CHAPTER 1 — “The Subscription Gap”
Catalina Foothills, Arizona — 1:41 AM
Nora Vance woke the way she always woke: without any sense of deciding to.

The house was quiet in the particular way rented houses were quiet—still unfamiliar after
months, the silence full of other people’s choices. Sloane had picked it because it had a view. A
clean line of desert falling away into dark, the mountains like a low bruise against the sky. A
place that looked safe when you stood in the kitchen during the day.

At night it looked like nothing.

Nora lay still for a minute, waiting for her body to choose between falling back asleep and
moving on. She could hear the air handler breathing in the walls. Somewhere a clock ticked,
small and busy.

She was thirsty. That was usually the reason.

She slid her feet into slippers, careful not to scuff the hardwood, though there was no one to
wake. The habit was older than the marriage had been. The marriage was gone. The habit
stayed.

The hallway was cool. The motion light near the laundry alcove clicked on, spilling pale LEDs
across framed photographs—Sloane in a graduation cap, Sloane holding a microphone, Sloane
with the sharp, trained smile she wore on-air and sometimes off. Nora passed them without
looking.

In the kitchen, she filled the kettle and set it on the burner. She didn’t turn on the overhead light.
She didn’t like what it did to the room—flattened it, made it look like a showroom. She used the
small under-cabinet strip instead, warm and low, the kind of light that forgave you for being
awake.

Chamomile.

While the water heated, she stood at the sink and looked out through the glass slider toward the
back patio. Pale gravel. Dark shapes of ocotillo and mesquite. The patio light was off. Sloane
had installed an automatic schedule on everything. Nora never quite trusted it. She still checked
switches.

Above the back door, under the eave, the little security camera sat angled toward the yard.

Normally there was a blue indicator light.



Tonight there wasn't.

Nora frowned, not from fear, but from the dull annoyance of a thing that didn’t do what it was
supposed to. She leaned closer to the glass. The lens caught a faint reflection of her own face.

No blue.

She tried to remember when it had stopped. Sloane had said something about renewing the
subscription. It wasn’t expensive. That wasn’t the point.

The kettle began to hiss. Nora turned back to the counter, measured tea into a mug with a
shallow crack near the handle. Her thumb found the crack automatically.

Steam lifted. The kitchen smelled faintly sweet.

She took the mug to the small table and sat. The chair creaked once beneath her. She wrapped
both hands around the ceramic and let the heat seep into her fingers.

Then she heard it.

Not a crash. Not footsteps.

A soft, brief click—metal touching frame.

Nora looked up.

The slider was closed. The blinds half drawn. Nothing moved.

She waited. The kettle ticked as it cooled. The air handler changed pitch.
Houses settled, she told herself.

She sipped the tea.

Another sound.

Deeper in the house. A muted thud, as if something heavy had been set down on carpet.
Her pulse quickened. Annoyed at itself.

She set the mug down carefully and stood. The under-cabinet light thinned into shadow past the
kitchen.

“Nancy?” she called, then stopped. Nancy wasn’t here tonight.



Her voice sounded too loud.

The back door handle shifted again.

Clear this time.

Nora turned toward the kitchen, toward the glass, toward the camera with its dead blue eye.
She walked to the counter and reached for her phone.

It wasn'’t there.

She checked the table. Not there either.

She tried to remember whether she’d left it in the living room. Whether she’d plugged it in. The
memory wouldn’t settle into anything firm.

The handle clicked again.

She moved toward the living room, staying close to the wall. The tile under her slippers seemed
louder now.

Moonlight cut across the couch in a thin stripe. The television was a black rectangle.

On the side table, her phone sat face-down.

She reached for it.

Before her fingers touched it, the screen lit.

Not a call. Not a message.

Just a silent notification banner that disappeared too quickly to read.

For a second, the small speaker icon in the corner of the screen dimmed and then returned.
Then the display went black again.

Nora stared at it, confused. The speaker was only a few feet away on the shelf. It had never
done that before.

In the kitchen, the back door opened.



Not all the way. Just enough to let in a slice of night.

Cold air spilled across the tile like water.

Nora did not scream. She did not run. Her body chose stillness.

In that thin wedge of darkness, she saw nothing—no silhouette, no glint of metal.
Only the absence of the blue light behind her.

Then the kitchen light went out.

And the house became a place with no edges at all.

CHAPTER 2 — “The Architect’s Morning”
Washington, D.C. — 6:00 AM
The Director woke at 5:42 without an alarm.

She allowed herself twelve minutes before looking at her phone. Not out of discipline. Out of
preference. She disliked beginning the day in reaction.

The apartment overlooked the river. From this height the water looked metallic, untroubled by
current. She stood at the window while the coffee machine cycled behind her and watched the
first commuter trains cross the bridge.

Order was visible from above.

Her phone lay on the kitchen counter, screen dark. She did not touch it until the coffee finished.
Then she lifted it, unlocked it, and opened the secure channel.

Three notifications.
She read them in reverse order.
FIELD STATUS: PROXY SECURE. HOLDING PHASE ACTIVE.

She moved to the next.



MEDIA TRAJECTORY: BASELINE SYMPATHY INDEX +4.3%. EXTREMIST SPECULATION
TRENDING.

She set the mug down without looking away from the screen.

The final notification was longer.

A situation brief from the Tucson field liaison. Timestamped 3:11 AM Eastern.
> Residential access achieved without visible disturbance.

Local camera subscription inactive as projected.

Buffer packet exposure minimal.

Subiject transported.
Secondary digital signals suppressed.

The Director read the paragraph twice, not because she doubted it, but because repetition
clarified scale.

“Minimal” was a useful word. It did not mean none.
She tapped into the supplemental report.
Two still frames loaded.

Infrared capture from a perimeter system down the block. A blurred figure on a porch. A gloved
hand. A timestamp.

She studied the metadata more than the image.

There would be an investigation. That was assumed. The purpose of an operation was not
invisibility. It was direction.

She opened the legislative calendar.
Nine days until emergency session.

She did not believe in coincidence as a governing force. Coincidence existed, but it could not be
relied upon. What could be relied upon were patterns.

Political violence had risen 17% year-over-year. Online radicalization clusters were tightening.
Sentiment analysis showed a widening gulf between perceived and measurable threat. The
public did not demand infrastructure reform until harm felt personal.



She had not invented that pattern.

She had modeled it.

Her coffee had cooled slightly. She did not reheat it.

Another secure message arrived.

PROCUREMENT FLAG — PURCHASE CARD USE.

She opened it.

The proxy had used a registered card at a gas station outside Maricopa twelve hours earlier.
She stared at the line item for several seconds.

It was a small error. Human. Predictable.

The system compensated for predictable error.

She typed a single reply.

LOG. MONITOR. NO CORRECTIVE ACTION.

Overcorrection created visibility.

She closed the secure channel and opened the standard news feeds.

There was nothing yet. A house without a blue light did not make headlines. A missing person
report would, eventually. The daughter’s platform would accelerate it.

She scrolled through polling aggregates instead. Approval metrics. Trust indices. Legislative
vulnerability forecasts.

Stability required margin.

She had spent two decades studying the collapse of margin.

The riot footage from three summers ago replayed in her mind sometimes without
permission—an ordinary protest folding inward, then fracturing. Not because of ideology.

Because of narrative velocity. A rumor traveling faster than verification. Law enforcement
responding to a story that had already mutated.



That was the first time she had written the phrase information ecosystem instability in a white
paper.

She had been right.

She was right now.

Her phone vibrated again.

PACEMAKER TELEMETRY: SUBJECT IRREGULARITY LOGGED.

She did not react outwardly. She opened the attachment.

Elevated heart rate beginning 1:58 AM local. Sustained variability. Clean disconnect at 2:28 AM.
The Director exhaled once through her nose.

The biometric timestamp was inconvenient but manageable. Medical data could not be
prevented from recording. It could only be contextualized.

She forwarded the log to legal review with one line:
Prepare preemptive framing — age-related cardiac fluctuation.
She walked to the window again.

The sun had begun to rise behind the city. From here the grid looked precise. Lines intersecting
at right angles. Traffic beginning its measured flow.

No system was perfect.
But systems could be improved.
Her phone buzzed one last time.

MEDIA MONITORING: ANCHOR SLOANE VANCE NOTIFIED OF INCIDENT. LEGAL
COUNSEL ENGAGED.

The Director allowed herself the smallest pause.
Then she opened a separate application.

A script draft appeared on the screen—tonight’s broadcast copy, version three. Two words
highlighted for adjustment.



She read the sentence aloud once, quietly, testing cadence.
She made the change.

Saved.

Closed the app.

Outside, the city brightened.

Inside, the plan remained intact.

For now.



