CHAPTER 11 — “Surface Area”

Tucson — 10:18 PM

Sloane’s apartment overlooked the city in the opposite direction from Julian’s.
Where his view traced grids and corridors, hers faced the dark.

The desert did not glow.

It absorbed.

She opened the door before he knocked twice.

“You said it couldn’t wait.”

‘It can’t.”

She stepped aside.

The apartment was spare, staged almost — neutral furniture, clean surfaces, a single framed
photograph on the wall: her mother at a farmers’ market, laughing at something off-frame.

Julian noticed it and immediately looked away.

They stood in the kitchen instead of the living room.

Hard surfaces felt more stable.

“What did you find?” she asked.

Julian didn’t answer immediately.

He set his notebook on the counter but didn’t open it.

“I need you to listen to this as a structure,” he said. “Not as a headline.”
She crossed her arms.

“That’s not how this works.”

‘I know.”

He exhaled slowly.



“You’re not being used for ransom,” he said.
Her expression didn’t change.

“That’s not new.”

“You’re being used for tempo.”

That did change something.

A fractional narrowing of her eyes.
“Explain.”

Julian nodded once.

“Your mother’s disappearance creates sympathy,” he said. “Sympathy creates airtime. Airtime
creates repetition. Repetition creates stability.”

“Stability,” she repeated.

“For escalation.”

She leaned back against the counter.

“You’re going to need to be clearer than that.”
Julian opened the notebook.

He turned it toward her.

The page read:

VISIBILITY WINDOWS
CONTROLLED TRACE INSERTION TO STABILIZE RESPONSE VELOCITY

She read it once.
“That’s jargon.”
“It's architecture.”

He told her about Helix.



Not as grievance.
As model.

“The idea,” he said, “is that if you release small, controlled fragments of threat, institutions
respond in measured ways. No spike. No chaos. Just steady movement.”

“And that’'s bad?” she asked.

“It depends what you’re moving toward.”
Silence.

She stared at the page.

“You think someone is pacing the country.”

“Yes.”

“With my mother.”

“Yes.”

She looked away from the notebook and toward the dark beyond the window.
“That’s insane.”

“It's elegant.”

She turned back sharply.
“Don’t.”

He held her gaze.

“I'm not justifying it.”
“Then don’t call it elegant.”

He nodded.

“Fine.”



A beat passed.

“You said this was a model,” she said. “That you built it.”

“I helped design the framework.”

“And you were fired.”

“Yes.”

“For testing the flaw.”

She studied him carefully now.

“And the flaw is what.”

Julian hesitated.

This was the part that sounded like paranoia if spoken wrong.

“If you remove the actual threat,” he said slowly, “and leave only the pacing, institutions still
escalate.”

She didn’t speak.

“They escalate because perception follows rhythm,” he continued. “Not truth.”
“And you tested that.”

“Yes.”

“And you're saying this is that.”

“Yes.”

She walked to the sink and ran water she didn’t need.

It filled the room with sound.

“‘My mother is not a rhythm,” she said.

‘I know.”

“She’s not a model.”



‘I know.”

She turned off the faucet.

“Then stop talking about her like she’s a variable.”
Julian felt the correction land.

“You’re right,” he said.

A long silence followed.

She looked at him differently now.

Not hostile.

Assessing.

“If you're right,” she said, “what happens next.”
Julian didn’t answer immediately.

“Legislative authority expands,” he said. “Signal access widens. Oversight narrows. The
architecture locks in.”

“And my mother.”

He swallowed.

“She becomes proof.”

The word hung between them.

She stepped closer.

“You're asking me to believe that someone took her to justify a bill.”
“I'm asking you to consider that someone needed a catalyst.”

Her composure thinned — not broken, but strained.

“You realize what you’re saying.”



“Yes.”

“And you have what to prove it.”

Julian opened the notebook again.

The wallet intervals.

The sentiment graph.

The Maricopa override.

The Helix contract overlays.

It looked thin on paper.

Because it was inference.

“I have alignment,” he said.

“That’s not evidence.”

“No.”

“Then what do you expect me to do with this.”
He didn’t look at the notebook now.

He looked at her.

“Slow the tempo.”

A flicker crossed her face.

“How.”

“Be less predictable.”

“I anchor a nightly broadcast.”

‘I know.”

“You think | can just... change cadence.”



“I think you can disrupt pattern.”

She laughed once — sharp, humorless.

“You want me to sabotage my own show.”

“I want you to introduce variance.”

“Into what.”

“Into the rhythm.”

She stared at him.

“Say it clearly.”

“‘Don’t repeat the language they need.”
Silence.

She understood him.

Coordinated extremist cells.

Advanced signal interference technology.
Scale. Network. Escalation.

“If | soften it,” she said, “I look compromised.”
“If you escalate it,” he replied, “you validate the curve.”
They stood facing each other across the counter.
Two different kinds of precision.

“You don’t know this,” she said quietly.

“No.”

“You're filling gaps.”

“Yes.”

“And if you’re wrong.”



“Then I'm wrong.”

“‘And my mother.”

Julian didn’t look away.

“If 'm wrong, then we’re chasing a ghost.”
The word landed harder than he intended.
She stepped back.

He saw it then.

The blink that came half a second too late.
The breath she started and didn't finish.

It passed quickly.

But he saw it.

“You don’t get to be wrong,” she said.

“I know.”

Another silence.

Finally:

“If this is architecture,” she said, “then who’s running it.”
Julian answered carefully.

“Someone who believes collapse is worse than manipulation.”
She held his gaze.

“And you.”

“I believe manipulation becomes collapse.”

The room felt smaller now.



The desert beyond the window remained dark.

“Come tomorrow,” she said finally. “Watch the show live.”

“That’s not what I—"

“Come,” she repeated. “If you want variance, see how narrow the margins actually are.”
He nodded.

As he reached the door, she spoke again.

“If you're right,” she said, not turning around, “then they’re watching me.”
“Yes.”

“And if you're wrong.”

“They’re still watching you.”

He stepped into the hallway.

The door closed softly behind him.

Inside, Sloane stood in the kitchen, staring at the word written in his notebook.
Tempo.

For the first time since her mother disappeared, she felt something shift.

Not hope.

Not fear.

Pattern.

And patterns could be broken.

CHAPTER 12 — “Live”

Tucson — 8:37 AM



Julian arrived early because he didn’t know what early meant in a newsroom.

Security took his driver’s license, scanned it twice, and handed him a visitor badge that felt too
light to carry the weight of the building.

A producer walked him through a corridor that smelled faintly of coffee and heat from equipment
racks. The space was not loud. It was efficient — voices kept low, instructions clipped,
movement purposeful. The chaos was contained inside schedules.

Sloane met him at the edge of the studio floor.

She wasn’t made up yet. Without the camera’s polish she looked younger and more tired, the
kind of tired that didn’t leave the face even after sleep.

“You came,” she said.
“You told me to,” Julian replied.

She didn’t smile, but something in her posture loosened half a degree, as if compliance had
removed one variable.

“Watch from there,” she said, gesturing to a narrow standing area behind the camera line. “Don’t
speak to anyone unless they speak to you first.”

“That’s... normal?”
“It's normal here.”

He followed her gaze to the overhead monitors. A rundown list scrolled in a column: segment
titles, timecodes, on-air talent. His eyes caught the words he’d come to hate:

EXTREMIST CELL — COORDINATION
SIGNAL INTERFERENCE — ADVANCED
RANSOM WALLET — UPDATE

Tempo on a page.

A stage manager counted quietly near the desk.

Sloane stepped into the makeup chair. A stylist lifted a brush like a tool with no sentiment.

Julian stood behind the camera line and watched the building breathe.



11:41 AM

The day’s first show was a rehearsal for the night.

Producers tested graphics, ran clip packages, checked timing.
Julian noticed the same thing Ramirez had noticed about the wallet.
Intervals.

Every block lived inside five minutes.

The newsroom didn’t just report rhythm.

It manufactured it.

A chyron template popped up on a monitor:

SENATORS PUSH FOR EMERGENCY AUTHORITY

Julian watched the words sit there like a loaded object.

Sloane came to him between segments, phone in her hand, eyes sharp.
“I pulled last night’s script,” she said.

“And?”

“There are changes.”

“Of course there are.”

She hesitated, then held out the phone.

A marked-up version of her own copy—track changes visible.

A line near the opening had been altered.

“Officials describe a coordinated extremist cell...”

had become
“Officials warn of a coordinated extremist network...”



Network.
Wider. Less definable. More frightening.
Another edit further down:

“Signal interference technology may have been used...’
had become

“Signal interference technology was deployed...”

May have — was.

She watched his face for reaction.

“This is how they do it,” he said.

Sloane’s jaw tightened.

“Standards says it's sourced.”

“It's paced,” Julian replied.

She stared at him. “So what do | do.”

Julian did not answer quickly.

Because what she did would become evidence of her own alignment, one way or another.
“You introduce variance,” he said finally.

“And pay for it,” she said.

“Yes.”

She looked away toward the studio floor.

“Tonight,” she said.

Not a promise.

A decision.



Tucson Field Office — 2:08 PM

Thorne called Julian mid-afternoon.

“I heard you’re at the network,” he said.

Julian could hear the controlled irritation beneath his voice.
“Yes.”

“‘Be careful.”

Julian almost laughed. “You too.”

Thorne did not appreciate the symmetry.

“We've got movement,” he said. “Maricopa substation received a citizen tip. We're pushing
agents.”

Julian’s pulse ticked upward.

“Receipt?” he asked.

Thorne paused.

“‘How did you—"

“Doesn’t matter,” Julian said. “Where is it.”

Thorne gave him a corridor intersection. Julian repeated it back, anchoring it.
“It's real?” Julian asked.

“It's something,” Thorne replied.

Julian closed his eyes.

Something was how this machine ate attention.

Thorne added, quieter:

“And there’s pressure from D.C. now. They want an interim classification by morning.”

Julian felt the tempo tighten.



“Morning,” he repeated.

“Yes.”

“Tomorrow morning.”

“Yes.”

Julian looked through the studio glass at Sloane’s desk, empty for now, waiting.
“They’re timing the vote,” he said.

Thorne didn’t answer.

Silence was its own confirmation.

Washington, D.C. — 2:21 PM

The Director received the studio rundown as a data file, not a story.
She glanced at segment titles.

Her eyes paused on the evening broadcast.

ANCHOR: SLOANE VANCE

TOPIC: EXTREMIST NETWORK / EMERGENCY AUTHORITY
LIVE: 9:00 PM

Her phone chimed.

RISK: ANCHOR VARIANCE PROBABILITY ELEVATED.

She read the next line.

CAUSE: EXTERNAL TECH CONSULTANT OBSERVED.

She stared at it for half a beat longer than was necessary.

External tech consultant.

The system did not name him.



It didn’t need to.

Variance did not require identity.

It required containment.

She typed:

INCREASE GUIDANCE. ADD SOFT CONSTRAINTS. NO DIRECT CONTACT.
She sent it.

Then opened the sentiment model again.

Tempo held.

For now.

Tucson — 8:56 PM
Julian stood in the same narrow space behind the camera line.
The studio lights were hotter at night.

The room smelled faintly of makeup and electronics. A low hum lived beneath every voice.
Sloane sat at the desk, posture settled, face already transformed into broadcast calm.

The red tally light above the primary camera blinked.
A stage manager counted down.

“Ten.”

Sloane’s hands were folded on the desk.
Julian watched her fingers.

Still.

“Five.”



The light went solid red.

Sloane looked directly into the lens.

“Good evening. Tonight we begin with an update in the disappearance of Nora Vance...”
Julian felt his stomach tighten at the way her mother’s name sounded in that room.
On the monitor, the lower third appeared.

COORDINATED EXTREMIST NETWORK — FEDERAL AUTHORITY SOUGHT
Network.

Authority.

Sought.

Sloane read the first paragraph.

She hit every mark.

The cadence was flawless.

Then she reached the sentence with the most significant edit.

The one that converted possibility into certainty.

“Federal sources confirm that signal interference technology was—"

She stopped.

Not a stumble.

A clean stop.

The studio held its breath.

Julian’s pulse spiked.

Sloane continued, but her tone changed half a degree — not softer, not harder. More careful.

“Federal sources have indicated that investigators are examining reports of signal interference
technology in the area.”



The words were hers.

Not the script’s.

May have, without saying may have.

A reversion to epistemic honesty.

Julian felt the room react.

Not outwardly.

Internally.

A producer in the control booth leaned forward. Someone’s hand froze above a switch.
Sloane kept going.

“And while there is a ransom wallet address circulating online, authorities caution viewers that
the presence of a wallet does not confirm motive.”

Julian felt his throat tighten.

That sentence was a blade.

It cut the metronome.

On the monitor, the wallet address did not appear.

Not yet.

The control room hesitated.

Sloane continued.

“We will show you the address, but we also want to show you something else: the pattern.”
Julian’s heart hammered.

Pattern.

She was doing it.



She was naming the machine without naming it.
Sloane looked into the camera again.

“In the last twenty-four hours, that wallet has moved on a predictable interval. Every five
minutes.”

A producer’s voice hissed in someone’s earpiece. Julian couldn’t make out the words. It
sounded like panic wrapped in professionalism.

Sloane kept her face calm.

“A predictable interval doesn’t prove anything by itself. But it does suggest something important:
someone wants you watching. Someone wants you afraid. And someone may want your fear on
schedule.”

The studio went colder.

Julian could almost feel the audience beyond the lens — millions of living rooms, phones in
hands, attention held.

Sloane’s producer made a slicing gesture off-camera: cut, cut, cut.

Sloane didn’t look at him.

She finished the thought.

“If you have information about Nora Vance, call the number on your screen. If you do not, be
careful what you share. Be careful what you amplify. Because not every trail is meant to be
followed.”

A beat.

Then she transitioned smoothly:

“Now, to our first guest...”

The red tally light remained on.

The broadcast continued.

But the rhythm had been punctured.

Julian felt it.



And he knew whoever was pacing the machine felt it too.

Washington, D.C. — 9:03 PM

The Director watched the segment without sound.
She did not need sound to hear the deviation.

The anchor had introduced an unsanctioned frame.
Pattern.

Schedule.

Amplification.

Those were dangerous words.

Not because they were wrong.

Because they invited the public to become analysts.
The Director’s phone chimed.

WALLET ACTIVITY: MISALIGNED. INTERVAL BROKEN.
She stared at the message.

The five-minute rhythm had been disrupted.

Not by technical failure.

By narrative interruption.

She typed one line:

RESTORE TEMPO. SHIFT CHANNEL.

Another message arrived immediately after.



ANALYST UPTAKE: SPIKE.

The Director held still.

The margin had not collapsed.

But it had flexed.

Flexing was how fractures began.

She looked at the river through her window.
It appeared untroubled.

That meant nothing.

She opened a new file.

Countermeasure options.

Soft constraints.

Hard constraints.

A spectrum.

She selected one.

Not the harshest.

Not yet.

Then she closed the file and set the phone down.
On the screen, Sloane’s face remained calm.

But the system behind her had changed.



