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The Machine
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THE CONVEYOR BELT NEVER stops. That's the first thing they tell you at Riverside Diamond Processing, and it's the last thing you think about before sleep finds you. Even now, standing in the pre-dawn cold with my thermos of coffee gone lukewarm, I can hear it—a low mechanical growl that rumbles through the concrete floor and up through the soles of my boots.

I've been at Riverside for eight years. Long enough to know every sound the plant makes, every shudder and grind that means something's about to break or just broke or is holding together by sheer mechanical stubbornness. Long enough that I don't really hear it anymore, the same way you stop hearing traffic if you live close enough to the highway.

The floor is already busy when I clock in at 5:47 AM. Third shift is wrapping up, guys with that end-of-night glazed look shuffling toward the time clock like sleepwalkers. Rick Donovan nods at me as he passes, his face gray with sediment dust. He's been here longer than me, back when they were still figuring out how to process the riverbed efficiently. Back when more guys died doing it.

"Wade." My supervisor, Paul Hendricks, appears at my elbow with a clipboard. He's got that look—the one that means something's different today, some variable in the routine.

"Yeah?"

"Got a new hire shadowing you today. Santos. First day on the floor."

I take a sip of the coffee I forgot was cold. "Okay."

"She's green but tested well. Show her the operation, keep her clear of the hoppers until she knows what she's looking at."

"She?"

Paul gives me a look. "Problem?"

"No." And there isn't. We've had women on the floor before, just not many. The work is brutal—twelve-hour shifts in the wet and cold, sediment dust that gets into everything, the constant noise. Most people don't last six months regardless of gender.

"Good. She's waiting by Station 4."

I find her standing exactly where she's supposed to be, wearing brand-new coveralls that still have the fold creases in them and a hardhat that sits slightly too large on her head. She's small, maybe five-three, with dark hair pulled back tight and eyes that are trying very hard to look confident.

"Maya Santos?" I extend my hand.

"Yes. Hi. You're Marcus Wade?" Her grip is firm, overcompensating. "They said you're supervising today."

"Just showing you around. You'll pick it up." I gesture toward the main floor. "You been inside a processing plant before?"

"No. I mean, I saw videos during training, but..."

"It's louder in person."

She nods, and I see her swallow. Nervous. That's fine. Everyone's nervous the first day. The ones who aren't nervous are the ones you worry about.

We walk onto the main floor and the sound swallows us—the conveyor system, the separation tanks, the water pumps, all of it running in concert like some massive industrial organism. I've stopped trying to explain what Riverside does to people outside the plant. The process is complex, almost beautiful in its efficiency, but it sounds absurd when you describe it: we pump riverbed sediment, separate out the River Stars, and send the processed material back into the river system for secondary collection downstream.

River Stars. That's what they call them, these diamonds that form in the specific geological conditions of our river system. Nowhere else in the world. They've got this blue luminescence when they're raw, before cutting. Collectors pay fortunes for them.

"This is Station 4," I tell Maya, raising my voice over the machinery. "You'll start here. The conveyor brings sediment from the river intake. Your job is monitoring the separation tanks—watching for jams, overflow, anything that looks wrong."

She's nodding, trying to absorb everything at once.

"See those tanks?" I point to the series of large cylindrical containers where water and sediment churn in controlled turbulence. "The River Stars are heavier than most of the riverbed material. The separation process filters them out, and they drop into collection bins at the bottom. Every two hours, we pull the bins and send them to processing."

"What happens to the rest? The sediment that doesn't have diamonds?"

"Goes back in the river. There's a discharge point about a hundred yards downstream. The river system carries it to secondary processing—they extract other minerals, filter it again. Eventually it all ends up in the collection reservoir about three miles down."

Maya steps closer to the nearest tank, watching the sediment swirl. "How many diamonds come through in a day?"

"Depends on the riverbed composition. Good day? Maybe fifty pounds of raw River Stars. Bad day? Twenty. They're small, mostly. Size of your thumbnail or smaller before cutting."

"And if something goes wrong?"

I pause, choosing my words. "If something goes wrong, the River Stars go into the river with the discharge sediment. They end up downstream, scattered across three miles of riverbed. The company has recovery divers, but it's expensive. Dangerous. Better to catch problems before they happen."

She nods again, and I can see her cataloging everything, trying to build a mental map of the operation.

We spend the next three hours walking the floor. I show her the intake pipes, the hopper systems, the secondary filters. I introduce her to the other operators—guys like Danny Cortez and Sam Williams who've been here long enough to run their stations half-asleep. She asks good questions. Smart questions. The kind that make me think she might actually last.

By 9 AM, she's loosening up a bit. The coveralls don't look so stiff. She's stopped flinching every time a pump kicks on.

"You're doing fine," I tell her during a break, both of us standing outside in the cold morning air. The river runs behind the plant, wide and brown and deceptively calm-looking. "First day is mostly just getting used to the noise."

"It's a lot." She's staring at the river. "I didn't expect it to be so... I don't know. Alive? The whole system, the way everything connects."

"Yeah." I know what she means, though I've never said it out loud. There's something almost organic about the operation, the way the river feeds the plant and the plant feeds the river. A closed loop that feels like it has its own heartbeat.

"Thank you," Maya says. "For being patient. I know I'm slowing you down."

"You're not." And she isn't, really. Training new hires is part of the job, has been for years. Most of them wash out. A few stick. You can usually tell which by the end of week one.

My radio crackles. Paul's voice: "Wade, need you at the secondary filters. Pressure reading looks off."

"Copy." I turn to Maya. "Stay at Station 4. Watch the tanks. Anything looks weird, call it in."

"Okay."

I head back inside, leaving her there by the river. The pressure issue turns out to be a faulty gauge—twenty-minute fix. When I get back to Station 4, Maya is exactly where I left her, watching the separation tanks with the focus of someone who knows this job is her one shot at something.

The conveyor belt keeps moving. The river keeps flowing. The machinery grinds on.

It's 3 PM when my shift ends. I clock out, nod to the incoming evening crew, and walk to my truck in the employee lot. The sediment dust has settled into the creases of my hands, under my nails. I'll shower at home, eat something, watch whatever's on TV, and sleep.

Tomorrow I'll do it again.

I sit in the truck for a minute before starting it, looking back at the plant. Eight years. Nearly three thousand shifts. I'm good at this work—good at reading the machines, at knowing when something's about to break, at keeping the operation running smooth. But there's never been a moment when I've felt that thing Maya described. That aliveness.

The plant is just the plant. The job is just the job.

I start the truck and drive home, and I don't think about it again until the phone rings at 11 PM, and everything changes.
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Breaking In
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MAYA IS EARLY THE NEXT morning. I find her in the break room at 5:30, fifteen minutes before shift starts, drinking coffee and studying a xeroxed diagram of the plant layout like she's preparing for an exam.

"You don't need to memorize it," I tell her, pouring my own coffee from the industrial pot that's been sitting there since midnight. "You'll learn the layout by walking it."

She looks up, startled. "I just wanted to be prepared."

"You are." I sit down across from her. "How'd you sleep?"

"Not great. Too much noise in my head. The machinery." She attempts a smile. "Is that normal?"

"First week? Yeah. You'll stop hearing it eventually."

"I'm not sure I want to stop hearing it." She folds the diagram carefully. "My family asks me what I do and I don't know how to explain it. My mother thinks I'm working in some kind of jewelry store."

"Where's your family?"

"Philippines. I send money back every month. My sister's in school, my mother has medical bills." She says it matter-of-factly, like everyone has the same arrangement. "This job pays more than anything else I qualified for."

I nod. I've heard versions of this story before from guys on the floor. The plant pays well because the work is hard and the hours are unforgiving and most people can't hack it. For some people, that equation works out.

"Paul mentioned you tested high in the technical assessment," I say.

"I'm good with systems. I worked in a textile factory back home before I came here. Different machinery, but same principles. Things that need to keep running."

"Then you'll be fine. Come on."

We walk onto the floor and the day shift is already in motion. The conveyor system is running at full capacity—sediment from overnight accumulation moving through the separation tanks in a steady flow. I take Maya through the morning checks: pressure readings, flow rates, temperature monitors. She follows close, taking it all in.

By 8 AM, I have her doing the tank checks herself while I supervise. She's methodical, double-checking each reading before recording it. Too careful, maybe, but that's not a bad quality in someone this green.

Danny Cortez wanders over during a lull, wiping his hands on a rag that's more sediment than cloth. "New girl's doing alright," he says, quiet enough that Maya can't hear. "Better than Rodriguez was."

"Rodriguez lasted three days."

"Exactly." Danny grins. "I give her two weeks minimum. Maybe a month."

"She's got reason to stick," I say, watching Maya peer into one of the separation tanks, her face serious with concentration.

"They all got reasons." Danny shrugs. "Reasons don't mean much when your back's killing you and your hands won't stop shaking from the cold."

He's not wrong. I've seen plenty of people with good reasons quit anyway.

At 10:15, Paul appears with another guy I don't recognize—younger, maybe thirty, wearing a company jacket that looks too clean to belong to anyone who works the floor regularly.

"Wade, Santos, gather round a second."

Maya and I walk over. The clean jacket guy extends his hand. "Derek Pullman, operations efficiency. Here doing quarterly assessments."

I shake his hand. Operations efficiency means corporate, which means he's here to find ways to cut costs or speed up production or both.

"Just want to observe the floor for a few hours," Pullman continues. "Don't mind me. Pretend I'm not here."

That's impossible, of course. Everyone on the floor knows when corporate is watching. The whole operation gets stiffer, more self-conscious.

"Santos," Paul says, "you're doing the 11 AM hopper rotation. Wade will supervise."

Maya's eyes widen slightly. The hopper rotation is more responsibility than I'd give someone on day two, but Paul knows what he's doing. Sink or swim.

"Hopper rotation?" Pullman asks.

"Primary sediment hoppers need to be cycled every six hours," I explain. "We fill them from the river intake, let them settle, then release the sediment onto the conveyor system in controlled batches. You cycle too fast, you overload the separation tanks. Too slow, you create backup in the intake pipes."

"And she's ready for that?" Pullman looks at Maya.

"She will be," Paul says, which isn't exactly a ringing endorsement but it's what we've got.

Pullman makes a note on his tablet. I resist the urge to tell him that his quarterly assessment doesn't mean shit when you're standing on the floor at 3 AM dealing with a jammed intake valve, but corporate and floor workers have never spoken the same language.

At 10:45, I take Maya to the hopper control station. It's a raised platform overlooking four massive cylindrical tanks, each one holding several tons of river sediment suspended in water. The control panel looks complicated but it's actually straightforward: release valves, flow meters, timer controls.

"You're going to cycle Hopper 3," I tell her. "It's been settling for six hours. See this gauge? That's the sediment density. You want it in the green zone before you release."

She studies the gauge. "It's in the green now."

"Right. So you open the primary valve—this one—and watch the flow meter. You want steady release. Not too fast."

"What happens if it's too fast?"

"The separation tanks downstream can't handle the volume. Sediment bypasses the River Star collection bins and goes straight into the discharge. Everything we'd normally catch ends up in the river."

Maya nods, her hand hovering over the valve control. "Okay. I'm ready."

"Go ahead."

She opens the valve. The flow meter jumps, sediment rushing through the pipes below us. For a moment her eyes go wide—the sheer volume of it—but then she adjusts, watching the meter, making small corrections to the valve position.

"Good," I say. "Keep it steady."

Derek Pullman has materialized behind us, observing. Maya doesn't seem to notice him, focused entirely on the meters.

"How long does a full hopper take to empty?" Pullman asks.

"About forty-five minutes at optimal flow," I tell him.

"And if you increased flow rate?"

"You'd overload the tanks."

"Have you tested that? Maybe the tanks can handle more than you think."

I look at him. "The tanks handle what they handle. This isn't theory."

"Everything's theory until you test it." He's smiling like he's said something clever.

Maya is still focused on her task, adjusting the valve as the hopper empties. She's doing it right, maintaining steady flow, watching for any spikes in the pressure readings. I make a mental note to tell Paul she's ready for this responsibility.

The hopper cycles through without incident. At 11:30, Maya closes the valve and marks the completion time on the log sheet.

"That was good," I tell her. "Textbook."

She lets out a breath I didn't realize she was holding. "It felt like a lot of responsibility."

"It is. You handled it."

Pullman has wandered off to observe something else. The floor continues its rhythm—machinery grinding, water rushing, the endless conveyor belt carrying sediment from river to tanks to river again.

We break for lunch at noon. Maya eats a sandwich she brought from home, still studying the plant diagrams between bites. I eat the cafeteria meatloaf that tastes like it was made sometime last week.

"Can I ask you something?" Maya says.

"Sure."

"Why do you do this? You've been here eight years, right? That's what Danny told me."

"It's a job. Pays decent."

"But do you like it?"

I think about that. Like isn't really the word I'd use. The work is repetitive, physically demanding, and the hours eat your life. But it's stable. I'm good at it. I know my place in the machinery.

"It's fine," I say finally. "Some days better than others."

She nods, but I can see she was hoping for a different answer. Something more inspiring, maybe. Some reason to believe that eight years from now she won't be sitting in this same cafeteria giving the same non-answer to the next nervous new hire.

"I need this to work," she says quietly. "My family is counting on me."

"Then it'll work. You're doing fine."

The afternoon shift is routine. Maya handles another hopper rotation at 3 PM, this time with less supervision. Pullman has disappeared, probably back to whatever climate-controlled office he occupies when he's not making floor workers nervous.

At 5:30, my shift ends. Maya's scheduled for another two hours—they've got her on an offset schedule for training purposes.

"You good?" I ask her before I leave.

"I think so. Thanks for today."

"See you tomorrow."

I clock out and head for the parking lot. The evening is cool, the sun starting its descent behind the processing plant stacks. My phone buzzes—a text from Paul.

Taking tomorrow off. Training day with Santos. She's your responsibility.

I text back confirmation and get in my truck. Tomorrow. My first actual day off in three weeks. I'd been planning to sleep until noon, maybe drive into town, do something that didn't involve sediment dust and machinery noise.

But training Maya is part of the job, and Paul wouldn't ask if he didn't think I could handle it.

I drive home, shower off the day's accumulation of river and machine, and heat up leftover pizza. The apartment is quiet—too quiet after twelve hours of industrial noise. I turn on the TV for background sound and try not to think about work.

My phone sits on the coffee table, silent.

It won't ring until 11 PM tomorrow night, and when it does, Maya's voice will be barely coherent through panic and tears, and I'll be pulling on my boots before she finishes explaining what went wrong.

But tonight I don't know that yet.

Tonight I just eat cold pizza and fall asleep on the couch with the TV still on, dreaming of conveyor belts that never stop moving.
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The Call
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THE PHONE WAKES ME from a dream about drowning. Not water drowning—sediment. Being buried under tons of river bottom, the weight of it pressing down, filling my lungs. I sit up gasping, disoriented, the TV casting blue light across the dark living room.

The phone is still ringing.

I grab it without checking the caller ID. "Yeah?"

"Marcus?" The voice is small, tight with panic. Maya. "Marcus, I—something's wrong. Something's really wrong."

I'm on my feet before she finishes the sentence, looking for my boots. "Where are you?"

"The plant. I'm still at the plant. I was doing the evening hopper rotation and—" Her voice breaks. "I think I screwed up. I think I screwed up really bad."

"What happened?" I've got one boot on, phone wedged between shoulder and ear.

"Hopper 2. I opened the valve and the flow meter was jumping all over and I tried to adjust it but I couldn't get it stable and then—" She's speaking too fast, words tumbling over each other. "Then the alarm started and I hit the emergency shutoff but I think it was too late. I think everything went into the river."

My stomach drops. "How much is everything?"

"The whole hopper. All of it. Marcus, I don't know what to do. There's alarms going off and Danny's here and he's calling Paul and—"

"Is Danny there now? Put him on."

There's muffled conversation, then Danny's voice, grim: "Wade. You need to get down here."

"How bad?"

"Full hopper dump. Unprocessed sediment, straight into the discharge line. Santos hit the shutoff but probably three, four tons already went through."

"Jesus Christ."

"Yeah. Paul's on his way. Operations is calling corporate. This is going to be a shitstorm."

"I'm coming in. Twenty minutes." I'm already out the door, truck keys in hand. "Keep Maya there. Don't let her leave."

"She's not going anywhere. She's pretty shook up."

I end the call and drive faster than I should, the road empty at this hour. My mind is racing through the implications. Four tons of unprocessed sediment in the river system means hundreds of pounds of River Stars scattered across three miles of riverbed. Recovery costs, lost revenue, possible safety violations if corporate decides this is a training failure.

And Maya, two days into her first real job, facing termination at minimum.

The plant is blazingly lit when I arrive, every external light on like they're preparing for emergency operations. I park badly and jog to the floor entrance. Danny meets me at the door.

"She's in the break room. Paul just got here, he's with her now."

"Show me the hopper station first."

We take the stairs to the control platform. The alarm has been silenced but the red warning lights are still flashing on the Hopper 2 panel. I check the logs, the flow meters, the valve positions.

"Walk me through what happened," I say.

Danny pulls up the automated records on the control screen. "She started the cycle at 21:47. Normal procedure, everything by the book. But look at this—" He points to a spike in the flow rate. "Pressure surge from the intake line. Not her fault, just bad timing. The surge hit right as she opened the valve."

"So the flow went critical."

"Instantly. She tried to compensate but the valve was already full open. Emergency shutoff triggered at 21:51, but by then—" He gestures at the empty hopper reading. "Gone. All of it."

I study the numbers, the timeline. Four minutes. That's all it took for everything to go wrong.

"Could have happened to anyone," Danny says. "I've had pressure surges before. You get lucky with the timing or you don't."

"Yeah, but it happened to her." I head for the break room.

Maya is sitting at the same table where she was studying plant diagrams this morning—a lifetime ago. Her face is blotchy from crying, her coveralls soaked with sweat or river water or both. Paul is sitting across from her, looking older than I've ever seen him.

"Wade," Paul says. "Good. You're here."

Maya looks up at me and I see everything in her expression: terror, shame, the certainty that her life has just derailed. "I'm so sorry," she whispers. "Marcus, I'm so sorry."

"Tell me what happened. From the beginning."

She takes a shaky breath. "I was doing the 21:30 rotation on Hopper 2. I followed procedure exactly like you showed me. I checked the sediment density, it was in the green zone. I opened the valve slowly and watched the flow meter."

"Then what?"

"The meter jumped. I don't know why. It went from normal flow to critical in like two seconds. I tried to adjust the valve but it wouldn't respond. Then the alarm started and I hit the emergency shutoff."

"Did you check the intake pressure before you opened the valve?"

"I—" She falters. "I checked the sediment density. That's what you told me to check."

Paul and I exchange a look. Technically, she's right. I showed her the basic procedure—check density, open valve, monitor flow. I didn't cover pressure surges because you don't usually get them, and when you do, you need experience to react fast enough.

"It's not your fault," I say. "Pressure surge isn't something you could have predicted."

"But I should have caught it. I should have done something."

"You did. You hit the emergency shutoff. That's exactly what you're supposed to do."

Paul leans back in his chair. "Corporate's going to want a full incident report. They're sending someone down first thing in the morning. Santos, you should go home. Get some rest."

"Am I fired?" Her voice is barely audible.

"That's not my call. But no one's making that decision tonight." Paul's voice is gentler than I expected. "Go home. We'll talk tomorrow."

Maya stands on shaky legs. "My family—they need this job. They need the money."

"I know. Go home."

She leaves, moving like someone in shock. The break room door closes behind her and the silence is heavy.

"How bad is the recovery going to be?" I ask Paul.

"Bad. Four tons of unprocessed sediment means probably three, four hundred pounds of River Stars in the river system. That's a quarter million in raw diamonds, minimum. Maybe more." He rubs his face. "Corporate's going to push for immediate recovery operations. That means divers."

"How soon?"

"Tomorrow. They'll want to start before the current disperses everything too far downstream." Paul looks at me. "You know any of the recovery guys?"

"I've seen them around. Never talked to one."

"Well, you're about to. Corporate wants all floor supervisors available for the recovery operation. You're drafted."

I should have seen that coming. "For how long?"

"However long it takes. Could be days. Could be a week." He stands, gathering his clipboard. "Go home. Be back here at 6 AM. Wear clothes you don't mind getting soaked."

"What about Maya?"

"What about her?"

"She going to have a job after this?"

Paul is quiet for a moment. "Honestly? I don't know. If corporate decides this is a training failure, they'll fire her to protect themselves from liability. If they decide it's an equipment issue, she might survive it."

"It wasn't her fault."

"Fault doesn't matter much when you're talking about a quarter million in lost diamonds." Paul heads for the door, then stops. "For what it's worth, I think she could be good at this. She's careful, she follows procedure. She just got unlucky."

"Yeah."

"But luck matters in this business. You know that."

After Paul leaves, I sit in the empty break room for a while, staring at the table where Maya was studying her diagrams this morning with such determination. Two days. That's all it took for everything to fall apart for her.

I think about her family in the Philippines, waiting for money that might not come now. Her mother with medical bills. Her sister in school.

The plant is quiet except for the ever-present hum of machinery. Somewhere downstream, three miles of riverbed is being seeded with hundreds of pounds of River Stars, settling into the sediment, waiting to be found.

Or not found. The river doesn't care either way.

I drive home at 1 AM, set my alarm for 5, and lie in bed staring at the ceiling. I don't think about the recovery operation or corporate's damage control or Paul's non-answer about Maya's future.

I think about that moment when she opened the valve and the pressure surge hit and everything went wrong in the space of four minutes. How she must have felt watching the hopper empty, knowing she'd lost control, knowing what it would cost.

I don't sleep much.

At 5 AM, I'm up, dressed in old jeans and a thermal shirt, driving back to the plant in the pre-dawn dark. The parking lot is already full—corporate vehicles, supervisor trucks, and a white van I don't recognize with "Riverside Recovery Operations" stenciled on the side.

The recovery divers have arrived.

I park and walk toward the plant entrance, and I have no idea that in three days I'll be in the river myself, or that the river will give me something I've been missing for eight years without knowing it.

Right now I'm just thinking about Maya and her shaking hands and the way she said I'm so sorry like she'd broken something that couldn't be fixed.

The plant doors open and I walk inside, toward whatever comes next.
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The River's Mouth
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THE CONFERENCE ROOM on the second floor is packed. Floor supervisors, plant management, a handful of corporate types in clean shirts and worried expressions. And at the front of the room, three people I've never seen before wearing black wetsuits with the Riverside logo patch on the shoulder.

The recovery divers.

Paul waves me to an empty chair near the back. I sit, and a man in his fifties with gray hair and weathered skin steps forward. He's wearing the wetsuit but it's unzipped to the waist, showing a faded t-shirt underneath. Everything about him suggests capability—the way he stands, the way his eyes scan the room like he's already assessing what kind of operation this is going to be.

"For those who don't know me, I'm Ray Sullivan. I run recovery operations for Riverside." His voice is rough, like he's spent too many years breathing cold air and river water. "Behind me are Kate Mercer and Dmitri Volkov, two of my senior divers."

Kate is maybe forty, compact and muscular, with her hair pulled back tight. Dmitri is younger, early thirties, with the kind of build that suggests he spends his free time in a gym.

"We got the call at midnight about the hopper spill," Ray continues. "Four tons of unprocessed sediment in the discharge line means we're looking at approximately 350 to 400 pounds of River Stars distributed across the downstream river system. That's three miles of riverbed from the discharge point to the main collection reservoir."

Someone in the front row—one of the corporate guys—raises his hand. "What's the recovery rate for something like this?"

"Depends on how fast we move. Current estimates put the River Stars settling into sediment pockets, under rocks, in the deeper channels. If we start today, we might recover 60 to 70 percent. Wait a week, that drops to 40 percent. Wait longer, could be as low as 20."

"Why?"

"River doesn't sit still. Every day the current moves things, disperses them, buries them deeper. Time is not our friend here."

Ray pulls up a map on the projector screen—the river system from the plant discharge point to the collection reservoir. "We'll be diving in teams of two. Kate and Dmitri will take the first mile, I'll take the second mile with whoever we can get trained up fast. We need additional divers, which is why you're all here."

Paul leans forward. "You're recruiting from plant personnel?"

"We don't have a choice. Corporate wants maximum recovery in minimum time. That means more bodies in the water." Ray looks around the room. "Anyone here with diving experience? SCUBA certification, military dive training, anything?"

Silence.

"Okay. Anyone comfortable in water? Strong swimmers?"

A few hands go up. Mine isn't one of them. I can swim fine but I've never thought of myself as someone who seeks out water.

"Here's what you need to understand," Ray says. "River diving isn't like swimming in a pool or even ocean diving. The visibility is near zero most of the time. The current is strong. The water is cold—50 degrees even in summer. You're working in the dark, by feel, using equipment that can fail. It's dangerous work."

"How dangerous?" someone asks.

Ray doesn't sugarcoat it. "I've been doing this for twenty years. I've lost three divers in that time. Two to equipment failure, one to panic. The river doesn't forgive mistakes."

The room gets quieter.

"That said," Ray continues, "if you follow protocol, if you trust your training and your equipment, it's manageable. We'll do a crash course today—equipment familiarization, basic underwater navigation, safety procedures. Tomorrow we start recovery operations."

Paul stands. "Wade, Cortez, Williams—you three are being assigned to the recovery operation. Ray will train you, and you'll dive with his team until we've recovered as much as we can."

I feel everyone's eyes on me. Danny Cortez looks relieved—at least we're not doing this alone. Sam Williams just nods, accepting it like he accepts everything.

"The rest of you," Paul continues, "keep the plant running. We're still processing normal operations. This recovery is overtime work, hazard pay rates. Questions?"

One of the corporate guys stands. "What about the employee who caused the spill? Santos?"

Paul's jaw tightens. "That's being reviewed."

"I want a full incident report by end of business today. We need to know if this was operator error or equipment failure before we talk about liability."

"You'll have it."

The meeting breaks up. Ray approaches me, Danny, and Sam. "You three, meet me at the downstream dock in thirty minutes. Wear old clothes, bring a change. You're getting wet today."

The downstream dock is a concrete platform extending twenty feet into the river, about a hundred yards below the plant's discharge point. This is where the processed sediment re-enters the river system, where the water churns white and brown with outflow. I've walked past it a thousand times but never paid much attention.

Now I'm staring at it like it's a completely different thing.

Ray's recovery van is parked nearby, back doors open to reveal racks of equipment—wetsuits, air tanks, masks, weight belts, mesh collection bags. Kate and Dmitri are already suiting up, moving with the practiced efficiency of people who do this every day.

"Alright," Ray says, handing each of us a wetsuit. "Get these on. They won't fit perfectly but they'll keep you from hypothermia, which is what kills people faster than anything else in cold water."

The wetsuit is thick neoprene, difficult to pull on. Danny struggles with the zipper. Sam gets his on backwards the first try. I manage to get mine on correctly but it's tight in the shoulders, loose in the legs.

"Good enough," Ray says. "Now, masks. The river visibility is typically six inches to two feet. That means you navigate by feel more than sight. The mask keeps water out of your eyes but don't expect to see much."

He demonstrates how to fit the mask, how to clear it if water gets in, how to equalize pressure. It's a lot of information delivered fast, and I'm trying to remember everything while also watching Kate and Dmitri slip into the water like they're stepping into a bath.

"Air tanks," Ray continues, hefting one of the yellow-painted cylinders. "Standard 80 cubic foot tanks, good for about forty-five minutes at the depths we're working. You'll have a pressure gauge—watch it. When you hit 500 PSI, you surface immediately. No exceptions."

"What if we find something right at 500 PSI?" Danny asks.

"You surface anyway. River Stars aren't worth dying for." Ray's expression is dead serious. "That's the first rule: you come back alive. Everything else is secondary."

He walks us through the rest of the equipment—the buoyancy compensator that lets you control your depth, the weight belt that keeps you from floating to the surface, the mesh collection bags for recovered diamonds, the dive knife strapped to your calf in case you get tangled.

"Now," Ray says, "watch closely."

He clips into his gear with practiced movements, checks his gauges, adjusts his weights. Then he walks to the edge of the dock and steps into the water.

He disappears instantly. The river swallows him like he never existed.

Ten seconds later he surfaces fifteen feet downstream, treading water easily despite the current. "That's what controlled entry looks like," he calls up to us. "Current's running about three knots here. You step in wrong, you get swept downstream fast. Step in right, you descend where you want to be."

He swims back to the dock, pulls himself up. Water sheets off his wetsuit.

"Your turn. Wade, you're first."

My heart is pounding as I clip into the gear. The air tank is heavier than I expected, pulling at my shoulders. Ray checks my equipment, tightens a strap on my BC, nods approval.

"Remember: step out, not down. Let the current take you but control your descent. Once you're under, orientation doesn't matter—up is where the bubbles go. Stay calm."

I walk to the edge of the dock. The river looks different from here—darker, more powerful. I can feel the current pulling even from above.

"Don't think," Ray says. "Just step."

I step.

The cold hits me first, even through the wetsuit—a shock that makes my breath catch. Then I'm sinking, the water closing over my head, and the world goes dark. I can hear my own breathing amplified through the regulator, harsh and loud in my ears. The current pulls at me, trying to tumble me downstream.

I equalize pressure, control my breathing, and start descending.

The river bottom comes up fast—maybe fifteen feet deep here. I touch down on sediment and rocks, and the visibility is exactly as bad as Ray promised. I can see maybe a foot in front of my mask, everything beyond that just murky brown. My hand in front of my face is a pale blur.

But something else happens that I don't expect.

The world above—the plant, the machinery, the noise, the pressure—all of it disappears. There's only the muffled quiet of the water, the sound of my breathing, the feel of current pushing against me. It's peaceful in a way I've never experienced. Weightless. Alone but not lonely.

I understand why Ray's been doing this for twenty years.

A light appears in the murk—Ray's dive light, signaling me. I push off the bottom and swim toward it, awkward at first but finding the rhythm. He points downstream, and we move together through the water, following the riverbed contour.

Time loses meaning down here. Could be five minutes or twenty. We surface together near a bend in the river, about fifty yards downstream from where we entered.

"How was it?" Ray asks as we tread water.

"Different," I manage, pulling the regulator from my mouth.

"Good different or bad different?"

"Just... different."

He grins. "Yeah. It does that to people. Come on."

We swim back to the dock where Danny and Sam are waiting, looking nervous. One by one, Ray takes them through their first descent. Danny surfaces grinning. Sam surfaces silent but with something like wonder in his eyes.

By noon, we've done six training dives. We're exhausted, waterlogged, and Ray says we're ready enough.

"Tomorrow morning, 6 AM," he tells us. "We start the real work. First target zone is the mile between here and the thermal vent. That's where the majority of the River Stars will have settled. We'll work in pairs—Kate and Dmitri, you two take the south channel. Wade, you're with me. We'll take north."

"What about me?" Danny asks.

"You're backup on the dock. We rotate every hour—one hour in the water, one hour rest. This is marathon work, not sprint. Pace yourselves."

We strip out of the wetsuits, shivering in the afternoon air despite the warm day. My body aches in ways I didn't know were possible—muscles I've never used, exhausted from fighting current.

"Get food, sleep," Ray says. "Tomorrow's going to be a long day."

I drive home in my still-damp clothes, too tired to care. At a red light, I check my phone. Three missed calls from Maya, and one voicemail. I listen to it:

"Marcus, it's me. I don't know if you're allowed to talk to me or if I'm not supposed to call you. I just... I need to know if you're okay. I heard they're making you dive. Please be careful. This is all my fault and I—" Her voice breaks. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."

I should call her back. Tell her it's not her fault, that the pressure surge could have happened to anyone, that I'm fine.

But I don't. I'm too tired, and I don't have the right words yet.

Instead I go home, eat whatever's in the fridge, and fall into bed at 7 PM.

I dream about the river. About descending into that peaceful dark, about the feeling of weightlessness, about discovering something I didn't know I was looking for.

When the alarm goes off at 5 AM, I'm already awake, staring at the ceiling, thinking about the water.
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First Descent
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THE DOWNSTREAM DOCK is lit by portable work lights when I arrive, cutting harsh shadows across the river's surface. Ray is already there, checking equipment with the methodical focus of someone who's done this ten thousand times. Kate and Dmitri are loading mesh collection bags into a support boat anchored nearby.

"Wade," Ray nods as I approach. "How'd you sleep?"

"Alright."

"Bullshit. Nobody sleeps well the night before their first real dive." He hands me a wetsuit—a different one than yesterday, this one actually sized for me. "Kate measured you yesterday. This should fit better."

The wetsuit does fit better. I suit up alongside Danny, who looks nervous but excited, and Sam, who's got his usual stoic expression locked in place. The pre-dawn air is cold against exposed skin, making the neoprene's warmth welcome.

"Listen up," Ray calls out. "Today we're targeting the first mile below discharge. That's prime settlement territory—slower current, deeper pockets where River Stars collect. We'll work in a grid pattern, systematic sweeps. Every recovery goes in the mesh bags, gets tagged by location for the company's records."

He points to a laminated map spread across a equipment crate. The river is divided into numbered grid squares, each one representing about fifty square yards of riverbed.

"Kate and Dmitri, you start at Grid 1, work south. Wade, you're with me starting at Grid 8, working north. Danny, you're on the support boat—monitoring our air, tracking dive times, and coordinating surface operations. We surface every forty-five minutes minimum, sooner if we hit low air. Questions?"

"What if we find a really dense pocket?" I ask. "More than we can carry?"

"Mark it with a buoy, come back with empty bags. We're not trying to get everything in one dive. This is going to take days, maybe a week." Ray looks at each of us. "Safety first, always. No heroics, no pushing your limits. The River Stars will still be there tomorrow."

We gear up in silence—tanks, BCs, weight belts, masks. My hands remember the motions from yesterday's training, though they're not as smooth as Ray's. He checks my equipment anyway, tugs on straps, tests my regulator.

"You did good yesterday," he says quietly. "Natural feel for the water. Some people fight it their whole careers. You didn't."

"Didn't feel natural. Felt like I was barely keeping control."

"That's what natural looks like at first. The people who feel too confident are the ones you worry about." He clips a mesh collection bag to my BC. "Stay close to me down there. If you get disoriented, grab my arm. I'll get you sorted."

We walk to the edge of the dock. The river is darker than yesterday, the sun not yet up. The work lights reflect off the surface in fractured patterns. I can hear the current, feel it pulling even from here.

"Remember," Ray says. "Step out, not down. Control your descent. Meet me at the bottom."

He steps off and disappears into the black water.

I follow.

The cold is still a shock, but I'm ready for it this time. I exhale, descend, equalize pressure. The world above fades to muffled quiet. My breathing fills my ears—in, out, steady rhythm. The dive light on my mask cuts a weak cone through the murk.

The bottom comes up and I touch down on sediment. Visibility is maybe eighteen inches today, slightly better than yesterday. Ray's light appears beside me, and he points north. We start moving.

River diving is nothing like I imagined. It's not swimming—it's more like flying in slow motion through fog, your fins pushing against current, your hands feeling the riverbed contour. Rocks loom up suddenly. Debris—old branches, plastic, metal scraps—appear and vanish in the murk. Everything is muted shades of brown and gray.

Ray moves with confidence, sweeping his light in methodical arcs, one hand feeling along the bottom. I follow his pattern, running my gloved fingers through sediment and around rocks.

Fifteen minutes in, my hand closes on something hard and smooth. I pull it from the sediment—a River Star, about the size of a marble, with that characteristic blue luminescence even in the dim light. My first recovery.

I hold it up for Ray to see. Even through the water, I can see him nod approval. I slip it into the mesh bag clipped to my BC and keep searching.

The work is meditative. Move forward, sweep the light, feel the bottom, check the pressure gauge, repeat. Time stretches and compresses. I lose track of how long we've been down until Ray taps my shoulder and points up. We surface together about forty yards from the dock, the support boat already heading our way.

Danny helps pull us aboard. "How'd it go?"

Ray dumps his collection bag onto the boat deck—maybe a dozen River Stars, varying sizes. I dump mine—eight.

"Not bad for a first working dive," Ray says, checking his dive log. "That's maybe half a pound between us. At this rate, we're looking at two weeks minimum for full recovery."

"Two weeks?" Danny looks concerned. "Corporate's going to love that."

"Corporate can hire more divers or accept what they get." Ray's tone suggests he's had this argument before. "Kate and Dmitri's team is pulling similar numbers. This is the pace that keeps people alive."

We rest for twenty minutes—Ray's mandatory surface interval. He shows me how to log the recoveries, marking grid locations and approximate depths. The administrative side of diving is less romantic than the dive itself, but I understand the need for it. This is a quarter million dollars of lost inventory. Corporate needs accountability.

Second dive goes deeper—following a channel that drops to maybe twenty-five feet. The pressure is stronger, my ears need more equalizing. Ray leads us into a pocket behind a submerged boulder where the current has created a natural collection point.

It's full of River Stars.

They're mixed in with river sediment and smaller rocks, but there are dozens of them, maybe more. I start collecting, working quickly but carefully, trying not to disturb more sediment than necessary. Ray is doing the same, his mesh bag filling rapidly.

My pressure gauge reads 800 PSI when we finally back out of the pocket. We mark it with a buoy—there's still more there, but our bags are full and our air is running low. We surface and head for the boat.

This haul is better—maybe two pounds between us. Danny's eyes widen when he sees the collection.

"There's more," I tell him. "That pocket's got another dive worth at least."

"Then we'll hit it again after lunch," Ray says. "Good work, Wade. You're getting the feel for it."

We do four more dives that day, rotating with Kate and Dmitri's team. By 4 PM, I'm exhausted in ways that have nothing to do with physical labor. It's a mental exhaustion—the constant alertness, the navigation in near-zero visibility, the monitoring of air and depth and time. Every dive requires complete focus.

But it's also exhilarating. Each River Star found feels like a small victory. The peaceful quiet of the underwater world is addictive. And there's pride in doing difficult work well, in proving I can handle something most people can't.

We pack up as the sun starts setting. The day's total recovery: approximately twelve pounds of River Stars. Not enough, but progress.

"Same time tomorrow," Ray says. "You did good today, Wade. Really good."

"Thanks."

"I mean it. Some people take weeks to develop the efficiency you showed today. Natural talent."

I don't know what to say to that, so I just nod.

Driving home, my body aching and my mind still half-underwater, I finally call Maya back.

She answers on the first ring. "Marcus?"

"Hey. Sorry I didn't call back yesterday. It was a long day."

"I heard you're diving. Are you okay?"

"Yeah. Tired, but okay. How are you?"

"I'm—" She pauses. "I got called into HR this morning. They're suspending me pending the investigation. Two weeks without pay while they determine if it was operator error or equipment failure."

"Maya, I'm sorry."

"It was my fault. I should have caught the pressure surge. I should have—"

"Stop. I read the incident report. The pressure surge happened in the two seconds between you checking the gauge and opening the valve. No one could have caught that."

"Paul said the same thing. But corporate needs someone to blame."

"They're not going to fire you. The report's going to show equipment issue, not operator error. Give it time."

She's quiet for a moment. "How's the recovery going?"

"We found about twelve pounds today. There's a lot more down there."

"I'm glad you're okay. I was worried. Ray Sullivan has a reputation—people say he's good, but the work is dangerous."

"He is good. And yeah, it's dangerous. But it's also—" I search for the word. "It's something. I can't really explain it."
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