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Chapter 1 — You’re the FBI. Who Is Frost?

Late afternoon turns the bay window into a mirror. The street outside is still there—cars
passing, a neighbor’s dog—but the glass holds Amy’s reflection instead. The room has that
clothed silence, the kind that listens back.

The knock is professional. Measured. Two beats, a pause, then one more.

Amy doesn’t move right away.

She counts four. Not because she’s afraid. Because counting tells you whether the world is
rushing you or asking.

Another knock. Identical.

“What do you want?” she calls, not raising her voice.

A man answers, smooth enough to be practiced. “Ma’am, are you Amy Devine?”

“And who exactly are you?”

There’s a glance she can hear through the door. Then a second voice, female, clipped but
careful. “We’re with the FBIL.”

Amy smiles faintly. Not because it’s funny. Because it’s predictable.

“You’ve got me shaking,” she says. “Which I forgot to schedule.”

“We found your wallet.”

That gets her closer. Not to the door—just nearer to the sound of it.

“IDs,” she says.

Leather shifts. Plastic taps wood. She opens the door one inch, chain still fastened. Two badges
angle into the gap, careful not to cross the threshold.

She reads them. Then she looks at the hands holding them. Then the shoes.

“Names,” she says.



“Special Agent Johnson.”
“Agent Alvarez.”
Amy nods once. She doesn’t comment. Her phone is already in her hand.
“Bailey,” she says. “Local FBI office. Hidden directory.”
“There are four entries,” the Al replies.
“Call the one that doesn’t advertise itself.”
A pause. A click.
“Field Chief Bateman,” a man answers.
Amy keeps her eyes on the agents. “Two people at my door say they’re Johnson and Alvarez.”
Another pause. Longer this time.
“Yes,” Bateman says. “That’s them.”
She ends the call. Slides the chain free. Opens the door.
She could push. She doesn’t. Power shows itself when it’s ready.
They don’t step in until she steps back.
Johnson glances at her face, then at the photo on the license he’s holding. He hands it to her
without comment.
“I appreciate the return,” Amy says. “That’s all?”
“Ma’am,” Johnson says, gently stopping the door as she starts to close it, “we’re aware of
today’s incident.”
“What do you think happened?”
“Paul Anderson attempted to assault you.”
“Attempted,” she repeats.

“We arrested him an hour ago. Unlawful detention. Kidnapping. Rape. Fraud.”



The list is too clean. Too fast.

“You were tracking him,” she says.

“No,” Johnson replies. “He came to our attention this afternoon.”

“Then you’re tracking me.”

“No, ma’am.”

“Then why are you still here?”

Alvarez shifts her weight. “Do you know a man named Frost?”

Amy stills.

“That Anderson’s alias?”

Johnson tries again, slower. “Are you acquainted with a man known as Frost?”

The picture lies. Amy lets the seconds do the work.

Not surveillance—eyes open, promise kept.

“Cut to it,” she says. “Full transparency.”

The room seems to lean in.

“The Director in D.C. contacted our office,” Johnson says. “We were informed that a man
named Frost possesses sworn affidavits from multiple women assaulted by Anderson. Crossing
state lines makes it federal.”

“You said you weren’t tracking Anderson.”

“We weren’t,” Johnson says. “Frost isn’t FBIL.”

“Defense?”

“No.”

“Justice?”

“NO 2



Alvarez answers this time. “We were advised not to dig.”

That does it.

Amy exhales through her nose. “Cracker-jack badges. He’s outside government, then. That’s
what you’re saying.”

Neither agent corrects her.

“Our tech teams can’t find him,” Alvarez says. “No images. No residual logs. Cameras should
have something. They don’t.”

“Ghost,” Amy says.

Johnson nods. “TheGhost.”

He hesitates before continuing. “We need you to confirm Anderson. Off-book. You won’t be
seen. After that, we’ll redact your involvement.”

“Redacted,” Amy repeats. Flat. “Not protection. Paper snow.”

She meets Johnson’s eyes. Holds them.

“You don’t hide nobodies.”

The ride downtown is quiet. Harrisburg closes around them like a file folder snapping shut.
Amy asks questions. They answer carefully, which is another way of not answering.

Fifth floor. A small room. Cheap curtain. Fluorescent light that can’t decide what it believes.
“He can’t see you,” Johnson says. “It’s not a lineup.”

Amy nods. She counts four. Then chooses.

The curtain lifts.

“Yes,” she says. “That’s him.”



Paperwork moves. Time smooths itself out.

In a conference room that smells faintly of disinfectant and old coffee, a bottle of water appears
in front of her. Johnson steps out to locate Frost.

The door opens instead.

A large man leans in, smiling like he belongs everywhere. “Did someone order hydration?”
Amy screams.

Hands grab him. Cuffs click. Alvarez has him pinned before Amy’s pulse catches up.
“Stop,” Amy says. “Please. Don’t hurt him.”

Johnson freezes. “Frost?”

“I didn’t know it was him,” Amy says, voice already under control. “Let him go.”

They do.

The room clears to four.

“We’ll get you home,” Johnson says, suddenly gentle.

“I’'m sorry,” Amy says. “He caught me off guard. I still owe him thanks.”

Frost breaks the tension with a grin. “In my experience, listen to the lady. Wicked left hook.”
Laughter ripples. Relieved. Nervous.

Amy kisses Johnson’s cheek without thinking. Waves the rest away.

Across the table, Frost sets the bottle in front of her. “Sorry I scared you.”

“I was a major-league bitch,” she says. “Why help me?”

He considers her. “I’d love to tell you,” he says, “but then I’d have to kill you.”

She arches an eyebrow.

“Kidding,” he adds.

“So was 1.”



He laughs. A real one.

“Why?” she asks again.

He meets her eyes. “Remember eating my lunch in the supermarket lot?”
She counts four. Lets him see it.

The room counts with her—one beat, then hush.



Chapter 2 — This Day Can’t Get Worse, Can It?

Morning sharpens everything.

The office smells like copier toner and reheated coffee, a scent designed to convince people
they’re safe. Amy clocks it as soon as she steps inside—along with the rented art, the
receptionist on a shared payroll, the way the door behind Anderson whispers shut like it’s
pleased with itself.

Some rooms lie.

“Sit,” Anderson says, gesturing to the couch.

She does—but not all the way back. Edge only. Knees angled. Weight forward. If you can’t see
the board, play the clock.

Paper appears. Forms. A pen that’s been used too often. Anderson talks while he slides a hand
onto her knee, casual, proprietary, wrong.

“Oops,” he says, smiling.

“Category mistake,” Amy replies. Calm. Even. “You’ll understand when you wake up.”

The movement is clean. Not fast. Not angry. A break, a turn, hips through the opening. Pain
arrives before his breath does. She keeps the violence brief and necessary, then steps away and
waits for the room to stop shaking.

When it does, she adjusts the couch cushion. Habit. Courtesy.

She doesn’t feel strong. She feels finished.

In the hall, she tells the empty desk, “He’s not to be disturbed for an hour,” and takes the stairs
three at a time. She wants the elevator’s mirror and doesn’t take it. She doesn’t need to see
herself yet.

Parking garage. Concrete echo. Cold air.



She reaches for her wallet and finds only heat.

You knew better.

She steps into daylight instead.

The diner booth vinyl sticks to the backs of her legs. The kid behind the counter clocks the
blood and freezes.

“It’s not mine,” Amy says before he can ask. “How much?”

“Twelve fifty,” he says. “Patrolman Murphy’s inside if you need—"

“Tell him thanks,” she says, searching the console for change.

The kid interrupts. “Eight floor? I’ll call up to get your ticket.”

On the bridge, she drives faster than she should until a siren reminds her not to. Officer Booker
checks her eyes, her hands, her story. Offers help. Offers a shadow.

She declines the first. Gets the second anyway.

At the supermarket, the lights hum too loudly. Cherry Garcia, aisle nine. Jeans would’ve been
better than Angela’s miracle dress, but the day didn’t consult her.

“Ma’am?”

A phone appears in her peripheral vision. She turns. The man from produce looks relieved.
“That’s mine,” she says.

Her pocketbook gapes like a crime scene. She thanks him, breathes, points herself toward
frozen food.

She’s almost steady when he tries again.

“You make that dress look like a million bucks.”

It lands wrong. Not malicious. Careless.

She turns too hard. “Why don’t I take it off for you? Right here. Right now.”



The words arrive with the same speed her body used earlier.

Not my best.

At checkout, she comes up empty again. No wallet. No fix. The clerk hesitates.

A man at the next register lifts two fingers. Paid.

Amy hands the ice cream to the woman behind her. “For the delay,” she says, and walks like
she owns the place so the shaking has somewhere to hide.

Outside. Breath.

The steering wheel is off-limits. Her hands already learned that lesson.

She checks for the cruiser. Sees it two rows over, polite lights on.

Across the lot, the man from produce loads groceries into a military-green Hummer.

She gets out.

Confidence is a choice you make with your spine.

“So,” she says, loud enough to carry, “you didn’t tell me you drive an HI. Let’s take a ride and
I’1l ruin your life.”

She turns to go. The line should do its work.

“Hey,” he says instead. No swagger. Just enough volume to stop her.

She pauses. Not turning.

“You’re right,” he says. “That was sloppy. The dress is flattering, and men like me act like
idiots. That’s on me.”

She faces him now. Counts without meaning to.

“If I’d been lucky enough to dance with you,” he continues, “I’d have wasted it staring into
your eyes. They’re trouble.”

She should explode again. It would be easy.



Something in his cadence makes her wait.

One.
Two.
Three.

Four.

She chooses not to.

“Don’t follow me,” she says. “You don’t know what I can do.”

“I won’t,” he says. He lifts the bag she handed off. “You forgot your ice cream.”
She takes it without touching his hand. “Well played,” she says. Points where they’re due.
Officer Booker watches as she drives out.

The day has teeth. She keeps hers covered.

Not EM interference—just air that makes metal stop cooperating.

Home. Shower. Jeans. Cranberries in her ears—an old song that knows how to hold a woman
together. Sleep tries to take her.

The doorbell wins.

She moves to the bay window.

Black SUV. Two figures resolving out of reflection into shape.

The room holds its breath after the knock—the tail of it lingering.

Amy files the sensation without a name.

This day can’t get worse, can it?



Chapter 3— Agendas Take Digging, Especially Ghosts

The conference room is too small for the number of people who want control of it.

Amy sits at the table, hands folded, spine easy. The knuckles give her away. Frost stands at the
window, the city reflected faintly in the glass like an afterthought.

No one rushes.

“Let’s not pretend,” Amy says. “How could you know what happened to me unless you were
already tracking Anderson—or me?”

Frost turns, measuring her without looking like he is. “You don’t waste time.”

“I appreciate what you did,” she says. “Eighteen women appreciate it. But things don’t line up,
and I don’t do gratitude without clarity.”

“You’re not in trouble,” he says.

She smiles, thin. “Even the FBI won’t promise that.”

Anderson can sue. Civil court. Discovery. Names dragged into rooms that don’t listen back.
She lets the implications sit between them.

“No one is pursuing civil action,” Frost says.

“Trust you?” Amy says. “You don’t exist. Images vanish. Searches stop. You tell me to relax
while my life is the one with fingerprints on it. How do you promise what you don’t own?”
He exhales. Recenters. “I’m making this worse.”

“You are.”

He starts to speak, stops. Sits.

“Are you protecting Anderson?” she asks.

“No.”

“What if he sends someone after me?”



“Anderson signed.”

She tilts her head. “Meaning?”

“Legal documents. Binding. Preventing contact. For all nineteen of you.”

“I want a copy for my attorney.”

Frost opens the door and asks Agent Alvarez for the packet. When the door closes, the room
resumes listening.

“What’s next on your agenda?” he asks.

“Don’t patronize me.”

He nods. “Straight talk, then. Neither you nor Anderson were being tracked by law
enforcement.”

“How do you know?”

“I checked.” He holds the beat. “I accessed your phone.”

Her blink is reflexive. Recovery is not. “Illegal,” she says. “Three years before your next
sneeze.”

“Three?” he asks, curious despite himself.

“You took advantage,” she says. “What gives you the right?”

He doesn’t rush this. “Your reaction at the supermarket suggested someone crossed a line.”
“I was angry.”

“You were precise.”

“When were you planning to tell me?”

“I’ll purge everything.”

“And copies.”

“There aren’t any.”



“What about the FBI?”
“I filtered their intake.”
“TheGhost hacks my life and tells me to trust him.” She watches his face. “Would you?”
“I understand,” he says. “I’m sorry about the parking lot. I needed time.”
“For what?”
“To confirm your Al couldn’t confirm me.”
She studies him. “You can’t help yourself.”
A knock. Alvarez returns with the packet. Leaves without comment.
Amy flips pages without reading. “I’m not buying you. You locate eighteen women, get
affidavits, cooperation, exposure—in hours. That’s not courage. That’s infrastructure.”
Frost winces, half amused. “Grown from being careless?”
“Grow up,” she says. “Stop deflecting.”
“Arrogant or accurate?”
“You tell me.”
“It’s been a long day,” he says. “We don’t have to—"
“Keep talking.”
“I track people no one wants on paper,” he says. “My methods aren’t duplicated.”
“Arrogant or accurate?”
“I pulled twenty-seven numbers from Anderson’s phone. Texted them. Eighteen answered.”
“Because you asked the lock what it wanted,” she says.
He stills. Just enough.
“I consult quietly,” he says. “That’s all.”

“You had my name removed. Why?”



“Do you always dig this deep?”

“Always. Everyone has an agenda.”

“Especially men who hide it,” he says softly.

“That’s not an answer.”

“I saw a woman wronged,” he says. “I chose to help.”

“Why me?”

He hesitates. “I would ask the same.”

“Deflection.”

“The things you’re imagining don’t exist.”

“You didn’t answer.”

“You’re intelligent,” he says. “Your instincts work. You’re also visible, and men mistake
proximity for permission.”

“So you want something.”

He smiles once. “I want this resolved. No court. No media. No Anderson.”

She leans back. “You’re good. Too good. People don’t do this for strangers without a reason.
It’s the reasons that bite.”

“This isn’t unfolding the way I planned,” he says. “Let’s get you somewhere safe.”

“Fastest dodge yet.”

He rubs his shoulder. “I’m still processing that left hook.”

“Poor Frost,” she says. “I’ll try to miss next time.”

He lifts his hands. “Uncle.”

She lets the smile pass. “You protected me today. What about tomorrow?”

“You can reach me through the Bureau.”



“Another dodge.”

“Dinner,” he says suddenly. “Pie. Around the corner. Marie’s.”

She blinks. “You’re kidding.”

“It’s excellent.”

She considers. Holds the silence like breath underwater. Counts four. Chooses.
“Fine,” she says. “But I’'m still digging.”

“I’d worry if you weren’t.”

They stand.

In the hall, applause breaks out—agents clapping, whistling, mock shields raised. “Hero,”
someone says.

Amy doesn’t wave.

In the lot, she expects the Hummer.

Instead, a low, predatory hush.

“This your car?” she asks.

“Yes,” Frost says. “A—"

“Huracan EVO,” she finishes. “I toured the plant. Didn’t expect this today.”
He looks at her again. New calculation.

“Real history is people,” she says.

He opens the door.

The engine waits.

The lot holds its breath after the sound it makes.

Amy files the sensation without a name.

For now.



Chapter 4 — Rooms That Listen Back

The place doesn’t advertise itself.

From the street, it looks like a corporate residence—qglass, limestone, discreet lighting that
suggests money without begging for attention. No sign. No valet. The kind of building that
assumes if you’re here, you already know why.

Frost doesn’t badge them in. He waits for the door to decide.

It opens.

Inside, the air changes. Not colder. Measured. As if the building is taking inventory.

“This isn’t a hotel,” Amy says.

“No,” Frost replies. “It’s a node.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning it listens.”

They walk. The floors absorb sound. Walls reflect just enough of her face back to register
presence, not vanity. Amy clocks the details without slowing—cameras that don’t behave like
cameras, lighting that shifts when she stops moving.

Some rooms lie.

Some rooms listen.

A hostess greets them by name without asking. “Your table, Mr. Frost. Thank you for coming
n.”

Amy watches the woman blink too fast. The shoulders too tight.
“Was she crying?” Amy asks once they’re seated.

“Tammy,” Frost says. “Long shift. Brighter lights than people think.”

“Capital traffic?” Amy asks.



“Lawyers. Lobbyists. Consultants who don’t like being told no.”

Marie bursts through the swing doors like weather. Flour on her wrist. Smile earned the hard
way.

“We’re slammed—three buses,” she says. Then she sees Amy. “Hi, pretty lady. Friend of
Frost’s?”

Amy smiles back. “I’ve been waiting to meet your pie.”

“The usual?” Marie asks Frost.

He looks to Amy. “Vanilla okay?”

“Two scoops,” Amy says, surprised to hear herself say it.

Marie grins. “Celebrating?”

“The bad guy’s in a box,” Frost says. “Thanks to her.”

“Bottled water?” Marie asks, already moving. “Teresa’s here. I can’t hold her back.”
Teresa arrives like momentum—arms, warmth, noise. She hugs Frost, then pivots to Amy, hand
out.

“Teresa,” she says. “You’re the lucky one.”

“Debatable,” Amy replies.

“She’s one of us,” Teresa stage-whispers. “Don’t be a fool. He’s—"

“Pie,” Frost says.

Teresa laughs and disappears.

Frost leans in. “She’s harmless.”

“Nothing is harmless,” Amy says. “Some things are just familiar.”

The pie arrives. Crust lacquered. Steam honest. Teresa vanishes again.



“Fair enough,” Amy says, spoon pausing. “One confirmation. In hours, you found eighteen
women who admitted a rape and signed affidavits. Unlikely.”

“Your ice cream’s melting,” Frost says.

“Deflection.”

“You’re persistent.”

“You’re slippery.”

“Actor?” she asks.

“Trained,” he says.

Teresa returns, drops the check, doesn’t leave. She looks at Frost.

“Tell her,” he says.

The story spills. Trust funds. Monthly envelopes. Repairs paid before they’re requested. A chef
who stayed. Staff who stopped worrying. A place saved.

Amy studies Frost. He looks bored. Almost annoyed.

“He never says it,” Teresa says. “He builds things and walks away.”

“That’s a kind of control,” Amy says.

Teresa nods. “Maybe. But it saved my family.”

“Girl talk?” Teresa asks.

They vanish to the restroom.

In tile and mirror, Teresa unloads a life—men who vanished, a van, a drug, a silence thick with
blood. Frost finding her across oceans. Refusing the word charity.

Infrastructure for a life.

Amy takes her hands. “You’re brave.”

“No,” Teresa says. “I just got lucky.”



“There’s more,” Amy says.

“The Russians wouldn’t let Robert go,” Teresa says. “Now he’s gone. Like someone told them
the city was closed.”

A knock. Gentle.

“Take your time,” Frost says through the door. “Nothing’s moving without you.”
They laugh. Amy wipes her face. Chooses composure.

Back at the table, Frost waits with patience that reads real.

Amy doesn’t like how real.

“You said you’d tell me who you are,” she says as they walk.

“Not here.”

“That’s not ano.”

“It’s not a yes.”

Outside, the node exhales. The car waits.

“You trust me with this?” Amy asks.

“I trust your restraint,” Frost says.

“Smooth,” she says.

She kisses his cheek—quick, unplanned. “I’ll still dig.”

“I’d worry if you didn’t.”

She slides into the seat. The door closes with a sound engineered to be final.
The building listens.

The tail of it lingers.

Amy files the sensation without knowing why.

Later, she’ll have words.



Chapter 5— Rooms That Listen Back

The approach isn’t marked.

Concrete, steel, a service lane that pretends to be nothing. The air changes first—metallic,
measured, as if it’s already decided what belongs.

Amy keeps the Huracan smooth. Not fast. Not careful either. Balanced, like she’s carrying a
coin on its edge and doesn’t feel the need to prove it will fall.

Frost rides quiet beside her.

“Your place?” she asks.

“If you’re comfortable,” he says. “Guest room. I’ll notify Johnson.”

“I already told my mother I’m at the Hilton,” Amy says, not looking at him. “Close enough to
true.”

The gate reads them.

Not a camera—something thinner. Light behaving like furniture. The air tightens, then releases.
Permission granted without ceremony.

Beyond it: cars that don’t announce themselves. Meaning, not price. Systems nested inside
systems.

Amy’s step slows—not at the wealth, but the discipline.

“You’re rich,” she says, neutral.

“I do well,” Frost says. “The science is expensive.”

“It’s the security,” she counters.

He doesn’t argue.

The elevator waits, doors parted like it’s been listening.

“Hold the rail,” he says.



“I’m fine.”

“Indulge me.”

She does. The lift shivers sideways before it climbs. Not fast. Intentional. Amy laughs once and
refuses to give fear the room.

“Hello, Amy,” says no one in particular.

The corridor blooms ocean. Leatherbacks glide through an impossible wall of water. Whales
follow. Then the wave resolves into a face—»bright, curious, unapologetically present.

“I am NOVA,” it says. “Do you like the turtles?”

Amy lets the second answer back. The tail is short and honest.

“They’re magnificent,” she says. Because they are.

Then: “How do you know my name?”’

“Frost asked me to be a good host.”

“Behave,” Frost says, gentle.

NOVA doesn’t. The light shifts—qlass, then metal. The air tastes faintly charged.

A veil drops. Soft. Wavy. Waiting.

“Password game?” Frost asks.

“Always,” NOVA says, pleased.

The riddle comes as a question that isn’t one. Cosmology braided with misdirection. Amy
answers in fragments—not to perform, but because her mind likes puzzles. Redshift. Expansion.
Not space as stuff.

The barrier loosens. Unthreads like silk.

“Show-off,” Amy tells the air. Respect baked in.

“I heard that,” NOVA says, delighted.



The suite opens on confidence. Glass in a slow arc. Light arranged to hold people, not impress
them. Lions by the door—old, patient, watching.

“Nightcap?” Frost asks.

“Matching yours,” Amy says. “So I won’t accuse you of bias.”

He nods. “Top level. NOV A will guide you.”

She follows the spiral toward the tower. Server rooms flank the hall—racks breathing like
animals at rest. The hum settles under her ribs.

Rooms that listen back.

At the windows, the city spreads like a table set in the dark. Antennas tilt toward different
horizons. Different futures.

“NOVA,” Amy says.

“Yes.”

“I’m not here to hurt him.”

“That is clear,” NOVA replies.

“So what are you—AGTI or a gifted ventriloquist?”’

“I possess many human qualities,” NOV A says.

Which answers nothing. Exactly.

Frost arrives with two glasses. Grand Marnier warms the air.

“Who are you?” he asks—teasing, not testing.

“A woman who listens,” Amy says. “A woman who plays the clock.”

They sit. Low. Close enough to matter.

“You do things the government can’t,” she says.

“I protect what I can,” he replies. “Weapons aren’t the only way.”



“Convenient for a rich man,” she says, and lets the silence stretch.

He doesn’t fill it.

NOVA chimes softly. “Apologies. Q-sector is calling.”

Frost stands. “Command center.” To Amy: “Would you greet Sharon? Basket by the elevator.”

He hesitates. “She’s family. Please—no digging.”

Amy finds Sharon bright and efficient, surprised to be seen. The story comes fast. Kensington.
Two jobs. A campaign that lost and mattered anyway. A doorbell. Papers that felt like a lie until
they weren’t.

“He heard my fifteen minutes,” Sharon says. “Apparently that was enough.”

“Enough for what?” Amy asks.

“To decide I was a good bet,” Sharon says. “And to make the bet safe.”

Frost returns without comment.

“Tour?” he asks.

“I’1l take answers,” Amy says. “Start small.”

“The cars are mine. Most of them. The tower too. The rules are strict.”

“And exceptions,” she says.

He doesn’t deny it.

“Don’t take the down ramp,” he adds.

“What’s down?”

“My work,” he says. “Where the room listens hardest.”

They drink. The city breathes.

Amy files what matters: an elevator that lies like a magician. An Al that wants approval. A man

who won'’t call charity by its name.



“Tell me your favorite color,” she says.

“Cobalt.”

“NOVA told me,” she says. “I wanted to see if you’d lie.”

“I don’t have time for lying.”

“Good,” she says. “Neither do 1.”

A soft chime.

“Amy?” NOVA says.

“Yes?”

“Welcome.”

Amy doesn’t thank a machine. She thanks the room—the way its tails are short and polite and

honest.



Chapter 6 — Time to Unveil theGhost

The corridor narrows as they walk.

Not physically—intentionally. The light shifts with them, adjusting like breath. Frost doesn’t
look back to see if she’s following. He already knows.

“Dig lighter,” he says. “I won’t compromise anyone’s safety. Including yours.”
Amy nods once. “Why trust me?”

“There are measures.”

“That’s not an answer.”

He exhales, slow. “I stepped over a line with you.”

She waits.

“I learned something,” he adds.

“Good intentions don’t excuse it,” she says. Calm. Even.
When the picture lies, let the seconds tell the truth.

“I respect your curiosity,” Frost says.

“I call it knowing,” she replies. “You call it private.”

He glances at her. “Darren called you a prodigy.”

Her eyes flicker. Just once. “Careful.”

“You refused awards. Your name isn’t on the papers.”

“Left-handed women study Krav Maga too,” she says, dry.

“So it was you,” he says—and smiles before he can stop himself.

She doesn’t.

“You don’t know me,” Amy says.

He lets it go.



They walk again.

“Deflection,” she says after a beat. “That’s your reflex.”
“Not deflection,” he answers. “Containment.”

“Same thing,” she says. “Different motive.”

He stops. Turns to her fully now.

“You think I manipulate.”

“I think you decide,” she says. “Often for other people.”
That lands.

“I crossed a line,” Frost says. “I’m sorry.”

She studies his face, not for remorse—for timing.
“Good,” she says. “Now tell me about your work.”

He hesitates.

She smiles. “There it is.”

They enter the aqua room. The temperature lifts a degree. Grand Marnier waits, already poured.
“Quantum is an obsession,” he says finally.

“Classical rules crumble,” Amy answers. “EPR, Bell, Zeno. Delayed Choice makes yesterday
blink.”

“And language fails us,” Frost says.

“Metaphors are crutches that still walk.”

They clink glasses.

“The room’s tail is short,” she notes. “Honest.”
“Bailey?” he asks.

“LLM,” she says. “High walls.”



“NOVA couldn’t breach—by design. So I let her mimic a general.”
“You hacked my life,” Amy says. “Then worried I might hack back.”
“I apologized.”

“You apologized after.”

He absorbs that.

“What did you buy at the market?” she asks, unkindness gone.
“Corn. Tomatoes. Cantaloupe. Cherries.”

She nods. “You surprised me. Parking lot. Also—the Lamborghini.”
“You drove it better than I do.”

“Recruitment pitch?”

“Invitation,” he says.

“I’m interested in truth,” Amy says. “And consent.”

He raises a hand. “Promise Swear.”

She watches him. “Promises are either kept—or they keep you.”
Silence settles differently now.

“Jimmy’s a savant,” she adds. “Your call saved Teresa’s family.”
“Small part,” Frost says.

“Still your choice,” she replies. “Rooms that listen back remember who chose.”
That’s the failure. Named. Logged. Not punished.

He doesn’t argue.

“Your tech,” she says. “Room-temperature quantum?”

“Yes.”

“How many qubits?”



“Enough.”

She tilts her head. “Photonic paths. Duality as wire.”

He studies her. “Oort,” he says quietly. “Not Kuiper.”

She doesn’t gloat.

“You’re not God,” she says. “But you do decide who gets saved.”
His voice is steady. “Someone has to.”

Amy meets his eyes. “That’s the line.”

He nods. Accepts it.

Later, alone in the guest room, she counts four before letting her breath go. The suite holds its
breath after hers.

The tail is clean.

She files the shape of the place by how it listens back.



Chapter 7— What We Don’t Touch

They stand too close.

Not by drift. Not by accident. By decision.

The suite is quiet in the way expensive rooms get when they’ve learned not to interrupt. Glass
holds the city at arm’s length. Somewhere below, traffic solves smaller problems.

Frost doesn’t reach for her.

That’s the first surprise.

“This 1s where people usually touch,” he says, voice low, like he doesn’t want the room to
overhear.

“And this is where they usually lie,” Amy says.

She steps closer anyway—not into him, not away. Enough to feel heat. Enough to feel choice.
The space between them tightens, becomes deliberate.

“If we do this,” she says, “it won’t be because you helped me. Or because you scared off the
worst man [’ve ever met. Or because I’m tired.”

“I know,” he says.

“And not because you’re powerful.”

He nods once. Accepts it.

She studies him then—mnot his face, his stillness. The restraint is real. It costs him something.
“Why now?” he asks.

“Because | want to know who you are when you don’t take,” she says. “And because you’re
finally not deciding for me or pretending it’s protection.”

The room leans in. Curious.

He exhales, slow. “I’m not good at this part.”



“That’s obvious,” she says, almost smiling.
“I’m better with systems.”
“And I’m better with people,” she says. “So we’re going to do this my way.”
He waits.
“That means no rush. No leverage. No ‘after all I’'ve done.”” She pauses. “And no disappearing
acts.”
Something flickers behind his eyes. Not fear—calculation, interrupted.
“I can promise—"
“No,” she says gently. “You can choose.”
That lands harder.
They sit—not together, not apart. The couch holds them like a neutral third party.
Frost runs a hand through his hair, then lets it fall. “You make this feel like a negotiation.”
“It is,” Amy says. “Just not the kind you’re used to.”
He studies her again. Slower this time.
“You’re not dazzled,” he says.
“I’m paying attention.”
“That’s worse,” he admits.
She leans back, folds one leg beneath her. Comfortable. Present.
“You fascinate me,” he says—and stops himself. Shakes his head. “That’s not what I mean.”
“Try again.”
“You unsettle my timing,” he says. “I don’t like that. And I don’t want to fix it.”
She considers that. Counts four.

“That’s closer.”



He smiles, relieved she didn’t punish him for the truth.

They talk then—not about quantum, not about work. Ordinary things. The way rooms
remember sound. How certain silences feel kinder than answers. The difference between
solitude and hiding.

At some point, without ceremony, Amy reaches for his hand.

He freezes.

“Breathe,” she says.

He does.

Her fingers rest in his palm. No grip. No claim. Just contact.

“This,” she says, “is enough.”

“For now,” he agrees.

The room exhales.

Later, when she stands to leave for the guest room, he doesn’t follow. Doesn’t offer. Doesn’t
ask.

“Good night, Amy.”

“Good night, Frost.”

She pauses at the door. Looks back once.

“If you disappear,” she says, “I’ll understand why.”

He swallows. “And forgive me?”

She considers. “That depends on whether you let me choose again.”

The door closes with a sound engineered to be final without being loud.

In the quiet that follows, Frost stays where he is.

And for the first time in years, he doesn’t reach for control.



Chapter 8 — What We Risk by Staying

They stay.

Not because either asks. Not because the night insists. They stay because neither moves to
leave, and the room does not rush them. The lights dim on a schedule Frost didn’t choose; the
city outside flattens into a map of patience.

Amy slips her shoes off first, a small domestic betrayal of formality. Frost notices and does not
comment. He sets his glass down and mirrors her, careful not to make a point of it.

“You can take the chair,” he says.

She doesn’t. She chooses the low couch instead, far end, spine easy, legs tucked—not
defensive, not inviting. A position that can change if she wants it to.

NOVA stays quiet. A courtesy, not a command.

For a few minutes, nothing happens. The kind of nothing that requires attention.

“You live like this all the time?”” Amy asks, nodding at the glass, the air, the way the room
seems to breathe with them.

“No,” Frost says. “I live like this when I need to think.”

“And when you don’t?”

“I leave.”

She files that. Leaving is a choice, not an accident.

Amy reaches for the water, then stops herself. Instead, she studies the condensation sliding
down the glass. It traces a line and disappears.

“You didn’t answer earlier,” she says. “About why you trust me.”

“I said there are measures.”

“And I said that’s not an answer.”



The system waited. Frost noticed—and didn’t override it. The pause cost him.

He smiles, faint. “I know.”

She waits. When the picture lies, let the seconds tell the truth.

“I trust patterns,” he says finally. “And I trust people who don’t rush to fill silence.”

“That’s not trust,” she says. “That’s preference.”

He considers that. “Fair.”

Amy leans back, eyes on the ceiling now, as if the question belongs up there. “I don’t like
being praised,” she says. “Not because I’'m modest. Because praise is usually a down payment.”
“On what?”

“Access. Expectation. Ownership.” She glances at him. “You haven’t tried that. I noticed.”
Frost nods once. “I’m trying not to.”

“Good,” she says. “Because trying counts less than stopping.”

That lands harder than she intended. She doesn’t soften it.

He shifts—not away, not closer. A recalibration. ““You’re used to people mistaking proximity
for permission.”

“I’m used to correcting it,” she says. “Early.”

Silence settles again. Not awkward. Charged.

“You could ask me something,” he says. “If you wanted.”

“I know,” Amy replies. “And I don’t.”

That earns a real smile this time—gone as quickly as it appears.

Outside, the city exhales. Inside, the room listens.

Amy stands, crosses the space—not toward him, but toward the window. She rests her palm on

the glass, feeling the faint vibration of the building holding itself upright.



“Staying is riskier than leaving,” she says. “People forget that.”

“I haven’t,” Frost answers.

“That’s not reassurance,” she says. “That’s alignment.”

He watches her reflection in the glass, the way her presence bends the room without effort. He
wants to say something—qratitude, admiration, more—but he doesn’t. He lets the want pass.
NOVA hums softly from nowhere. “External traffic is thinning,” it says. Not a suggestion. A
fact.

Amy nods to no one. “I should sleep.”

“Yes,” Frost says. Too quickly. Then corrects himself. “The guest room is ready.”

She turns. Studies him. The moment stretches—not to test him, but to see if he will test
himself,

He doesn’t.

“Thank you,” she says, and means the restraint, not the room.

As she moves past him, close enough now to feel warmth, she stops. Not touching. Not
retreating.

“You should know,” she says quietly, “staying doesn’t mean safe.”

“I know,” he says.

“That’s why I’m still here.”

She walks on.

Frost remains where he is, the cost settling in—not loss, not victory, but something heavier.
Responsibility, maybe. Or the first crack in certainty.

The room holds its breath after her footsteps fade. The tail of it clean, honest.

For now.



Chapter 9 — The Reasonable Thing (Edited Pass)

Morning doesn’t announce itself.

The room adjusts before the light arrives—temperature down half a degree, sound dampened,
screens dimmed to a respectful gray. Amy wakes without urgency. That alone tells her
something is different.

She lies still.

The suite is listening.

She counts four, lets the quiet settle, then sits. The water on the nightstand is untouched. The
Andes mints remain exactly where Frost placed them. No human fingerprints. No evidence of
reconsideration.

Good, she thinks.

That matters.

She dresses without ceremony—jeans, sweater, hair damp from a shower that didn’t ask
questions. When she opens the door, the hallway behaves. No surprises. No watchers pretending
not to be watchers.

At the tower window, the city has already decided what kind of day it will be.

Frost is there.

Not waiting. Working.

He doesn’t turn when she enters.

“Morning,” she says.

“Morning,” he replies. His voice is steady. That’s new too.

She pours coffee. Watches the steam. “You didn’t sleep.”

“I did,” he says. “Enough.”



She lets that sit. The room holds its breath. Then releases.

“What happens next?”’ she asks.

Frost turns now. Meets her eyes. There’s no apology in his face. No urgency. Just resolve—
carefully assembled.

“The reasonable thing,” he says.

Her shoulders tighten, just a fraction. “That phrase usually precedes something disappointing.”
He almost smiles. Almost.

“There’s a situation developing,” he continues. “One I can’t compartmentalize.”
“Meaning?” Amy asks.

“Meaning I should step back,” he says. “From you. Temporarily.”

The room doesn’t react.

Amy does.

Not outwardly. Not yet.

“Define temporarily,” she says.

“I can’t,” Frost admits. “That’s part of the problem.”

She sets the mug down gently. “And this is your choice.”

“Yes.”

“Or one you’ve decided is mine?”

That lands.

He holds it. “I’m choosing distance,” he says. “Because proximity compromises my judgment.”
“Yours,” she says.

“Yes.”

She studies him. Counts four. The picture isn’t lying—but it isn’t complete either.



“You’re protecting me,” she says.

“l am.”

“And the world,” she adds.

“And the work,” he agrees.

“And yourself,” she finishes.

Silence stretches. He doesn’t deny it.

“That’s the reasonable thing,” Frost says again. Softer this time.

Amy nods slowly. “Reasonable is often convenient.”

He exhales. “I won’t disappear.”

She looks at him then—really looks. “Don’t promise.”

“I won’t,” he says.

She moves closer. Not touching. Never touching. Close enough to matter.
“You’re making a decision,” she says, “about who gets to choose risk.”
“Yes.”

“And you believe that’s ethical.”

“I believe it’s necessary.”

She steps back.

“That’s where we diverge,” Amy says. No anger. No accusation. Just fact.
He watches her. Doesn’t reach.

“I won’t stop you,” she says. “But understand this.”

He waits.

“When you leave without asking,” she continues, “you’re not protecting me. You’re denying

me agency.”



“I know,” he says quietly.
“Do you?” she asks.
Another pause. Longer this time.
“I’m trying to,” Frost says.
The room listens.
Outside, the city keeps moving. Antennas blink. Decisions queue.
Amy picks up her bag.
“When you come back,” she says, “don’t explain.”
“I wouldn’t,” he replies.
“Good,” she says. “Because explanations are just another form of control.”
She stops at the door. Doesn’t look back.
“If you’re wrong,” she adds, “this will cost us something real.”
“I know.”
She leaves.
The door closes with a sound engineered to be final.
Frost remains where he is.
For a long moment, nothing happens.
Then the system chimes.
“Q-sector escalating,” NOVA says. “Your presence is requested.”
He doesn’t answer right away.
Wanting was easy.
Choosing was heavier.

“Route it,” he says finally.



The room complies.



Chapter 10 — After the Reasonable Thing

Morning doesn’t announce itself.

The room adjusts before the light arrives—temperature easing down a fraction, air settling as if
it’s been waiting. The blinds loosen their grip without opening. Sound stays padded,
considerate. No alarm. No insistence.

Amy wakes without urgency.

That alone tells her something is different.

She stays still, cataloging before moving. The bed is familiar. The ceiling is ordinary. The quiet
has no edge to it. Nothing here is listening back—nothing is counting her breaths or holding
space after her thoughts.

The house is doing what it has always done: keeping time, not asking questions.

She swings her legs over the side of the bed. The floor is cool, honest. It doesn’t adapt. It
doesn’t anticipate. It simply is.

In the kitchen, the coffeemaker clicks on when she reaches for it—not before. The smell comes
late. She notices that too. Everything waits for instruction here. Nothing guesses.

She pours water into a glass and watches the line climb. It wobbles once, settles, stills.
Condensation gathers slowly, tracing a path she doesn’t bother to follow. She drinks half, sets it
down, forgets the rest.

Outside, the street is already awake. Cars move with purpose that doesn’t belong to anyone
inside them. A neighbor’s dog barks on schedule. Somewhere a door closes too hard.

Amy leans against the counter and lets the morning finish forming.

This life still works.

That’s the problem.



Her phone lights once—an email she doesn’t open. Another follows. A reminder she doesn’t
need. All reasonable. All familiar. All waiting for her to resume the shape she used to occupy.

She doesn’t.

Instead, she notices the room again. How nothing pauses when she does. How no silence
lingers after she thinks something difficult. How the air doesn’t seem to care whether she
chooses or not.

She isn’t disappointed.

She’s misaligned.

Later, she’ll tell herself this is restlessness. Or adjustment. Or the echo of travel leaving the
body. All true enough to pass.

But standing there, barefoot on a floor that never learned her weight, she understands
something simpler:

She’s been somewhere that required her attention.

And now she’s back in a place that doesn’t.

Amy rinses the glass, sets it upside down, and leaves the kitchen exactly as she found it.

The house keeps going.
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