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​Chapter 1:The Tuesday Night Summit
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The garage door of 402 Maple Drive did not open; it ascended. It rose with the silent, hydraulic grace of a cathedral gate, revealing the sacred space within.

To the untrained eye, it was merely a two-car garage in the Oak Creek Estates subdivision, a sprawling labyrinth of beige stucco and identical mailboxes located forty minutes outside the city. To Thomas "Tom" Miller, however, this twenty-by-twenty-foot concrete box was the only place in the known universe that made sense.

Inside the house, there was chaos. Inside the house, there was a leaky faucet in the guest bathroom that defied three separate attempts at repair. There was a teenage daughter, Sophie, who had recently started speaking exclusively in heavy sighs and eye-rolls. There was a wife, Sarah, who had decided that "clutter" was a moral failing rather than a byproduct of living, yet simultaneously owned forty-two throw pillows that served no structural purpose.

But here, in the garage, there was order.

Tom stood before his pegboard, a beverage in hand. It was a Tuesday. The time was 8:04 PM. The pegboard was a masterpiece of organizational neurosis. Every tool was outlined in black Sharpie, ensuring that if a wrench was missing, its ghost remained to haunt the borrower. The concrete floor was sealed with a gray epoxy that gleamed under the fluorescent tube lighting. It smelled of sawdust, WD-40, and the faint, sweet scent of men hiding from their responsibilities.

Tom took a sip of his beer. It was a Kirkland Light. It tasted like water that had once thought about hops, but at fifty cents a can, the price-to-volume ratio was unbeatable. Tom was an insurance adjuster. He appreciated favorable ratios.

He checked his watch—a Casio, naturally, because Apple Watches needed charging and Tom didn't need another thing in his life that died if he ignored it for a day.

The boys were late.

Technically, this was a meeting of the "Oak Creek Neighborhood Safety Committee." It had a charter. It had a bylaws document that Tom had drafted in Excel. It had a mission statement regarding the preservation of property values and the deterrence of delinquency. In reality, it was four middle-aged men standing around a Honda Odyssey, complaining about the Homeowners Association fees and pretending they weren't tired.

The side door creaked open.

"Perimeter clear," a voice whispered.

Jerry squeezed through the doorframe. Jerry was forty-five, divorced, and treated his life like he was the protagonist of a military thriller that had been rejected by the publisher for being too unrealistic. He was wearing camouflage cargo shorts—ironic, considering they were standing in a bright beige suburb—and a black t-shirt that said SHEEPDOG in distressed font.

"Jerry, the door was unlocked," Tom said, not turning from his pegboard. He was currently auditing his Phillips-head screwdrivers. "You didn't need to check the perimeter. You just needed to turn the knob."

"Complacency kills, Tom," Jerry said, moving into the room with a rolling gait that was hard on his knees. He went straight to the mini-fridge, bypassing the bottled water and grabbing a Kirkland Light. He cracked it open with a violence that made Tom wince. "You see the mulch pile at the Peterson place? Too high. Spontaneous combustion risk. I clocked it at four feet. That’s a code violation."

"It’s mulch, Jerry. It’s not C4."

"It’s a fire hazard. And it provides cover for hostiles."

"Hostiles?" Tom asked, finally turning around. "You mean the raccoons?"

"Raccoons are nature's insurgents," Jerry muttered, taking a long pull of the beer. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "Also, I saw a van parked on Sycamore Street. Unknown plates. Tinted windows. Sat there for twenty minutes."

"That was the Amazon delivery driver taking his lunch break, Jerry. I saw him eating a sandwich."

"That’s what he wanted you to see," Jerry said darkly. "Surveillance. They’re casing the joint."

The garage door motor whirred again, ascending another foot. It stopped, and then Kevin rolled under it like a tumbleweed. He stood up, brushing dust off his erratic polo shirt which was buttoned wrong. Kevin was thirty-eight but looked fifty. He had twin three-year-olds and a newborn. His eyes were permanently bloodshot, and he vibrated with the manic energy of the sleep-deprived.

"I’m free," Kevin gasped, leaning against Tom’s pristine workbench. "She’s asleep. They’re all asleep. I told Brenda I had to check the... the thing. The water pressure. Did I miss anything? Do we have pretzels?"

"We have pretzels," Tom said, pointing to the bowl on the workbench. "Pretzels are a low-risk snack. High sodium, but low choking hazard."

Kevin dived for the bowl like a starving man. "Oh god, salt. I haven't had salt in three days. Brenda is on a cleanse. We’re eating kale chips, Tom. Have you ever tried to wipe a toddler's butt after they've eaten nothing but kale? It’s a biological weapon. It changes a man."

"Keep your voice down," Jerry hissed, moving to the window to peek through the blinds. "Where’s the rookie?"

"Dave is coming," Kevin chewed loudly, crumbs falling onto the epoxy floor. Tom twitched but decided to address the mess later. "He texted. Said he’s bringing 'The Asset'."

"The Asset?" Tom raised an eyebrow. "Is that what we're calling the seven-layer dip?"

"No," a voice called from the driveway. "Better."

Dave walked in. Dave was the "New Dad." He had moved into the neighborhood six months ago from the city. He worked in "Tech," a job title that none of the other men understood but assumed involved typing quickly and wearing hoodies. Dave was the only one of them who still had hope in his eyes. He was carrying a large, hard-shell Pelican case like it contained the nuclear football.

"Gentlemen," Dave said, placing the case on Tom’s workbench, right on top of the designated sanding area. Tom gently moved a piece of 200-grit sandpaper out from under it. "Prepare to have your minds blown."

"Is it a brisket?" Kevin asked, hopeful.

"No." Dave unlatched the case with a series of satisfying clicks. He threw the lid open.

Nestled in the custom-cut foam was a drone. But not a toy drone. This was a matte-black, four-rotored beast with a camera lens that looked like the eye of a judgment-passing god. It looked aggressive. It looked expensive.

"The Sky-Hunter X9," Dave announced. "4K video, thermal imaging, three-mile range, and obstacle avoidance AI. I bought it with my bonus."

"How much?" Tom asked instinctively. It was the adjuster in him. He was already calculating the depreciation schedule.

"Two thousand," Dave said. "Plus accessories."

Tom choked on his light beer. "Dave. You have a Subaru payment. You have a mortgage. You have a gutter that needs cleaning."

"You can't put a price on security," Jerry said, stepping forward and stroking one of the rotors sensually. "Does it have night vision?"

"Thermal," Dave corrected. "It sees heat. Like the Predator."

"Why do we need to see heat?" Tom asked. "We are a neighborhood watch. Our mandate is to report speeding teenagers and ensure people bring their bins in by 7:00 PM on trash day. Heat signatures seem... excessive."

"Knowledge is power, Tom," Dave said, lifting the drone out of the case. "Imagine. We can patrol the entire cul-de-sac without leaving the garage. We can check gutters. We can spot coyotes. We can see if the Johnsons are heating their pool while claiming they're 'going green' to the HOA board."

"Fire it up," Kevin said, mouth full of pretzels. "I want to see if it can spy on my house. I want to see if the twins are actually sleeping or if they are just plotting my demise."

"Let's take it to the flight deck," Jerry commanded.

The "Flight Deck" was the driveway. The four men shuffled out into the cool October air. It was a beautiful night. The subdivision of Oak Creek Estates was silent, save for the distant hum of the highway and the rhythmic thwup-thwup of a sprinkler system violating the drought ordinance three streets over. The streetlights buzzed with a comforting amber glow.

Dave set the drone on the concrete. He pulled out a controller that looked more complex than the dashboard of Tom’s Camry. He attached an iPad to it.

"Okay," Dave muttered, tapping the screen. His face was illuminated by the blue light of the tablet. "Systems check. GPS... locked. Gyros... calibrated. Battery... 98%."

"Do you have a license for that?" Tom asked, looking up and down the street. "FAA regulations state that within five miles of an airport—"

"Relax, Tom," Dave said, waving a hand. "We’re in Class G airspace. Uncontrolled. I watched a YouTube video. It’s basically a toy."

"A two-thousand-dollar toy," Tom muttered. "If that crashes into a windshield, my umbrella policy won't cover it. Intentional acts of negligence are excluded."

"Initiating launch sequence," Dave said, ignoring him. He pushed the joysticks.

The drone didn't hum; it screamed. It sounded like a swarm of angry hornets trapped in a vacuum cleaner. It shot straight up into the air with terrifying velocity, ascending fifty feet in a blink.

"Whoa!" Kevin cheered, shielding his eyes. "Look at it go!"

"It’s drifting left," Jerry noted critically, hands on his hips. "Compensate! Windage!"

"I’m trying!" Dave yelled, his thumbs dancing on the sticks. "The sensitivity is set to 'Sport Mode'! Why is it in Sport Mode?!"

The drone banked aggressively, swooping over the perfectly manicured lawn of Mrs. Gable, the neighborhood gossip. It buzzed her chimney.

"Bring it back, Dave!" Tom hissed, checking the windows of the surrounding houses. "It’s too loud! You’re going to wake the HOA President! Linda will fine us for noise pollution. She fined me fifty dollars last week for leaving a garden hose uncoiled!"

"I can’t!" Dave panicked. "It’s not responding to the return-to-home command! It thinks it's in China! The GPS is calibrated to Shenzhen!"

The drone did a barrel roll, entirely unprompted, and then dove. It wasn't a controlled descent; it was a kamikaze run. It streaked across the street, aiming directly for the dark, imposing two-story colonial at 405 Maple Drive.

"Not Pym’s house," Jerry groaned. "Anywhere but Pym’s."

Arthur Pym was the neighborhood enigma. He didn't wave. He didn't participate in the Christmas light competition. He drove a black sedan with tinted windows, and his trash bags were always double-knotted and heavy. He was a large man with a thick neck and a stare that could curdle milk. Jerry was convinced he was a sleeper agent for a foreign power. Tom just thought he was rude.

"Pull up!" Kevin yelled.

Dave yanked the stick back. The drone corrected at the last second, skimming Pym’s roof tiles with a sickening scratch sound, before stalling completely. It dropped like a stone, tumbling down the far side of the roof and disappearing into the darkness of Pym’s backyard.

Thud.

Silence returned to the cul-de-sac.

The four men stood in the driveway, frozen in a tableau of suburban failure.

"Well," Tom said, breaking the silence. "That was a very expensive ten seconds."

"Is it broken?" Dave whimpered. He looked like he was about to cry.

"It fell two stories onto concrete," Tom said. "As an insurance professional, I would classify that as a 'total loss.' And possibly a liability claim if you hit a cat."

"We have to get it," Dave said. "My wife tracks our credit card. If she finds out I spent two grand on a toy that I destroyed in under a minute, she will murder me. Not metaphorically. She listens to a lot of True Crime podcasts. She knows how to dissolve a body in lye, Tom."

"We can't just go into Pym’s yard," Tom said. "That’s trespassing."

"It’s a recovery mission," Jerry said, his eyes lighting up. He had been waiting for this. He pulled a small, high-powered flashlight from his pocket. "Rescue Op. In and out. Two minutes. Standard retrieval."

"I don't like Pym," Kevin added nervously, glancing at the dark house. "He looked at my toddler once. Just... stared. Like he was sizing him up for a stew."

"We go knock on the door," Tom proposed. "We act like adults. We say, 'Excuse me, Arthur, our flying robot accidentally invaded your property. May we retrieve it?'"

"Look at the house, Tom," Jerry pointed.

The house at 405 Maple Drive was dark. Not just sleeping-dark. It was void-dark. The blinds were drawn tight. No porch light. It looked like a black hole in the middle of the street.

"He’s not home," Dave said. "His car is in the driveway, but there are no lights. If we knock, we wake him up. Then he’s angry. Then he calls the cops on us for peeping."

"If we just hop the side fence," Jerry suggested, "we grab the bird, and we’re gone. Victimless crime. The drone is property. We are retrieving lost property."

Tom sighed. He hated that Jerry made sense. The HOA bylaws were strict about noise, but vague about fence-hopping for emergency retrieval of aviation equipment.

"Fine," Tom said. "But we are quick. No snooping. We grab the drone, and we leave. Kevin, stay here. Keep a lookout."

"On it," Kevin said, leaning back against the Odyssey and closing his eyes. "I’ll just... rest my eyes."

Tom, Jerry, and Dave crossed the street. They moved in a phalanx, attempting to be stealthy but mostly just looking like three dads trying not to trip over their own feet.

They reached the side gate. It was locked from the inside.

"Boost me," Jerry whispered.

Kevin and Dave laced their fingers together. Jerry stepped up, grunting—a sound of supreme effort—and hauled himself over the six-foot wooden fence. He landed on the other side with a heavy thump and a suppressed curse word.

"My knee," Jerry hissed from the other side. "I think I blew the meniscus."
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