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Floodlight Static
Mariel Santhor
When a Seattle sound archivist restores an anonymous cassette, hidden tones lead to a city’s smart-grid secret and a trail of missing persons. Juno Park dives into warehouses, gala halls, and tunnels, facing a polished enemy who thinks policy erases guilt. She uses the one thing they underestimate: the truth in sound.
ProseHub


    
The Tape That Shouldn't Speak
Rain feathered the library's windows until the city blurred into silver streaks. Juno Park cued the old deck with a fingertip steady from years of touching frail sounds. The cassette in her hand wore no mark. Just a smudge of thumb oil and a crease where someone’s nail had worried the plastic. It had arrived in a cardboard box, wrapped in a grocery flyer from another decade, marked Estate Donation in a polite librarian hand.
She slid it in. The heads hummed. A whisper of oxide brushed her skin as the reel spun. Juno watched the green meters rise and settle, the way a calm person watches a pulse. She tuned the bias, trimmed hiss with a notch filter, and brought up the volume.
At first there was only room tone. Cloth snagged the mic. A breath. Then a man's voice came in, low and deliberate. "If this makes it past the mailroom... If anyone ever spins this, Floodlight Protocol seventy-one is live. Warehouse seventeen. That's the hole under the river. They put her in the dark—"
A slam. Scrape. The tape juddered into wild noise until Juno's fingers caught the dial and steadied it. Her heart had started a small, precise tapping against her ribs.
She leaned back from the console and listened again. Not words now. Little chirps. A thin alarm-sound tucked beneath the hiss, regular as a metronome. She lifted her headphones and the room seemed too bright, too visible. The recording booth smelled like dust, coffee, and the citrus cleaner the student employees swore by. Outside, a freshman laughed. The world did not hear the tone.
Juno did. She opened a spectrogram. The blue field shimmered as the noise became a mountain range of frequencies. Between two thick bands sat a ladder of tiny marks, carefully placed. Not natural. Not accidental.
Her phone buzzed. She didn't look. She tilted the mic boom away with an elbow and isolated the ladder. The marks grew sharp enough to read as steps in some coded staircase. She knew enough to know what she didn't know, and she saved the file three times, with different names, onto different drives.
When she pulled the cassette out, her fingers shook. She labeled it in neat block letters like always: Anonymous, undated. The plastic warm from friction. In the library’s hallway, the HVAC hummed a comfort-song. Juno slipped the tape into the locked drawer by the reel cleaners.
A student in a wet hoodie appeared at the glass. "Are you open for listening hours?"
"In ten," Juno said, voice steady, face calm. Her mouth felt dry as paper.
As she shut down for the night, she took the cassette with her anyway, tucked beneath her scarf like it needed warmth. The rain had stopped, leaving streets slick, the city awash in neon reflections. Her scooter coughed once and then took her home through damp air that smelled like cedar and hot brakes.
Her apartment was two rooms and a black cat who refused to be named. The cat blinked, turned in a circle on the windowsill, and stared at the street like it expected someone. Juno balanced the cassette on the table and warmed her hands on a chipped mug of tea. Steam rose. The kettle clicked as it cooled. A freight train out past the stadium blew a note as flat as a disappointed teacher.
The phone buzzed again. Unknown number. She let it burrow back into her pocket. She set up the portable deck on the kitchen counter. The kitchen smelled faintly of garlic and solder from a repair she’d made last weekend. She slid the cassette in and hit play, then record on her laptop. The sounds unfurled in her small home—voice, slam, noise, the ladder of tones she now could not unhear.
Her thumb hovered over the space bar when the living room light dipped. Not off. Just a brief shiver across the filament like a blink in a long conversation. The cat’s ears twisted. The fridge motor faltered and caught.
She checked the building notice board on her phone. No maintenance scheduled. A text message bloomed. NO MORE PLAYBACK. Her first thought, stupid and honest, was that Omar had found a new way to mess with her. Her second thought—that she'd never given Omar this number—made her skin prickle.
She typed back, Who is this?
There was no reply. She muted the tape and the apartment felt abruptly empty, like a loud room after a mic is cut. She carried the cassette to the bedroom and lifted a floorboard with the practiced gentleness of someone who has had to hide small, important things from big, careless events. Under the board lay an old apron box full of family photographs, a Korean phrasebook her grandmother had used to scold in two languages at once, and a flash drive in a tea tin. Juno lowered the cassette in, closed the box, and slid the board back like a closing eyelid.
In the bathroom, she brushed her teeth too hard and spat pink. The mirror showed her a face lit by phone glow, hair thrown back in a rubber band, coppery shadows under her eyes. Twenty-nine and already talking to tapes. She grinned at herself because that had been true since she was nine.
The knock came as she was pulling on a soft sweater, a rapid tap-tap-tap at the door like someone wanted to be caught. She stood still, skin alive with cold. The cat stared at the door and made no sound. She crossed to the peephole. The hallway beyond smelled like old carpet and new paint. No one stood there.
She opened the door anyway. Her feet were bare. The hall was empty except for a glossy postcard on the mat. The cardstock was damp from rain. On one side was a night photo of the waterfront. On the other, a single printed word: STATIC.
Juno turned the postcard over and over. The paper rasped against her fingertips. STATIC. The letters were clean, ink slightly raised. No address. No stamp. Someone had slid it under.
She locked the door. She leaned against it until she felt the wooden panel cool her shoulder blades and make her slow down enough to breathe. The cat rubbed at her ankles, tail high like a question mark. She put the postcard in the bowl that held keys and coins and three old shows’ worth of paper wristbands.
She texted Omar because the alternative was to sit in the quiet and listen for meaning in the building's pipes. Got something weird at work, she wrote. It might be nothing. It might not.
Omar answered faster than sleep. What flavor weird? Please be aliens. I am so done with budget hearings.
She called. A voice was better than more words. "I digitized an anonymous tape," she said. "There's a voice saying 'Floodlight Protocol seventy-one. Warehouse seventeen.' Then a series of tones. And I got a message telling me to stop playing it. And a postcard. That says 'STATIC.'"
Omar made a sound like he was pushing away his chair. She could hear the newsroom behind him, the clack of keys, the low murmur of editors who forgot they had microphones for heads. "Give me ten minutes to clear out. Can you send the file?"
She hesitated. "I'm not sure I should."
"Juno, if you’re calling me at midnight, it’s already more than 'should'. Send me a thirty-second clip. The part with the tones. And take the number to campus security tomorrow."
"I will," she said, meaning maybe. "You know anything called Floodlight?"
"Half our tech coverage uses 'light' in a pun. Floodlight is... City has a smart grid upgrade called Floodlight. Sensors, outage predictions, conditions monitoring. The company is LumaSpect. Start-up with unicorn breath. Founder looks like he came out of a wealth magazine's cloning tank."
She could hear the shape of Omar's grin and picture his pointing hands. "If the grid is in there, people higher than my building know."
After they hung up, the apartment seemed to lean toward the tape, like a compass needle to metal. Juno lay awake listening to the radiator knock and the far-off gulls busying themselves at the dumpsters. She dreamed once, lightly, of blue spectrograms that turned into subway maps and then into ladders that led down.
At five, she woke to a phone vibration that had crawled under the pillow. The message was short: STOP OR WE'LL PULL YOUR POWER.
The morning wrung the rain out and left a bleached sky. Juno rode to campus through streets that smelled like wet bark and dough from the bakery near the bus stop. She parked behind the library, locked the scooter twice, and scanned the lot for anyone waiting. No one cared about her enough to lurk. That didn’t make the skin between her shoulder blades any less ticklish.
Inside, the air tasted of dust and quiet, and that particular smell of ink on glossy paper. Her office had no window; sound didn't like glass. She set the postcard on her desk and put the tape in the locked drawer again. She logged in.
The file opened obediently. The waveform looked the same in daylight. She zoomed until the ladder of tones filled the screen like a string of tiny flags. She printed the spectrogram. The paper was warm when it slid out, and she held it by the corners as if fingerprints could bruise sound.
She walked down the hall with the print and stopped at the open door of the music tech lab. There, on Tuesdays and sometimes emergency Thursdays, Mr. Silva hunched over a loop of wire like it had personally insulted him. He was seventy if a day, retired from teaching physics, and lived upstairs from Juno by coincidence that had become habit. His hands were still hands that built.
"You see patterns in the clouds again?" he said without looking up.
"In the storm," she said, and he peered over his glasses as if the word had a taste.
She held up the spectrogram. He squinted. "Not noise. Somebody left you a note. You know MST3?"
She shook her head.
"Multi-tone sequential. The way fire departments used to open stations over radio. Two tones, sometimes more, in a specific order. Decently robust. Old, but the bones are good. Somebody could piggyback a more complex sequence in there. Hide it under hiss."
"Who would hear it?"
He grunted. "Anyone with the right decoder. Or anyone who once listened for this at three a.m. for a living."
A nurse wheeled past the door with a cart full of headphones. Mr. Silva watched her go like she had the answer written on her lab coat. He rasped a note on a pad. "You want an old scanner?"
"Like a police scanner?"
"Older. It eats batteries and hums like a lazy fridge, but it'll sniff MST like a bloodhound. It's in my closet under the broken printer. And bring me a croissant."
She smiled, and it was nearly real. She forgot, for a second, the postcard in her pocket and the word on it. STATIC. "Deal," she said.
As she turned to go, her phone lit up. Omar. He had sent a waveform with an overlay of triangles. Underneath, three words: Pattern. Missing Persons.

    
Warehouse Seventeen
The diner smelled like bacon and old stories. Juno slid into a booth by the window where the light broke into a thousand tiny squares across a greasy surface, and watched steam rise from the coffee like a ghost learning to stand. Across from her, Omar pinched his tie loose and used a napkin like he meant to file a complaint against it later.
"I matched your tone ladder to a dozen recordings from the last decade," he said, words skating fast. "Every one tied to a missing person in the same four neighborhoods. The tones weren’t in the end-user data. They were in archived 911 calls—backgrounds, open-line pockets—old enough you have to ask in person to get them."
Juno’s stomach felt like it had been compressed by hands. She stirred sugar into coffee and watched it fall in a sweet snow that never hit the bottom. "Warehouse seventeen?"
Omar slid a folder across. Inside were printouts with a red circle drawn around a squat rectangle near the river. The map called it an equipment shelter; an old utility building from an era when the words were stamped into brick.
"I tried to ask LumaSpect for comment about Floodlight," he said. "They sent me a PDF about 'equitable resilience' and an invitation to their gala this weekend."
"Are you going?"
"If my editor can find a jacket that fits me. More importantly, I went to my aunt's neighbor. She's a retired dispatcher. Marta Ruiz. Thirty years in the seat. She hears the page tones in her sleep."
He looked at the door when the bell rang. "I asked her to meet us here."
Marta arrived like she had chosen her place in the world and dared anyone to move it. Sixty, small, light jacket with the sleeves rolled up like it was always late summer in her bones. She shook Juno's hand like she meant it.
"You the one with the tape," she said. It wasn't a question. She held out an envelope. It had the weight of paper that had been carried a long time. "Heard about those tones. Heard them before in open lines nobody realized were open. Brought you some old station logs. You didn’t get them from me. You didn’t see me."
Juno slid the envelope under the menu like it was a napkin she didn't want to drop. "Who is 'they'?"
Marta's eyes, dark and dry, held hers. "I've been told 'they' are the kind of men who own good raincoats and never run to catch the train. Some work company side. Some sit in the city and take calls from numbers I never learned. They use 'Floodlight' like a saint's name."
The waitress slid plates onto the table. Eggs. Toast. The sound of forks. Ordinary noises kept cutting through the dread and insisting on being heard. Marta watched Juno watch, and her mouth softened at the edges. "You got to decide what kind of brave you are. Not just if you are."
Juno took that like a test and lowered her eyes to the coffee. The coffee looked back like it knew about long nights and bright rooms where bad news could walk in any time.
"If I go to the warehouse," Juno said, "what do I take?"
"A friend who runs faster than you," Marta said. "And a light that won't care if the city sneezes and says no."
"I can give you the first half," Omar said. "And Mr. Silva has a basement full of battery lights."
They went in daylight because stories lied about night. It was the middle of the afternoon when the river glinted like a fish side and the warehouse squatted under the bridge like a sullen animal. Juno's sneakers sank in mud where trucks had made grooves that filled with rain. The air tasted of rust and rope. A barge tapped the pilings with a hollow note.
The door had been painted shut so many times that paint counted as lock. Omar pried with a metal ruler like a kid who had broken into enough science labs to develop a kind of ethics about it. The seam gave with a soft cat-litter sound. Inside, the light shifted from milk to gray.
A sweet, metallic smell rose from the floor. Juno lifted her foot and saw a smear of black. Oil. The room was all old metal, stacks of cable, coils like sleeping snakes, junction boxes stamped with dates that had worn off like a conversation that ran too long. The ceiling dripped. The sound of traffic overhead was a muffled thunder that made the chest want to answer it.
"You sure this is the place?" Omar asked, steady but taking shallow breaths.
Juno took out the borrowed scanner from Mr. Silva. The plastic was the beige of hospital walls in the eighties. She flipped the switch and it woke with a hum that vibrated across her teeth. She set the frequency band to the ballpark Mr. Silva had circled with trembling pencil and waited.
There was nothing but hiss. Juno tuned. The hiss changed color and settled.
A tone blossomed like a polite knock in the corner of the room. She stopped breathing because all at once she could hear the one from the tape, the ladder hiding in the white. Another tone. Another. The scanner's simple brain recognized a pair and burped a little beep, as if it had been trained to wag.
She tracked the source by pivoting the scanner like a dowsing rod until it got louder. It led her to a false wall in the back, plywood over cinderblock, new screws in old holes. Her fingers found a lip.
Omar's phone vibrated. He looked and frowned. "My editor wants me to go cover the gala angle. Says you can't print 'hole under the river' without context."
"Tell him people are missing," Juno said. "Tell him we're in a room that pretends to be a room and listening to a handshake that thinks it is a whisper."
He grinned despite himself. "That's a sentence for the wall."
The plywood shifted under her fingers, and the smell of old, trapped cold breathed out. Behind it was a narrow corridor and a light on a timer that had been waiting a long time to turn on. It flickered, tried, and then glowed.
At the end of the corridor sat a metal door with no knob. There was a keypad, not new but not old, the kind you used when you didn't want anyone to remember when something started.
Omar pressed his ear to it. The door did not speak. Juno moved the scanner closer.
The tones played, but there was no lock to open for them. She tucked a hand into her jacket and felt the postcard like a cold tongue against her fingers. STATIC.
"We shouldn't force this," Omar said, and for once she agreed.
They backed out, replaced the plywood, and wiped fingerprints with the kind of care that hadn't come from television shows but from their mothers. The scanner still hummed when they reached the light.
Back on the sidewalk, the day had not noticed what they had done. A bus sighed at a stop. A kid on a scooter blazed by, helmet like a beetle's back. The wind off the water was a hand in their hair and under their jackets.
"We need someone who knows that keypad's dialect," Omar said. "And someone who can answer to Floodlight if it calls."
"Marta," Juno said. "She has the eyes of someone who knows where wires go."
They met her at a laundromat where the machines whirred like contented bees. Marta loaded a dryer like she'd spent her life filling hours. When she saw the scan of the keypad, she exhaled through her nose, a soft snort. "A door like that doesn’t open to a four-digit anything. It opens to a rhythm. They like to hide a heartbeat in the wall. You have to hum the right song. Where did you hear the tones?"
"On a tape from an estate donation. Anonymous," Juno said, and Marta tipped her head.
"There was a reporter ten years back," she said. "Claire Aarons. She freelanced like she had three clones. She talked to me about oddities on the grid. She was good. Then she retrieved a voicemail that she said didn't want to be retrieved, and a week later she hit a guardrail at two in the morning when it wasn't raining. No one called it nothing but unlucky." Marta smoothed a sock like it would feel better. "I think your tape came from her box."
Juno's hands found the edge of the table and pressed until the skin went white. The line from the man's voice on her tape to a guardrail in the night stepped into place. "She said 'they put her in the dark.'"
"She wrote me that phrase once," Marta said, eyes narrow. "She meant the city's blind spots. The places that aren't in the new maps. They had help."
"LumaSpect," Omar said. "Floodlight is their baby."
"I'm not going to tell you not to poke," Marta said. "Because you'd do it anyway. But if you see a man in a raincoat who walks like the sidewalk has been told to stay flat under him, you go the other way. People like that don't say please and thank you. They say 'policy.'"
She dug into her tote and pulled out a cardboard box with crisp corners. Inside lay a scanner almost the twin of Mr. Silva’s, a small coil of wire, a thumb drive taped into a sleeve, and a laminated badge with a faded city logo. "If you get through the door, plug this drive into whatever looks like it shouldn't be confused for a flash drive. The files on it will cry and tell your friends."
Juno looked up. "Why are you giving me this?"
"Because I don't sleep much," Marta said. "And I don't like the quiet I've been given lately."
The machines hummed. The lights flickered once, then steadied. Across the aisle, a small boy pressed his palm to the glass of the dryer and watched his hoodie tumble. Juno realized her hand was on Marta's wrist and pulled it back, nodding thanks she couldn't fit in words.
On the way out, Omar stopped by the bulletin board. Under the flyers, a half-torn notice: Floodlight Resilience Gala - Friday Night - Museum of Industry. The photo of the founder showed him smiling in a way that let you trust that he'd read about trust.
"Kellan Price," Omar said, tapping the photo. "He started LumaSpect after his first company got bought by a conglomerate that uses mountain photos in their branding. He runs marathons and likes to say 'grit' the way people say 'God'."
The picture had eyes that didn't seem to be looking at the camera so much as at the place where the camera would be. Juno studied the line of his suit shoulder and discovered, with a small, sour bloom in her stomach, that she remembered that shoulder from a photo paired with an obituary: Claire Aarons shaking hands with Kellan Price at a city innovation event. The caption had been about 'collaboration.' Claire's smile had been wide enough to fit warning in.
"I'll get into the gala," Omar said. "My editor will thank his budget for the free wine. You should be two steps away from any camera in that building."
"I won't go," Juno said. "I'll take the warehouse."
They cut across a parking lot that smelled like warm tar and stale bread from a dumpster. Her phone chimed with a calendar alert she'd set for groceries, then with another from a number she wouldn't save: TURN OFF THE TAPE. TURN OFF YOUR CURIOSITY. The letters were blocky, mechanical. Juno typed, Who is SHE? Where is SHE? The dots did not dance. The silence felt deliberate, like a teacher making you pull the answer out of yourself.
That night, Mr. Silva knocked on her ceiling with a broom handle like old messages sent through pipes. When she opened, he held out a flashlight with tape wrapped around the handle and a battery pack the size of a paperback. "If the city sneezes and says no," he said, echoing Marta without knowing her name. "And here." He handed her a coil of insulated wire and a packet of gummy bears. "Sugar makes you less polite and braver."
"You know me too well," she said. He shook his head.
"No one knows you enough. That's useful."
On her table, she spread the map, the logs, the photograph of the keypad. The cat stepped on the corner and sat down like a paperweight. Juno set the scanner in the center, its beige plastic showing every scratch like a memory. The city out the window was a spill of light stitched by bridges. It looked like a net you'd toss and bring up something glistening.
She circled the word from the postcard on a sticky note and stuck it to the scanner. STATIC. If someone wanted her to hear nothing, she'd make them hear a lot.
She slept in clothes and woke before her alarm, adrenaline a thin film on her teeth. She ate a gummy bear for breakfast and made a face like she’d been kissed by an orange. The scooter carried her into an air that felt like it might keep secrets without asking why.

    
Under the Bridge, Under the City
The warehouse breathed cold at ten in the morning like the night hadn't left it. Juno wore a plain jacket and boots that pretended to be quiet. The flashlight Mr. Silva had given her was heavy in her hand; the battery pack thumped against her hip with each step. She had told no one where she was going. That had felt like safety until she turned the corner under the bridge and saw the black SUV parked by the chain-link fence.
The driver stood outside it, coat collar up, eyes steady, like rain was too respectful to hit him. He held a paper coffee cup he wasn't drinking from. He watched Juno the way people watch a person carrying something fragile over a tile floor.
She walked past, feeling her heart knock once, then steady like it had decided it would not be told what to do. The scanner hummed to life when she flipped the switch. The tones were there, softer today, like whoever sent them had a hangover.
She slid into the warehouse and pushed the door until it looked closed from the street. The air inside was damp enough to taste. The scanner led her to the plywood panel, the corridor, the heartbeat light. The metal door waited at the end. She could have sworn it was the kind of door that knew names.
Juno propped the flashlight on a coil of cable and took out the thumb drive Marta had given her. It was unmarked, a little scratched at one corner. Crop out the fear, she told herself. Leave the lines.
She lifted the scanner higher. The tone ladder climbed. The scanner didn’t open the door because it was not polite enough to be recognized. Juno closed her eyes and hummed, not the melody of the tones but their rhythm. She counted the gaps. She tapped them into the keypad with light fingers like persuasion.
The door clunked. It was a small sound, then a larger one as something heavy dragged and surrendered. Cold air sighed. She looked back over her shoulder by reflex and saw the corridor as a line that could be cut if someone chose to cut it.
She opened the door enough to slide through.
Beyond lay a control room that had known better days and kept receipts. Metal racks held equipment with labels long peeled off. The hum in here was deeper, certainties layered under guesses. The wall to her right was a mosaic of screens, some alive with green numbers, others black and glossy like dark water. On one, a camera feed showed a tunnel with lights every fifty feet and nothing moving. On another, a schematic of the city's grid marched in tiny squares. Dots pulsed. A banner at the top read Floodlight Monitor.
Juno swallowed. Her mouth tasted of pennies. She found a terminal that looked newer than the rest and squatted by it. The USB slots smiled their little plastic smiles. She slid the drive in.
It took a breath. The cursor blinked. A small window opened, polite as a hotel bellhop. Uploading, it said. Then: Streaming, to designated recipients.
Juno leaned closer, searching for what would tell her how deep she was. She found a folder marked QUEUE. Inside were files named after dates and what looked like neighborhoods. A sound file sat at the bottom: 2020-07-15_Riverton_Phone_0904.wav. Her throat tightened. She clicked.
The recording began with background. Fans. A distant beeping. Then a voice in a young register, flat with shock. "I'm in a very dark room. They said not to call. If the line goes quiet, it means they're here."
Juno pulled the headphones half off her ears, like that would let her hear the world while she heard this unworld.
There were footsteps in the hall. Real ones. Slow and careful. Juno closed the window and yanked the drive. The upload still pulsed in the corner; the software had already decided the stream's path and could not be stopped without a username she didn't have. Good. The room's air changed like it knew a body had joined it. She slid behind a rack that smelled like hot dust and breathed through her mouth the way Mr. Silva had told her to when she soldered for too long.
Two people came in. Their shoes were the kind that hit the ground and didn't apologize. Their coats were an expensive kind of silence. One of them carried a clipboard for the sake of carrying something. The other carried nothing and took the air like it owed him.
"Price wants the substation ready by Friday," Clipboard said, checking a box without looking at it. "The 'Eclipse Weekend' demo can't choke, not after the mayor's office swallowed the budget hole."
The second man answered in a voice that was mean in the soft way. "It won't. Your part is to keep the red lights off. My part is to keep the names out."
They walked the perimeter, checking systems like priests checking candles. Juno held very still. The second man stopped near her rack. His shoes were polished like he didn't touch dirt on principle. He turned slightly, and she saw his profile between cables: clean line from ear to jaw, eyes that disliked reasons.
"There was a retrieval yesterday at Riverton," he said. "She screamed less than the last one." His lips barely moved. "Make sure the recordings are not accessible to anyone without badge seven."
"Already locked," Clipboard said, but his pen shook like he missed a little sleep.
They left a minute later, and their footsteps faded into the corridor with the heartbeat light. Juno counted to twenty, because twenty sounded like a number that existed in this building, and slid out.
Her fingers had gone cold. She put them under her arm and curled around them as if they were someone else's, then shoved them to work. She took photos with her phone of what she could: the Floodlight Monitor screen, the names of directories, the badge reader's brand. She slid the drive back and, trusting it now, pressed the folder that mirrored the QUEUE.
A different folder bloomed: ARCHIVE. A list of dates that went back five years. The earliest were thin. The newest were fat with entries. At the very bottom, a file name with a hint of déjà vu: 2014-11-12_Bridge_CLAIRE.wav.
Her hands moved without asking her first. She copied it. The upload bar moved, the most polite of thefts.
The scanner on her hip suddenly did something it hadn't done before. It chirped, high and swift. It was not the door, not a page tone. It was a sweep across band like someone said her name in a crowd and she couldn't tell from where.
She stilled. The chirp again. Louder. Like it was coming from inside the room.
Juno killed the file manager window, pocketed the drive, and moved toward the door at the speed of someone trying not to call wind. Her foot knocked a coil. It rolled. Metal clinked. In the hall, a shoe turned. The footsteps reversed like a film playing backward.
She ran.
The corridor seemed longer going out. The heartbeat light felt faster. Juno hit the outer door and the outside air jumped at her lungs. The warehouse swallowed her up: cables, oil smell, the high hurry of cars over her head.
The driver from the SUV was inside now, at the other end of the room like he had known the coordinates of her breath. He did not run. He walked, in a line he had chosen. Juno didn't scream because some part of her believed that if she kept sound small, the room would not take sides.
"Ms. Park," he said, and there was her name, unhidden. "We'd like the item you took from city property."
She kept moving sideways. "I took nothing."
"That's not accurate, but you are scared, so I'll allow it."
He reached inside his coat. She flinched. He pulled out a small metal token, like the one a theatre throws to donors who like seeing their names carved. "You are very talented. People in this city say you hear things others can't. It would be a pity if that stopped."
He flicked the token. It landed near her foot with a heavy little music of real gold and a logo engraved in the surface that she knew from the gala flyers. LumaSpect. It gleamed as if it believed it belonged where it fell.
"I work at a library," she said, and marveled at how steady her voice sounded inside her own head. "We make copies, not mistakes."
He smiled with part of his face. "I'm sure you know the law around unauthorized access. We won't need to talk to your employer if you return the drive."
Her hand rested on the scanner. It hummed like a throat cleared. She said, "Your tones are sloppy."
It was petty. It felt strong anyway. He stopped smiling with even the part of his face that had tried it. He lifted a hand like he would move air aside to make a space where she would fit.
Then the warehouse lights flickered. The heartbeat light in the hall cut. For a second, the room went blind.
In that second, Juno threw the flashlight. It was not a good throw. It bounced and clattered and hit one of the coils. The coil tipped. Others followed like tired dominos. The driver swore, a crisp sound, and stepped back as rubber and metal slid toward him.
Juno ran. Out the door, across the mud, through the fence's gap that she'd left like a breadcrumb. She did not look back until she was on the sidewalk and breath was loud in her ears and the river's skin looked like it might break.
When she checked her phone, Omar had sent five messages: At the museum; Kellan Price just said
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