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Episode 1: Port of Perfect Claims
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Part 1: After-Hours Ledger

––––––––
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The email subject line looked polite enough: Claim #ASU-44317 — Port Incident, Keelpath Freight.

Reese Halden read it twice and still felt the small tug behind her ribs. Polite claims were the kind that cut deepest.

Argent Sigil Underwriters kept its offices glossy and cold. Glass walls. Quiet carpets. A skyline that pretended numbers were weather. Reese kept a sweater on the back of her chair and a second life in her desk—latex gloves, a tiny LED, a notebook with more tabs than pride. She worked after hours because truth did.

Felix Mora pinged her on chat.

Felix: You’re still here.

Reese: You keep asking.

Felix: You keep proving it. Pulling port losses for the quarter.

Reese: Pattern?

Felix: “Perfect.” Same phrase cadence across multiple reports. Same pen pressure on physical forms. No seal-number drift.

Reese: No one is that neat at scale.

Felix: Unless the neatness is the product.

Reese: Send everything. I’m going to the docks.

She downloaded the packet. Manifests lined up like good soldiers. Telemetry files sat in a folder labeled CRANE FEEDS. Telemetry first: cranes talk in weight curves and lift times, a language of strain. She scrolled. The curves behaved like rehearsed answers. Not wrong—exact.

Indemnity, she thought, and let the word settle. Compensation for a covered loss, the promise money makes when something breaks. Subrogation followed it, the step where an insurer, after paying, stands in the shoes of the client and goes hunting the cause. Shoes needed traction. Perfect stories made the ground slick.

She signed out with a nod to the night guard. The elevator sighed her down to street level. Los Angeles was a basin of moving light. She drove south with the window cracked an inch, salt sneaking in from the dark.

The Port of Los Angeles never slept; it only changed volume. Detectors blinked like low stars. Stacked containers made canyons. The cranes stood in rows, steel catenary lines sagging between them like the dock’s heartbeat.

A guard at the gate scanned her badge. “Halden,” he said. “Argent Sigil.”

“Still me,” she said.

“Keelpath’s waiting,” he said. “Security architect’s already inside.”

“Name?”

He checked a clipboard that existed to make people feel safe. “Kade.”

The name landed and kept moving. Rumors traveled faster than forklifts. A security architect who knew the camera lattice like a second skin. A past he didn’t discuss. The kind of consultant Keelpath could call when the leaks stopped being sloppy.

Reese parked near a floodlamp. Diesel hung on the air like a reminder. She crossed a lane painted with scuffs and tire ghosting. The warehouse door was steel with a polite stencil: KEELPATH WEST. A card reader blinked patient green. She swiped and stepped into cooler air.

He was already there.

Tall. Jacket unzipped. A face that read the room and didn’t write back.

“Argent Sigil?” he said.

“Reese Halden,” she answered. “Special Investigations.”

“Silas Kade,” he said. “Security architecture. Keelpath retained me after the third claim went through.”

Her eyes caught small things and kept them. No lanyard. A ring mark on the middle finger where a glove had compressed skin recently. He stood with weight in his heels; men who expected to run carried it in their toes.

“I want the after-hours ledger,” she said.

“Not the official one?”

“The book your supervisors keep when they think the system needs a friend,” she said.

He didn’t argue. He led her down an aisle smelling of rope and cardboard dust. The racks climbed like scaffolded shadows. Fluorescents hummed in that way that made people doubt their own hearing.

Inside a small office, a fan pushed warm air around like a tired clerk. On the desk sat a slim laptop, two yellow pads, a stapled stack of Equipment Interchange Receipts—EIRs, the handoff slips that proved who had custody of a container when. Chain of custody mattered; juries liked paperwork they could touch.

Silas opened a drawer and lifted a binder with AFTER-HOURS Dymo-taped on the spine. “West ledger,” he said. “Supervisor notes for anything outside scheduled windows. Delays. Breakdowns. Seal replacements.”

“RFID seals?” she asked.

He nodded. “Tamper-evident. Each has a unique code. You break it, the register knows.”

She put on nitrile gloves because evidence respected boundaries. She thumbed pages. The ink looked calm and unhurried. Same blocky letters across different nights. Same looping tail on the letter y. Notes that said Minor power hiccup and Seal fatigue and Crane outage. Each pair of words a lullaby told to auditors.

“This is perfect writing,” she said.

“Compliment?”

“Diagnosis.”

She opened the laptop. Silas didn’t try to take the seat. Telemetry loaded from a local folder, tagged by crane ID. A yard gantry crane is a bridge with hands; it measures its work through load cells. She laid a ledger entry next to a lift curve. The ledger claimed a delay. The curve hummed along without a stutter.

“Whoever wrote these did it clean,” she said.

“Inside help?”

“Inside habit,” she said. “People repeat themselves when they get away with it.”

He leaned on the doorframe with fractioned weight, like he was careful not to announce loyalty to any surface. “You think it’s the supervisors.”

“I think the ledger belongs to someone who likes control,” she said. “Could be one person using two hands. Could be two people using one script.”

He watched her more than the screen. Not intimate—evaluative.

“You new to Keelpath?” she asked.

“Keelpath’s new to me,” he said. “I’ve known places like this since before I liked daylight.”

Honesty wrapped in a joke. She marked it and moved on.

“Gate badges,” she said. “Show me who came in on nights with entries.”

He tapped the keyboard. Names bloomed on a report. A supervisor. A contractor. Him. Another night: a different supervisor. The same contractor. Him. Pattern wasn’t rhythm; rhythm could be faked. Pattern remained when you changed the drummer.

“Contractor?”

“Phantom Fix,” he said. “Maintenance outfit with invoices that read like haiku. No office listed.”

“Shell,” she said. “Shells hide hands.”

“You’ll need a warrant to pop it,” he said.

“I’ll need a reason,” she said. “Warrants follow reasons. Reasons follow math.”

The fans whirred down a notch. Outside, a crane siren called twice then slept. She checked time: 00:47. The warehouse returned her glance with an indifferent blink.

Her phone buzzed. Felix.

“Tell me you have something human,” he said.

“Ledger handwriting repeats across nights,” she said. “Telemetry doesn’t support the songs. Phantom Fix keeps showing up for the chorus.”

“I’ll run their filings,” Felix said. “If they used a registered agent, I can put a shadow on an address.”

“Loop Rhea,” Reese said. “She can pull vendor compliance reviews without blinking.”

Felix snorted. “Rhea Bloom doesn’t blink. She edits eyelids.”

“Do it,” Reese said, and cut the line.

Silas lifted an eyebrow at the name.

“Underwriter,” she said. “She likes contracts that behave.”

“Do you?” he asked.

“I like outcomes that stand up,” she said.

A blue LED flickered above the office door. Silas’s head turned a half inch. “Power management just rerouted a sub-panel,” he said.

“In English,” she said.

“Someone nudged the building to pretend it’s tired,” he said. “Camera handoff will smear for a breath.”

“Neat timing,” she said.

He moved, quick but not loud. She followed. They took opposite aisles, a practiced move born without practice. The air had a rubber note now, heat rising off cables. Somewhere a gull laughed like it had learned the joke years ago.

A door at the south end eased without drama. A person slid in, all angles and intention. The body carried no hurry. The steps knew where concrete echoed and where it didn’t. Gloves. A cap. A face masked to chin.

Reese took a knee behind a tower of shrink-wrapped boxes. Silas melted up a stairwell to the catwalk, gaining angles. They didn’t talk. The building did it for them; the metal roof ticked as it cooled.

The intruder reached the office. The laptop woke. Fingers started to type. Not a search; a fill. Words flowed into the ledger file like a hand pouring water into a glass with measured care. Power hiccup. Seal fatigue. Crane outage. The same three notes as the pages in Reese’s hand.

She photographed the stance, the shoulder line, the right foot’s habit of lifting a heel when thinking. Small tells lived longer than alibis.

Silas’s whisper slid into her ear, soft and disembodied. “Second body near service alcove,” he said. “Back of C-17.”

She didn’t jump at the sound. His voice belonged there now, a line of data running parallel to her pulse.

“Hold,” she murmured.

The second person bent at a narrow panel and set a magnetized device. Reese knew the type. A repeater. It grabbed signal and fed it back into the building so logs showed a hiccup instead of a hand.

Her phone vibrated once. A message from an unknown number. manifest at 02:10. witness ready. No sender. No context. The sort of text that assumed it belonged to a pocket like this.

Silas whispered again. “We take them now, we keep the device intact.”

“Wait,” she said.

“You like risk,” he said.

“I like proof,” she said.

Footsteps sounded outside. The outer door’s latch voiced weary complaint. A new figure stepped in, the kind who wore authority like a jacket. Lieutenant Vega moved with the efficient gravity of a man whose paperwork outweighed his sleep.

He saw Reese first. His chin tipped.

“Halden,” he said.

“Lieutenant,” she answered.

He clocked Silas on the catwalk with a look that didn’t need translation.

“Kade,” Vega said.

“Working,” Silas said.

Vega’s attention slid to the office. “We doing this loud or smart?” he asked.

“Smart,” Reese said. “They’re writing. Let them finish the lie.”

The intruder at the laptop hit save and reached for the lower drawer. He pulled a burner. The repeater’s LED blinked twice like a decision.

“Now,” Reese said.

They closed. Vega cut the aisle from the west. Silas descended with clean angles and a presence that made running the wrong answer. Reese stepped into the office with her Glock holstered and both hands visible.

“Hands,” she said.

The writer lifted them, calm in a way that made her skin cool around the edges. The second man at the panel froze, then slid a half step like he could fit absence into a small space. Silas’s weight filled the stair’s last tread. Vega’s badge caught the light and threw a cold coin onto the wall.

“Contractor?” Vega said.

“Maintenance,” the writer said.

“Phantom Fix,” Reese added.

The writer’s eyes creased above the mask. “Cute name,” he said.

“Cute ends tonight,” Vega said.

Zip-ties. Evidence bags. A device that pretended to be a toy. Vega read the rights in a tone that he might use to order coffee if coffee required a judge. The men didn’t argue. People who practice don’t waste breath on the wrong stage.

Reese scrolled the ledger. The new entry sparkled with tidy lies. She screen-captured and pushed the file to Felix with a line: Rehearsal captured. Two-man team. Repeater found.

Felix replied in under thirty seconds. Blue Bay Services connects to Phantom Fix through a registered agent. Wilmington address.

She felt a little current run up from the floor. Blue Bay. She put the phrase beside The Blue Bay Door, a title she hadn’t explained to anyone yet.

Vega marched the detainees to the door. He paused. “You want cuffs or conversation?”

“Conversation can wait,” Reese said.

“You don’t like to hear songs on the first verse,” Vega said.

“I like to own the sheet music,” she said.

Silas watched the hall clear. He leaned his shoulder against the doorframe and finally looked tired. He wasn’t young-tired. He was mileage-tired.

“You walk straight at problems,” he said.

“You map them,” she said.

“That a compliment?”

“Diagnosis,” she said, borrowing her own line without smiling.

He nodded at the repeater on the desk. “Someone taught them where the sub-panels live,” he said. “That knowledge doesn’t fall off the back of a truck.”

“Keelpath internal?”

“Could be vendor overlap,” he said. “Could be a person who doesn’t belong in any org chart.”

“Pallas Vire,” she said, letting the name into the room like a draft.

Silas didn’t blink. “You like giving monsters names,” he said.

“Names make them mortal,” she said.

He stepped closer because the office was small and closeness was what rooms do when they run out of corners. The air kept a trace of solvent and heat. She became aware of his breathing because hers adjusted to match it.

“You’re thinking about the 02:10 text,” he said.

“I’m thinking about who sent it to this desk drawer,” she said.

“Inside worker,” he said.

“Or someone who wants us to believe that,” she said.

A forklift beeped twice; the sound found the bones of the room and tapped them. She felt a thud in her chest she could graph if she wanted. She didn’t want.

“Say stop,” he said, voice even.

She understood the ritual and the courtesy. “I will,” she said, “if I mean it.”

They held each other’s gaze a beat too long to be polite and not nearly long enough to be unprofessional. Slow burn was a kind of discipline. It made rooms smaller and decisions smarter.

“Let’s look at the gate logs again,” she said.

Silas returned to the keyboard. He pulled entries, pivoted by time windows, cross-matched vendor badge IDs against crane lift starts. Names rose and fell. Phantom Fix centered like a thumbprint.

“Badge cloned,” he said. “Not forged. Borrowed.”

“Borrowed from where?”

“Maintenance pool,” he said. “Shared creds. People get lazy.”

“People get paid,” she corrected.

She called Rhea. The underwriter picked up on the second ring and didn’t waste pleasantries.

“Reese,” Rhea said.

“Keelpath’s vendor pool needs a compliance sweep,” Reese said. “Phantom Fix connects to Blue Bay Services via a registered agent with a suite in Wilmington. I want response letters out before breakfast.”

“I can do before four,” Rhea said. “Argent letterhead will ask nice and then not.”

“Ask not,” Reese said.

Rhea hummed her one-note approval and hung up.

Silas watched the call end. “She always move like that?”

“She sharpens knives for a living,” Reese said. “Polite knives.”

A noise rippled the air—far away, a diesel cough, then hush. The clock ticked toward 02:10 like it had a grudge.

Vega returned, paperwork already in motion. “They lawyered,” he said. “One took the Fifth in spirit, not in form. The other pretended steel is edible.”

“You’ll hold them?” Reese asked.

“For questioning,” he said. “We can keep them long enough to make someone nervous.”

“Make Blue Bay nervous,” she said.

Vega lifted an eyebrow. “You moving to Wilmington tonight?”

“I’m moving data first,” she said. “Bodies follow paper.”

Silas angled the screen to show a new overlay. “Lift curves from B-Row cranes matched with network pings,” he said. “See that? Tiny dips that don’t hit thresholds. Not enough to alarm, enough to hide a handoff.”

“In English,” Reese said again, because clarity served juries and partners.

“Crane talks to server,” he said. “Someone told the server to hum louder so the whisper didn’t register.”

“A mask,” she said.

“A chorus,” he offered.

“Either way, a script,” she said.

She opened the after-hours binder to a page dated two weeks back. The handwriting had the same confident y, the same tidy commas. The note said: power hiccup. She dragged it into the present with a fingertip and laid it beside tonight’s entry. Two lies looked at each other and recognized family.

“Felix,” she typed, “run stylometric analysis on wording across all after-hours entries. Look for consistent phrasing, habitual double-spaces, serial comma habits. I want an author profile by morning.”

Felix replied with an emoji he rarely used, then wrote, On it. Linguistic fingerprints are my cardio.

Vega chuckled without smiling. “You make insurance loud,” he said.

“We make math human,” Reese said.

“Careful,” he said. “Humans bleed.”

She watched Silas watching the room for the fourth time, the kind of scan people do when they live with maps in their bones. The office fan clicked once and steadied. Outside, a container clanged, the sound thin and honest.

“You’re not Keelpath,” she said quietly.

“I’m a contractor,” he said.

“You’re a man someone leaned on to keep a job he didn’t ask for,” she said.

He didn’t answer. Silence told his story better.

“What do you get if this ring collapses?” she asked.

“Paid,” he said.

“What do you get if it doesn’t?”

He held her eyes. “Paid,” he said. The smile didn’t reach anywhere.

She logged out of the laptop and handed him the binder. “Lock this,” she said. “Chain of custody starts now.”

He slid it into a safe she hadn’t noticed, spun the dial, and wrote the time in a small logbook. Measured hands. Practical loyalty.

“02:10,” Vega said, checking his watch. “Where does your text want us to be?”

“Here,” Reese said. “Writer’s drawer, witness ready, manifest redrawn. I want to see who arrives and who thinks he’s invisible.”

They set the board quietly. Lights steady. Doors as they were. Positions that looked like boredom. Silas moved to the mezzanine shadow again. Vega covered the west. Reese kept the office in frame and the service alcove in ear.

Her heart found a war drum and then remembered it was a metronome. She let it count.

The door touched metal with the softest complaint. A figure slid inside, not the same as before. Taller. A coat that moved like it had weight in the lining. He kept his head down until he reached the office.

He opened the drawer and checked the burner. He glanced at the laptop without waking it. He didn’t touch the ledger binder because it wasn’t where he left it. His right hand curled once, small and private, the gesture of a man who preferred his lines unbroken.

Reese stepped one shoe forward. The rubber squeaked a truth she couldn’t take back. The man’s head lifted. Dark eyes, calm and cold.

He smiled like he owned the hour.

“Good evening,” he said. “Ms. Halden.”

Everything in her went still before it moved. He knew her name. He wanted her to know that he knew.

“Friend of Keelpath?” she asked.

“Friend of precision,” he said.

Silas’s voice ghosted into her ear. “Don’t close,” he whispered. “Let him talk.”

Vega’s voice followed. “We need him to step into a line we can write down.”

The man’s gaze noted the catwalk. He did the math. He still didn’t hurry.

“Phantom Fix sends regards,” he said. “Blue Bay sends an invoice. Argent Sigil sends belief.”

“You are?” Reese asked.

“A man between ships,” he said. “Terminals teach patience.”

He wasn’t giving her anything that would stick to paper. She changed tack.

“Why perfect?” she asked.

His head tilted.

“The claims,” she said. “Why write them like hymns.”

“Because perfection is uninteresting,” he said. “Uninteresting glides.”

She took a step closer and felt heat from the desk lamp on her wrist. “Uninteresting will break tonight,” she said.

“We all break,” he said softly. “The trick is choosing how you fall.”

His eyes moved past her to the fan, to the safe, to nothing at all. He smiled once, genuinely now, at an idea only he saw. Then he turned and walked for the north exit like he had just remembered an appointment.

“Hold,” Silas hissed.

“Not yet,” Vega said.

Reese felt the urge rise—the clean, fierce motion that ended questions and started reports. She let it pass. She counted to three. On two, the building shivered. Lights dimmed a breath. Somewhere a relay caught and released. The laptop’s screen saver jolted awake to a field of blue.

He looked back and met her eyes. Not a threat—not yet. A promise of one.

“Later,” he said.

“Count on it,” she answered.

He vanished into the corridor’s black, soundless as a careful signature. A second later the outer door creaked. Night ate the shape.

Vega swore under his breath. “You just let him go.”

“We just watched him sign his style,” Reese said. “Now we can read him anywhere.”

Silas jogged down from the catwalk. His pulse was up; she could see it in the hollow of his throat. He didn’t offer comfort. She didn’t need it.

“You gave him room,” he said.

“I gave us a map,” she said.

Vega snapped his notebook shut. “Tell me you can name him,” he said.

“I can name the conductor,” she said. “Pallas Vire.”

Vega didn’t write it. He memorized it. “We’ll see if the name fits a face,” he said.

Reese watched the door that had gone quiet again. The scent of rubber lingered. The fan clicked. The ledger slept behind steel. A slow burn carried the room—heat under the floorboards, not yet flame.

“Episode’s not over,” she said.

Silas’s mouth tugged. “It never is at ports.”

They stood in the hum and called it a plan.

—-
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Part 2: A Dock Built on Lies

––––––––
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Morning heat came early to downtown Los Angeles. Glass towers caught it and threw it back with a smile. Reese Halden walked fast, coffee in one hand, case phone in the other. Argent Sigil’s lobby smelled faintly of citrus and expensive promises. She liked the promises better once they were invoices.

Felix Mora waited at her desk with a grin that meant he hadn’t slept, either. He’d printed nothing—Argent frowned on paper—but he had three windows tiled on her monitor like a modest confession.

“Talk,” she said.

“Stylometry,” he said, tapping the first window. “I ran the after-hours ledger phrasing through a text-fingerprint pass. The author uses a double space after periods, serial commas, and the phrase ‘minor power hiccup’ exactly the same way across six nights. He also writes ‘seal fatigue’ instead of ‘seal failure.’ That’s unusual.”

“Same hand,” Reese said.

Felix nodded. “Or same script.”

“Name me a supervisor,” she said.

He pointed at a second window. “Leon Cardenas. Night supervisor. His reports from last year show the same Oxford comma habit, same stress on ‘minor’ as a calm-down word. He’s old-school neat. He also clocked in on the nights you flagged.”

Reese let the name sit. Names were handles; you could pick up trouble with them. “And Phantom Fix?”

Felix switched to the third window. “Phantom Fix invoices route to a registered agent service in Wilmington. The agent of record is Blue Bay Services LLC. The ‘suite’ is a virtual office floor—mailbox, call answer, occasional conference room by reservation.”

“Do we have a person?” she asked.

“Not yet,” he said. “But Blue Bay’s registered agent is Cobalt Harbor Agents. They front for a lot of shells. I pulled three adjacent LLCs in the same stack. Common contact phone. Different disposal emails. All stood up within a month.”

“Which month?” she asked.

“Two months before the first ‘perfect claim’ we ate.”

Reese took a slow drink. Coffee lit up her chest like a good idea. “Rhea?”

“Already looped her,” Felix said. “She’s drafting vendor-compliance demands. She’ll ask for beneficial ownership, insurance certificates, and subcontractor lists by close of business. Her tone could cut ice.”

Reese smiled once. “Good. Send me the stylometry pack. I want neat slides if a courtroom happens.”

He raised an eyebrow. “When a courtroom happens.”

She didn’t argue. She saved her argument for rooms that counted.

Argent Sigil built its conference spaces for deals that needed glass to look honest. Rhea Bloom arrived with a laptop, a drive of template letters, and a blouse the exact gray of impending weather. She pushed the door shut with two fingers.

“Reese,” she said. “You have teeth?”

“I have reasons,” Reese said. “Teeth follow.”

Rhea opened her drive. Boilerplate waited, sharp and polite. “Compliance letters go at noon. Vendor clock starts at receipt. If Blue Bay is a real business, they’ll blanch and reply. If they’re a veil, they’ll stall.”

“We like stalls,” Reese said. “Judges don’t.”

“Subrogation?” Rhea asked.

“Soon,” Reese said. “First we collect the case we’ll stand in.”

Rhea’s eyes warmed by half a degree. That was Rhea for applause. “Keep me entertained,” she said, and left.

Reese sent a text to Silas Kade.

Reese: Wilmington. Blue Bay. Virtual suite.

Silas: I know the building.

Reese: How.

Silas: Ports hire contractors. Contractors hide money. Addresses recur.

Reese: Meet me in sixty.

Silas: Thirty.

He was already at the curb when she came down, black jacket, no tie, eyes set to mid-afternoon even at ten a.m. They didn’t speak at first. The car filled the silence with traffic and decisions.

“You sleep?” he asked.

“Not with perfect claims in my inbox,” she said.

He watched the road. “You chew on things,” he said.

“I prefer swallow,” she said. “Chewing wastes time.”

“That sounds dangerous,” he said.

“Only if the food lies,” she said.

They took the Harbor Freeway south. Trucks rolled beside them, stacks of containers painted with names that tried for eternity. The port air found them at a distance—tar, salt, the iron tang of money.

“Explain something,” she said. “Simple, first pass. What’s a bill of lading?”

He glanced at her, surprised she asked. She wanted him to explain because juries would need it later. “Receipt and contract,” he said. “Says what’s shipped, by whom, to whom. Chain of custody on paper. It’s the spine the rest of the paperwork hangs on.”

“And a TEU?” she asked.

“Twenty-foot equivalent unit,” he said. “Container size shorthand. Most boxes you see are forty-foot—two TEUs.”

“Cameras?” she asked.

“ISPS code mandates coverage,” he said. “International Ship and Port Facility Security. You log entries, gates, perimeters. You make pictures for auditors.”

“And hide holes for thieves,” she said.

He didn’t disagree. He didn’t need to.

Wilmington’s commercial corridors wore their age without shame. The virtual office building tried to pretend it wasn’t there the day before. Polished lobby. Anodyne art. A clean directory full of companies that existed as long as a banker’s pen stayed warm.

Reese walked to the desk. The attendant had the practiced smile of someone who saw a lot and remembered little by design.

“Blue Bay Services,” Reese said. “Picking up a package.”

“Office holder?” the attendant asked.

“Contractor,” Reese said, and gave the Phantom Fix number Felix had dug out of a bill. She kept her voice bland. She kept her posture patient.

The attendant checked a small screen. “Suite 412 handles packages for that account,” she said. “They’re not in today.”

“Who is?” Reese asked.

The smile didn’t move. “We provide mail receipt for multiple clients. We can accept delivery.”

“I’m here for pick-up,” Reese said. “Alternative authorized.”

The attendant’s gaze did a little dance. “We’d need a notarized letter,” she said.

Silas drifted a step back and scanned the wall of boxes with numbers instead of names. His voice came soft, meant only for Reese. “A lot of accountants on four,” he said. “I recognize three names that sign vendor payables for half the dock district.”

The attendant glanced at him and away. He wore the kind of neutrality that made staff nervous: the look of someone who built doors and knew where the hinges squeaked.

“Is there a message for the client?” Reese asked.

The attendant’s smile brightened. “We can leave a note,” she said.

“Tell Blue Bay their witness is tired of waiting,” Reese said. “And not cheap.”

The smile dimmed and then returned. “Of course,” she said, and typed words that weren’t the words Reese spoke, because people like this knew how to translate threat into customer service.

Back on the sidewalk, heat rose off concrete in little waves. Silas squinted toward the lot.

“They’ll ping someone,” he said.

“Let them,” Reese said. “I sent the right scent.”

“You sure?” he asked.

“Witness ready,” she said. “Their words, not mine.”

He nodded once, conceding the point because the words were in her file and in his head.

They ate something fast from a truck that smelled like garlic and ambition. Reese spoke between bites.

“Tonight,” she said. “We run the dock again. We use the same hour. We ask for a writer who thinks the room belongs to him.”

“You like repetition,” he said.

“I like recreating scenes with cleaner angles,” she said.

He watched her mouth. The look wasn’t rude. It was fieldwork. She felt her skin notice it anyway.

“You good with Koreatown?” he asked. “I have a bar where the maintenance pool drinks when night shift ends. Could have a name that opens.”

“Side characters,” she said. “We don’t add any who think they run the plot.”

“They won’t,” he said. “They sell scraps. We buy scraps.”

They went east. Koreatown held the afternoon like a steady breath. The bar was narrow and dark with mirrors that made the room longer than honest. The bartender gave them the practiced indifference reserved for cops, priests, and people who paid in cash.

Silas took a booth that provided a view of the door and the back hall. Reese took the bench opposite, back to the wall. She noticed the nick on the tabletop and the tiny scorch near the edge and wondered about the story, then didn’t. Save curiosity for things with teeth.

A man slid into the next booth after ten minutes. He wasn’t invited. He wasn’t unwelcome. He was the kind of worker who knew which floor manager nodded and which one wrote names on lists.

“You looking for Phantom Fix,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

“Who says,” Reese said.

He pushed a napkin across the join between the tables. A number sat on it, hand-written with a pressure that cut through.

“They like late calls,” he said. “They pay on delivery.”

“Delivery of what,” Silas asked.

“Silence,” the man said. “Or noise. Depends.”

Reese set her coffee on the napkin. The number absorbed a ring of condensation. “You make introductions?” she asked.

“I make problems go to the right phones,” he said. His smile was bad for prediction and good for memory.

“We’ll call,” Silas said.

The man left without finishing his drink. He had achieved the thing he came to achieve: pushing gravity toward a pocket he recognized.

Reese waited a beat. Two. Then she took the napkin. The number was a burner block.

“Trap?” she asked.

“More like test,” Silas said.

She called anyway. The ring clicked to a recorded voice. Three words. “Leave the time.” Then a long beep.

She said, “Two-ten,” and hung up.

Silas raised an eyebrow. “Bold.”

“They loved that hour,” she said. “We’ll love it more.”

They drove south again as the city adjusted its light. Trucks filled lanes; sun burned on mirrors; the port loomed like a quiet machine you didn’t turn off ever.

At Keelpath’s west warehouse, the day shift moved like a solved problem. Clipboards. Badges. Pallets that knew where they belonged. Leon Cardenas had a mustache that said correction and a clipboard that looked perfect for holding lies.

Reese waited until he wrote something down. “Cardenas,” she said.

He looked up, eyes wary and polite. “Yes?”

“Night supervisor,” she said.

“Yes.”

She stood close enough to read his pen. Blue ink; medium point. “Your after-hours ledger is beautiful,” she said.

He frowned. “We do our best.”

“You do the same,” she said. “Every time.”

He didn’t like that. His grip tightened.

“You write ‘minor power hiccup,’” she said. “You write ‘seal fatigue.’ You use two spaces after a period. You tidy the world.”

“Somebody has to,” he said, and gave a short laugh that didn’t pay its bill.

She watched his tells. Eye flick left. Throat swallow. The pen clicked once, nervous.

“Who told you to tidy our claims?” she asked.

“No one,” he said, too fast.

“Wrong answer,” she said.

Silas stepped into view and merely existed a few feet to her right. His presence changed the math. Cardenas adjusted nothing except his jaw.

“You’re making a problem,” he said.

“I’m naming one,” she said.

He lifted his shoulders and let them drop. “People see outages,” he said. “I write them down. The cranes don’t always agree with what men see.”

“The cranes aren’t sentimental,” she said.

He forced a smile. “Then trust the machines.”

“We did,” she said. “They called you a liar.”

He stared for a long time. Then he looked past her, where a forklift moved, where a dock worker laughed, where nothing important happened in public.

“I don’t know your Blue Bay,” he said.

She hadn’t said Blue Bay. He had. She marked the error. She would spend it later.

“Get rest, Mr. Cardenas,” she said. “It’s going to be a long week for tidy men.”

They left him to sit with his pen and the way a building can feel, for one second, like it knows your name.

Outside, Silas angled them toward the service road that ran behind the container rows. “You poke,” he said.

“I measure,” she said.

“That’s worse,” he said, and almost smiled.

Afternoon turned itself down. Wind came off the water with the clean, metallic edge of evening. Reese checked her messages. Felix had sent a small gift: a phrase cloud from the ledger entries. Minor, fatigue, brief, routine, courtesy floated too close together to be coincidence.

“You ever run an OCR gate?” she asked.

“Optical Character Recognition scanners?” he said. “Port uses them at inbound/outbound lanes. Cameras read container numbers, plates, chassis IDs. Speeds flow.”

“Could you ghost one?” she asked.

“I could make one deaf,” he said. “Briefly.”

She didn’t ask him to. Not tonight. Let other people jam signals. Her job was to listen when the music changed.

The sun slid under the cranes and made their spines glow. The warehouse gained shadows in the places thieves loved. Reese called Vega.

“Twilight,” he said by way of hello. “Good time to lose a person.”

“Good time to find one,” she said. “Blue Bay uses a Wilmington agent. Cardenas reproduced the phrase ‘seal fatigue’ without me seeding it. At two-ten we may have a date.”

“You want uniforms obvious?” he asked.

“Visible enough they think they can still slip,” she said. “Scare them and they won’t sing.”

“Copy,” he said. “I’ll write my patience in pencil.”

They ate a second time because bodies die without food. Then they set positions like chess pieces with jobs. Silas took the mezzanine catwalk again but chose a different angle. Reese picked an aisle she hadn’t used before, changing the picture for anyone who watched their last act. Vega walked the perimeter and let a patrol unit loiter just far enough away to be explained.

Reese checked the clock. Ten minutes to two. The docks spoke in clanks and beeps and the long inhale of water moving under metal. She flexed her fingers. She counted six breaths and stopped before seven.

Her phone vibrated once. Unknown number. A text: Witness at wake. Bring the ledger. No punctuation. No emojis. A location pin dropped near a slip not two hundred yards from Keelpath’s west door.

Wake.

Not funeral wake. Boat wake. The V-shaped turbulence a hull writes across water. Dock people used their own dictionary.

“Change of plan,” she whispered.

Silas breathed steady in her ear. “I see it.”

Vega came in low. “You moving water-side?”

“Yes,” Reese said. “We keep the warehouse warm. They may still try the ledger when we walk.”

She moved out with controlled speed. The slip smelled of diesel and kelp and old rope. A pilot skiff rocked in its berth, tied off with the kind of knot you trust at speed. A figure waited on the edge of the pier, coat zipped, cap low.

“Ledger,” the figure said.

Reese stopped four paces short. “Introduce yourself first.”

“Witness,” the figure said. “You wanted one.”

“Show me,” she said.

A phone lifted. A video played. Grainy, but close. A man she recognized as Cardenas opened the after-hours binder in the office. He wrote three lines—hiccup, fatigue, outage—onto a fresh page. He signed with a flourish. The time stamp showed one fifty-eight.

“Copy,” the figure said. “Every night.”

“Who records?” she asked.

“Maintenance,” the figure said. “Sometimes me. Sometimes another. Blue Bay pays.”

“Name of Blue Bay,” she said.

The figure laughed softly. “Names cost extra.”

Silas’s voice came like a wire pulled taut. “Two bodies behind you, dockside crane line,” he said. “One at your six, slow.”

Reese didn’t turn. She kept the figure in front of her like a lesson. “You want money,” she said.

“Yes,” the figure said.

“You want breath,” she said, and stepped once closer. The air cooled her face; the water talked below.

“Ledger,” the figure said again, insistence now, a note higher.

“Later,” she said. “You get a name wrong and you drown in it.”

A shadow detached from a bollard to her left. Another from the skiff line to her right. She lifted her hands away from her sides, empty, open. She didn’t reach for the gun at the small of her back. She didn’t look up to where she knew Silas had already drawn geometry across the scene.

“Play it,” she said, nodding at the phone. “Again.”

The figure obliged without thinking. People repeat themselves when they’re proud. She watched, not the page this time, but the reflection in the plexi guarding the office window. A second hand, briefly, as Cardenas wrote. The hand wore tape around the index finger.

Ledger hands.

“Cardenas and who,” she asked.

“Names cost—”

A shout cut the air, short and panicked. Vega’s voice followed, sharp and precise. “Police!” Lights spun somewhere behind the warehouse; their throw made the slip’s edges flicker.

The two shadows by the bollard and the skiff went for flight. The figure in front of Reese flinched and spun to run. She moved with him, step for step, not tackling, just shepherding toward the open space between the mooring lines. Feet thudded on old wood. A gull took off, insulted. The pilot skiff drifted an inch and returned.

Silas’s silhouette cut a line across the top of the pier. He didn’t shout. He didn’t need to. He shifted one pace and boxed the runners into a corner they hadn’t seen.

“Stop,” Reese said, and poured iron into the word.

The witness stopped. It wasn’t obedience. It was math.

Vega hit the far end of the pier at a jog and let his presence fill the gap. “Walk back,” he said. “Hands visible. Third-grade rules.”

They complied because bodies learn rules young and don’t forget them.

Reese took the phone. The video kept its small truth. She sent it to the case file with location data and a label: Witness video—Cardenas authoring language.

“Name,” Vega said to the witness.

“Contractor,” the witness said.

“Phantom Fix,” Reese said.

The witness exhaled. “If you want Blue Bay,” he said, “you don’t arrest me here.”

“Where,” she asked.

He lifted his chin toward the dark line of warehouses west of Keelpath. “Door with blue paint,” he said. “No number. Two locks. They run a printer there.”

“What printer,” she said.

“The kind that makes reality,” he said.

Silas’s breath brushed the mic. “Warehouse row K,” he said. “There’s an old IT room in K-12. Fiber never got pulled out. Could drive a small print shop from it.”

Vega considered and made a choice. “We walk,” he said. “No lights, no sirens.”

They kept the witness between Reese and Vega, the way you protect evidence that can run. Silas scouted a pace ahead, body language casual until it wasn’t.

Row K sat quieter than the others, built for overflow and used for stories that preferred a roof. The blue-door warehouse wore its mask well: weathered paint, a lock that suggested compliance, a second lock that suggested intimacy with bolt cutters.

Reese smelled paper dust before she saw the printer. That smell lived in old schools and modern crimes. Silas cracked the first lock in a heartbeat and worked on the second with no drama.

“On signal,” Vega murmured.

Silas nodded once. The lock surrendered. They eased inside.

Light strobed from a room at the back. Not bright. Just enough to make shadows look like advice. The printer sat on a table that used to be a desk. Reams of specialty paper stacked near it. Blue pens. Rubber stamps. A tri-fold sign template reading Witness Statement in a courteous font. A portable laminator purred.

“Cute,” Vega said.

“Careful,” Reese said.

Silas moved to the printer, checked the queue. “Two jobs paused,” he said. “One template. One manifest.”

Reese picked up a sheet with gloved fingers. The words were trained to look legal. Signatures waited like dogs at a door. A line at the bottom read: witness affirms to best knowledge. No language about perjury. No court would love it, but a claims examiner in a hurry might.

The lights blinked. A relay clicked somewhere above. Silas’s head snapped up.

“Power is about to be mean,” he said. “They wired a kill-switch.”

“What dies,” Vega asked.

“Printer,” Silas said. “And whatever it feeds.”

The laminator coughed and spat a warm rectangle. Reese caught it before it fell. A badge. Phantom Fix. A temp name in small type. A date—today.

“Bag it,” Vega said.

A soft hiss filled the room. Not gas. Water. Sprinklers. The heads overhead popped, not from heat but instruction. Someone told the system to behave like a fire. Paper drank disaster fast.

“Out,” Silas said.

Reese grabbed the stack nearest her—blue pens and stamps into a plastic bin—and shouldered open a side door. Water came down in even lines. The smell turned chlorine and glue.

They got out with what they could. Vega called it in hard and fast. A patrol unit blocked the alley. The witness sat on a curb and looked at his hands like they had done something noble.

Silas set the printer queue on a portable drive, pulled the cable with a neat snap, and handed the drive to Reese. “Before the system drowns,” he said.

She nodded and held the drive like a tiny life raft.

“Your blue door prints lies on legal paper,” she said to the witness.

He shrugged, small and helpless. “People pay for tidy,” he said.

Vega read him his rights again because the first time never hurts. The man listened and didn’t decorate the moment with words.

A van idled at the end of the alley. It hadn’t been there when they went in. Silas clocked it first.

“Eyes,” he said.

Reese looked. No plates on the front. Dark tint. The van didn’t belong to any firm on the directory pinned near the dock’s office. It rolled away, not fast. With the weary confidence of a vehicle that had outlived too many questions.

“Blue Bay says hello,” Silas said.

“We’ll wave back with subpoenas,” Reese said.

They returned to the warehouse row as the sprinkler heads choked to a stop. The floor inside the blue-door room glittered with pooled water. Paper sagged. Evidence bagged. Not perfect, but enough.

On the table, a whiteboard marker bled blue in a slow circle. Someone had written a single line there, near the top. The water blurred it at the edges, but she could still read the hand.

Indemnity is only a story if you tell it well.

Underneath, a small symbol: the profile of a helmet, Greek lines, simple and proud.

“Pallas,” Reese said.

Silas exhaled like a decision. “Vire leaves signatures,” he said.

“Not for long,” she said.

Vega stuck his head back in, hair wet, patience drier. “I have to call the Port,” he said. “They’ll want meetings and memos. What do you want?”

“Cardenas,” she said. “In a room that’s too small for neat lies.”

“And Blue Bay?” he asked.

“Rhea’s letters,” she said. “I want them to refuse the right way.”

Silas looked down at the printer drive in her hand. “What’s on it,” he asked.

“Tonight,” she said. “And enough to teach a judge how to read.”

They stood under the eave while the last drops ticked from the gutter. Reese’s clothes stuck to her at the wrists. She smelled paper dust, wet plastic, the faint copper note of adrenaline leaving.

“You walk into rooms like you own them,” Silas said.

“I walk into rooms like they owe me rent,” she said.

“That’s worse,” he said, and almost smiled.

She studied him openly now. The square of his shoulders, the tilt he used when he listened, the way his eyes didn’t flinch from messy facts. He was built for running and built for staying, and neither had won yet.

“There’s a line you crossed,” he said. “Between adjuster and hunter.”

“I was hired to count,” she said. “No one said I couldn’t count faster.”

He let that sit. The port breathed around them, heavy and steady. Somewhere a container hit a stack just a shade too hard; the sound traveled like a rumor.

Her phone chimed. Felix again. Cobalt Harbor Agents just denied knowledge of Blue Bay’s beneficial owners. Too fast. Too clean. Then another ping. Cardenas’s bank shows a deposit at two-thirteen on nights we flagged. Same amount. Different shells.

“Cardenas gets paid after he writes,” she said.

“Witness video shows him writing,” Silas said.

“Tonight we make him admit to the pen,” she said.

Vega came back with a clipboard he probably hated. “Port Authority will scream,” he said. “But they’ll scream at me, not you.”

“I appreciate the service,” she said.

“You’ll pay me by not dying,” he said.

She nodded and pocketed the printer drive as if it weighed more than it did. It did.

They walked back toward Keelpath’s west building in a silence that wasn’t awkward. It was the kind of quiet that happens when two people spend all their words on the correct enemy.

Near the south door, she stopped. The concrete held a faint line of blue paint no one would notice without wanting to. It ran like a scuffed trail from the warehouse row to the water.

“You see that,” she said.

Silas followed the line with his eyes. “Breadcrumbs,” he said.

“Or a joke,” she said.

“Pallas likes jokes,” he said.

She looked at him. “You say his name like you’ve met him.”

“I’ve met his patterns,” he said.

“Introduce me,” she said.

He tilted his head. “He’ll introduce himself,” he said. “He likes an audience.”

“Then we stop clapping,” she said.

They waited with the warehouse until the clock rolled through two again and toward three. No second attempt hit the ledger. No burner bled more lies. The night grew cold in the way mornings do when they remember people have to go to work.

They closed the scene with care. Chain of custody signed. Drives sealed. Witness logged. Vega’s patrol car wrote itself a place in the report.

Reese sat on the hood of her sedan for a minute and let the port talk to her bones. The cranes held still. The water made its quiet argument with the pilings. She felt the slow burn live in her like an agreement. Heat held. Flame deferred.

Silas stood beside her, hands in his pockets, looking down the long line of the channel.

“You don’t scare easy,” he said.

“I scare correctly,” she said. “It keeps me standing.”

He nodded. “I’ll map the internal access that gets someone from K-12 to Keelpath without cameras.”

“I’ll get Rhea to make Blue Bay explain their soul,” she said.

“Do companies have those,” he asked.

“They have ledgers,” she said. “Same difference.”

He made that little not-smile again. The sky in the east went the color of steel warming. A gull drew a line across it like punctuation.

“Get some sleep,” he said.

“You too,” she said.

They didn’t move. Not quite yet. They let the hour settle on them like a page that needed one more line before it would turn. When they finally left, the docks held their secrets like always, and like always, some of those secrets were already in her pocket.

—-

[image: ]


Part 3: Witness to the Wake

––––––––
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Morning broke in bands of chrome. The port looked rinsed, not clean. Reese Halden stood under a vent in Argent Sigil’s lab suite and watched a tech glove the printer drive into a forensic cradle.

“Checksum?” she asked.

The tech nodded. “SHA-256 before and after. Chain of custody stays happy.”

“Good,” she said.

He launched a utility. Spools cataloged themselves: timestamps, job owners, paper profiles. The queue looked like a tight throat clearing. Templates sat at the top, paused, as if the night had misjudged its courage.

“Print driver?” she asked.

“Old,” he said. “But patched. They know enough to hide, not enough to be elegant.”

“Origin?”

“Leads to a local machine with a masked hostname,” he said. “I can resolve the MAC. After that, it’s cables.”

She nodded. “Do it.”

Her phone buzzed. Felix.

“I have a gift,” Felix said. “Blue Bay’s virtual suite logged a call. Auto-attendant recorded a message because someone forgot to toggle the after-hours rule back. You’ll like the voice.”

“Send me the file,” she said.

“It’s short,” he said. “Thirteen seconds. No name.”

“Short can be honest,” she said.

A chime. The file arrived. She put in an earbud and let the sound touch only one side of her head. A man spoke like he’d sold truth for so long it no longer weighed anything.

“Run the wake,” the voice said. “Ledger at two. Use Cardenas. Fix the power to stutter. I want it smooth.”

A second voice, quieter: “Same phrases?”

A breath. “Always.”

The file ended. She stood very still and let the words line up with her night. Wake. Ledger. Phrases. Always.

“Felix,” she said, “strip the noise. See if we can lift a room echo, a device hiss—anything that puts furniture around those words.”

“On it,” he said.

The lab tech lifted a finger. “Got a MAC,” he said. “Vendor prefix says the host is a small-form PC. Off-the-shelf. Nothing exotic.”

“Good,” she said again. She liked criminals who mistrusted their own cleverness. They left humble footprints.

A knock at the glass. Rhea Bloom’s reflection looked like rain behind a clean window. She stepped in with two sealed envelopes and the kind of composure that made interns forget to breathe.

“Compliance letters went,” Rhea said. “Blue Bay signed receipt. Cobalt Harbor Agents also signed. I asked for beneficial owners, subcontractor details, insurance certificates, and a list of anyone authorized to handle seals or manifests. Deadlines at forty-eight hours. If they stall, we escalate to audit.”

“And Keelpath?” Reese asked.

“I sent a parallel notice,” Rhea said. “Vendor management is their duty. Argent won’t eat loss if their contractors wear paper masks.”

Reese’s mouth tipped. “You could do stand-up,” she said.

“I do,” Rhea said. “It’s called deposition.”

They traded a look that counted as a handshake. Rhea left. The tech ejected the drive and bagged it again.

“My part’s done,” he said.

“Mine isn’t,” Reese said.

She walked the corridor with the sense that the building held its breath as she passed. People made way for her without outward reason. Adjusters got that in good companies—stillness around them like respect or warning.

Lt. Vega called from the port. “We have Cardenas in Interview Two,” he said. “He brought his pen. I think he sleeps with it.”

“Don’t let him write his way out,” Reese said.

“You want the room,” he asked.

“I want the witness first,” she said. “Then the room.”

“Five minutes,” he said.

She drove hard, no siren, windows cracked for air that felt like work. The Port PD substation sat squat and gray near a cluster of low warehouses. Inside, a coffee machine beat itself up in a corner. Vega waited in shirtsleeves, tie loose.

“We bagged the badge, the stamps, blue pens, the queue copy,” he said. “Your witness is stalling without a lawyer.”

“He wants to be paid twice,” Reese said. “Once for talking. Once for not drowning.”

Vega’s mouth twitched. “He recognized you,” he said. “Not in the celebrity way.”

“Good,” she said.

The witness sat at a metal table the color of days that don’t go well. He kept his cap on because small defiance keeps hands from shaking.

“You like words,” Reese said. “Use them.”

He eyed the mirror. “You record.”

“Always,” she said. “Say something worth the tape.”

“Cardenas writes,” he said. “He signs after the last loader clears.”

“Who tells him when to write,” she asked.

“Blue Bay tells Phantom Fix. Phantom Fix tells Leon,” he said, looking at his fingers.

“How,” she asked.

“Phone. Cash,” he said.

“Where,” she asked.

“Break room,” he said. “Sometimes the office. Sometimes the south door. Blue Bay likes south positions.”

“Names,” she said.

He grinned, thin. “You want the star.”

“I want the conductor,” she said. “Pallas Vire.”

The grin faltered. “You say the name like you know him.”

“I know the cost,” she said.

He squinted. “You still want to buy this?” he asked.

“We already did,” Vega said from the wall. “Now we want change.”

The witness snorted. “You’ll need more pockets,” he said.

“Give me the next time,” Reese said.

“Tonight,” he said. “Same hour until you make them change it.”

“Where,” she asked.

“Keelpath west,” he said. “Or the blue door if you scare them.”

“We already scared them,” she said.

“Then you watch the water,” he said. “They move paper near waves.”

“Wake,” she said.

He nodded once.

Vega walked her out. “He’ll spook later,” Vega said. “But he likes his moment.”

“We’ll use it before it expires,” she said.

A voice came from the hall. “Halden,” Silas said.

He leaned against a bulletin board that had retired a decade ago. He looked the way night looked after a good fight—awake, controlled, carrying new lines you’d only see if you knew to look.

“I’ve got a path,” he said. “K-12 to Keelpath. It runs under an old conveyor slot. Cameras miss it because the algorithm believes that space is a wall.”

“Can we watch it anyway?” she asked.

“I can force the system to create a phantom camera,” he said. “It won’t show detail. It will tell us when something crosses.”

“Do it,” she said. “Call it a cough.”

He tilted his head. “You ask for weird things,” he said.

“I ask for the things liars won’t predict,” she said.

They stepped into a small briefing room with a map of the port taped to the wall. It looked like a circuit board trying to become a city.

Silas pointed to the path. “Here,” he said. “This seam runs behind a row of unused pallets. The floor dips. A person can move without tripping the motion grid if he hugs the cold line. It’s an old trick. Good people forget old tricks when they buy new cameras.”

“Pallas’s people aren’t good,” she said.

“They’re patient,” he said.

Vega leaned on the map with one finger. “Cardenas writes at two,” he said. “Blue Bay pushes witness at wave. Phantom Fix carries tools. And our conductor likes helmets.”

Reese looked at the marker she’d brought back: Greek lines sketching a profile. “He wants myth,” she said. “We give him math.”

She took the stylometry packet from Felix and spread printouts that Rhea would judge her for. Words jumped in islands. Minor. Fatigue. Routine. Courtesy. Oxford commas like fence posts.

“We apply pressure,” she said. “Rhea’s letters move money. Vega’s questions move lungs. Silas moves the room.”

“And you?” Vega asked.

“I move belief,” she said. “I make a judge care.”

Silas watched her for a beat the way a person watches a window decide whether to break. “You’ll need something that isn’t paper,” he said.

“We have video,” she said. “We have prints. We have a printer cough.”

He nodded, not in agreement, but in acceptance of a path with edges.

They split for the afternoon. Reese needed to visit Halden’s Apartment—the version of her life that looked like plants and silence and a view that claimed L.A. was gentle. She showered the dock off her skin and stood with a towel around her shoulders while the city failed to get quiet.

Her phone chimed. Felix again. Voice file cleaned. Small echo suggests a concrete room with a vent. HVAC cycle at 60-second intervals. There’s a minor fan tick every 12 seconds. Then: Room tone matches a mechanical closet or a small back office near an older air handler.

She thumbed a reply. Row K has an old air handler. K-12.

Felix: Then your conductor likes nostalgia.

She smiled without warmth. He likes control.

She dressed in dark clothes that lied well to cameras and drove back toward the docks with the window down enough to let risk in. The port lit itself one bulb at a time.

At Keelpath west, Silas met her by the employee entrance with two things in his hand: a small relay and a longer look than the night required.

“Phantom camera is up,” he said. “Technical term: hacked motion mask. It will ping our phones when the seam sees breath.”

“Good,” she said.

“Cardenas is in the building,” he added. “He clocked in early. His pen is in his pocket. He tapped it twice.”

“Guilt makes people musical,” she said.

“Or brave,” he said.

She didn’t contest it. People wore guilt and bravery the same way.

They took positions without drama. Reese chose a column near the office where she could feel the room without stepping on it. Silas took the catwalk’s darker spine. Vega sat in a cruiser outside with the radio low and the world loud in his eyes.

At 01:52, the phantom camera coughed. Her phone ticked once. Silas’s voice breathed into her ear.

“Seam live,” he said.

She watched the gap between pallets like a mind watches an old wound. She saw nothing. People who move in seams want that.

At 01:56, a shape slid out of the seam and became a man near the service alcove. He carried a small bag. He touched the panel with the casual intimacy of someone who has trained a lock. The bag opened and the repeater came out like a tool that had been waiting.

At 01:58, a second man entered through the south door with the exact confidence of last night’s writer. He wore a mask. He didn’t need it. His body wrote his name in small ways. The right heel shrug. The pen tape. The patience.

Cardenas appeared at 01:59 from the hall with the ledger in his hand. He looked like a man who walked his dog the same time every night because everything behaved better on a schedule.

Reese felt the moment gather behind her sternum. She smoothed it down.

At 02:00, the office lights steadied. The writer sat. The ledger opened. The pen made its little aggressive scratch. Hiccup. Fatigue. Outage. Reese took a photo. She took two. She let the lie finish the line it loved.

The repeater clicked under the alcove. The building pretended it was tired.

“Hold,” she whispered.

Silas didn’t argue. Vega didn’t ask why. The room held itself like a breath held under water.

At 02:02, the seam coughed again. A third figure moved through—the kind of silhouette that carries command without costume. Taller than the others. Cleaner. He kept his head low but not afraid. He paused at the office threshold like he expected applause.

Reese didn’t step out. She took pictures of hands, shoes, the way the wrist bones sat under skin. Details live longer than faces.

The man lifted the ledger and glanced at the page. He wasn’t looking for words. He was looking for form. He nodded once, the approval of a teacher who likes his student’s penmanship.

“Now,” she said.

They moved like a single body with three minds. Silas cut the stair in two strides. Reese took the office door, low and steady. Vega’s boots spoke outside, hard and final.

“Hands,” Reese said, voice even.

Cardenas froze. The writer did not. He flicked the pen across the page, a petty act of rebellion. The tall man put the ledger down carefully and smiled as if all this had been arranged to give him an opportunity to be courteous.
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