

COUNT THE TURB—

She didn’t finish the line.

Mace’s mouth curved. Not humor. Recognition. “He wants you to play.”

“He wants me predictable.”

“You’re not.”

“Not enough to make him stop calling.”

“We make him work for it,” Mace said. “We build a schedule that isn’t a schedule. We leave a trail that says you’ll be at the marina at ten and then be at Velmark at nine and then be elsewhere at eight.”

“Elsewhere like?”

“Obsidian Verge Market. Street lights, eyes that mind their own business, easy to vanish.”

She slid the pen across the card and underlined COUNT once. She liked the way the line looked—plain, decisive, a mark that said here.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “We pull the case if it’s still there. We photograph the empty if it isn’t.”

“And tonight?”

“Tonight we plan.”

He nodded. He reached into his jacket and set one more card on the table. No logo. Just a number and a word in clean, block print:

ROWAN.

“Backstage rigger,” he said. “Knows corridors you don’t. He’s useful when floors start moving.”

“You trust him?”

“I trust his dislike of men like Dorian,” Mace said. “It makes him useful.”

“Usefulness isn’t a virtue.”

“It’s a start,” he said.

She tapped the card once. “We’ll see.”

Outside, the neon wound down a degree as if the city had exhaled. The wind dropped. Somewhere a train grieved across a rail and went on with its job.

Rhea capped the pen. She turned the lamp off. The room stepped into its own shadow. Mace didn’t reach for the light. He waited.

“Good night,” she said.

“Good night,” he replied.

He left without closing the door too loud. She locked it. She checked the windows. She put both fobs in a small metal box, closed the lid, and slid it under the couch. She poured water and drank until the mineral taste washed the city out of her mouth.

Her phone buzzed once more. This time, not a blocked number. Helena Crest again:

If someone says “count slower,” they’re buying time. We don’t have it. Do not slow. Call me at 07:00.

Rhea set the phone face down. She went to the window and looked at a square of sky. Light moved through it like breath.

She did not slow.

She started the plan.

—-
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Part 3 — The Diver’s Secret

The lake wore the color of iron at dawn.

Rhea Calloway reached Starweir Marina before the first rental boats stirred. The docks creaked in soft answer to the swell. A flag pulled at its rope and then gave up. She set a small case on the planks and looked across the water to the second pylon—the mark she now saw even with her eyes closed.

Her phone vibrated. A message from Helena Crest:

Court calendar posted. Water-rights hearing locked for 48 hours from now. Language: “emergency allocation.”

Be ready to show intake manipulation in numbers, not in metaphors.

Rhea typed one word.

Copy.

Footsteps clicked. Sable Ortega came down the ramp with her fins under one arm and a coil of line over her shoulder. Her hair was tied into something that looked permanent. She had the patient face of someone who trusted her lungs and her legs more than she trusted any day’s luck.

“You look like you didn’t sleep,” Sable said.

“I planned instead.”

“Who plans for a lake?”

“People who don’t like surprises.”

“Those people drown slowly,” Sable said, and let a half-smile admit it was a joke.

Rhea opened the case. Inside lay a compact ROV and two small lights the size of almonds. She kept the explanation for the record—two lines, no more. “Remote camera. Tethered. Light heads for silt.”

Sable eyed the rig. “You really want to pull alone?”

“I want to see before we call Rivetclaw Salvage,” Rhea said. “If something moves between now and their paperwork, we lose it.”

Sable looked at the water. “I did a swim at five. Our friend is still down there.”

“Alone?”

“I had a spotter on the pier. He left when the coffee truck came.”

Rhea logged that without judgment. She clipped the tether, checked the seals, and watched a small school of baitfish flip like coins below the dock.

“Where’s your consultant?” Sable asked.

“Observing,” Rhea said.

“You mean he’s hiding.”

Rhea didn’t answer. Mace Wilder had texted two words fifteen minutes ago: “I’m perimeter.” The word choice had annoyed her and then calmed her, in that order.

They pushed off. The water held the hull with a low sound like breath through teeth. The marina lamps winked out one by one as the sky learned to be day. Rhea idled at the first pylon, then eased toward the second. Each yard felt like a question asked in a quiet voice.

At the spot, she cut the engine and let the boat settle. A cormorant watched from the third pylon, the bird’s body drawn like a sliver of night that had refused to leave.

“Ready?” Sable asked.

“Yes.”

“Consent check,” Sable added, sudden and dry. “For me going down while you stay up.”

Rhea blinked once. The words hit like memory. “Confirmed,” she said. “Say stop if you mean it.”

“I always do,” Sable said, and tipped backward into the lake.

Rhea fed out tether and built a steady rhythm in her hands: loop, release, loop, release. She put the second light on a low setting and sent it after the camera. The ROV blinked awake. The screen showed green haze, then shadow, then the familiar metal snout of the car.

She put her voice on record. “ROV at target. Trunk seam visible. Open one inch.”

Bubbles rose, tight and silver. Sable slid into frame, a line of motion instead of a body, careful not to throw silt. She touched the trunk lip. The silt blurred. The lip lifted. The gap became two inches. Rhea’s heart lifted with it and then told itself to calm down.

“Hold,” Rhea said. “Lamp up.”

The beam walked into the trunk. The packet lay where it had lain, wrapped and tagged. But something else showed to the left—dark, flat, the size of a palm.

“Plate?” Sable said through the line, bubbles carrying her voice in little slices.

Rhea leaned in toward the screen. “Not metal. Looks like a waterproof case. Small.”

Sable slid a hand in and wiggled it free. She held the object toward the lens. Black. Scratched. Sealed. A thin cable ran from its end into the mess of the trunk.

“Leave the cable,” Rhea said. “If they used a tether for data, I want it to stay where it is until we photograph the route.”

Sable nodded. She tucked the case back under the packet, shored the gap with her palm, and checked the cable’s path. It vanished under a folded mat of something that used to be fabric.

“Another angle,” Rhea said.

Sable gave her three.

The feed jittered a fraction. Rhea steadied the console. The jitter wasn’t from her hands. The lake itself had shifted a degree, as if a new weight had stepped onto the dock above them. Rhea’s neck prickled.

“Mace?” she said into her second radio, the one she didn’t want Sable fumbling with in the water. “Talk to me.”

His answer came lazy, as if he were reading a sign and liked the type. “Two bodies on the far pier. One watcher, one mover. Watcher faces southwest. Mover keeps looking at his shoes.”

“Shoes matter?”

“Men who look at shoes before they move worry about distance.”

“Distance to what?”

“To you,” he said.

Rhea swallowed. “We’re almost done.”

“Copy.”

She checked the trunk again. Sable had pulled the packet forward just enough for the tag to face the lens. The writing had held. Same as last night: VIBRATION CODES — INTAKE.

Rhea’s mouth went dry. The lake evaporated along the inside of her tongue. She took stills. She took stills from stills in case someone asked how careful she had been. She
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