Chapter 1 — 86,401
The trick to working nights, Elias Ward had learned, was to give the hours names. Two a.m. was the Prowl, when the last bars let out and the platform cameras filled with people swaying like kelp. Four a.m. was the Cathedral, when the whole city went quiet enough to hear the building breathe. Three a.m. was the Seam — the hour where the night felt stitched together out of two different cloths, and if you stared too long at the join, it stared back.

He had not chosen the names because he was poetic. He had chosen them because he had been awake for all of them, every night, for years, and a man can only call something "three a.m." so many times before it starts to feel like an insult.

Four hundred cameras watched Chicago sleep, and Elias watched the cameras. The CTA Control Center on Lake Street was a low, humming room with no windows, a wall of monitors nine feet high, and air that tasted faintly of warm dust and old coffee. On the wall, the city flickered in tiles: platforms, stairwells, bus bays, tunnel mouths, the lake wind worrying at a banner above the Washington/Wells station. Trains slid through the grid like slow bright blood cells. Mostly nothing happened. Nothing happening was the job. Elias was very good at nothing happening.

He had been an insomniac since he was nine years old. Not the fashionable kind, not the kind cured by teas or apps or melatonin gummies shaped like moons. His was the old, structural kind: sleep came to him in shallow skims of ninety minutes, two hours, and then lifted off again like a plane that had only touched the runway to be polite about it. Doctors had charted it, scanned it, given it names with Greek in them. His mother used to say he slept like a lighthouse — dark, bright, dark, bright, sweeping the same water. He had stopped correcting people who told him he looked tired sometime around his second year of marriage.

His ex-wife used to say he didn't have insomnia. She said he had a standing appointment he refused to name.

Sarah's text arrived at 2:47 a.m., during the Prowl.

Found your gray sweater in the hall closet. It's been holding my coats hostage for two years. Porch pickup whenever, no rush.

He read it twice. The sweater was a good one; he had wondered where it went. He typed, The coats started it, deleted it, typed Thanks. Saturday ok? and sent that instead. Two years divorced and they still negotiated like diplomats over knitwear. It was, he had decided, the healthiest relationship in his life.

"Ward." Fran leaned back in her chair until it creaked its one complaining note. Fran Delgado was fifty-eight, built like a fireplug, and had worked the desk opposite his for six years without once, to his knowledge, being surprised by anything a human being did on camera. "Police want a pull. Assault at California, Blue Line, about one-forty. Guy says he got jumped at the turnstiles. They need twelve to four, all angles, exported before six."

"On it," Elias said.

This was the other part of the job, the part with paperwork. He pulled the California station feeds — platform north, platform south, mezzanine, street entrance — and set the export window: midnight to 4:00 a.m., four hours, four cameras. The system chewed on it. Progress bars crept. Elias drank coffee that had been born at midnight and tasted like a punishment for something, and watched a man on the Howard platform argue, with great feeling, with a vending machine.

The exports landed one by one in the evidence folder. He checked them the way he always checked them, half by ritual and half by something older in him that didn't trust round numbers: file, properties, duration.

Mezzanine: 4:00:00.

Street: 4:00:00.

Platform south: 4:00:00.

Platform north: 4:00:01.

He stared at it. He clicked away and clicked back, the way you do when a scale tells you something you don't want to hear. Platform north: four hours, zero minutes, one second.

"Fran. How long is four hours?"

"Depends who's asking and whether they're paying me." She didn't look up. "Why."

"Export says this one's got an extra second in it."

"Then it's got delusions of grandeur. Re-export it."

He re-exported it. The new file, innocent as a lamb, reported a duration of 4:00:01.

Now, there were sensible explanations, and Elias lined them up like suspects. A drifting clock on the recorder — but a drifting clock drifts; it would gain a second and keep it, gain another tomorrow, and the overnight logs would show a slow creep. He checked the recorder's sync history. The California DVR shook hands with the network time server every hour and reported itself accurate to the millisecond, all night, every night. Whatever had happened, the clock had not wandered off and come back. The second had arrived, and then the count had healed around it, the way water closes over a stone.

A dropped-frame correction? The software padded gaps, sure — a camera that stuttered got its timeline smoothed with duplicate frames. But padding matched the holes it filled. This file wasn't smoothing anything. It was longer than the night it recorded.

He opened the platform north footage and went hunting for the seam.

He found it at 3:33 a.m., because of course he did; the Seam had been waiting for him all his life.

Here was the platform at 03:33:31, 03:33:32, 03:33:33 — a banner over the tracks snapping in the wind off the lake, the tail of an outbound train sliding away toward Logan Square, a drunk asleep on the bench with his coat over his face, one shoe off. Normal. Nothing happening, beautifully.

Then the timecode read 03:33:33 for a very long time.

The DVR recorded at thirty frames a second. Between the frame stamped 03:33:33 and the frame stamped 03:33:34, there should have been nothing at all — one instant, then the next, the way there is nothing between one stair and the next but the stepping. Instead there were thirty frames. A full second of film, hiding inside the crack between two seconds, like a room built inside a wall.

He went through them one at a time, keystroke by keystroke, and the room around him went very quiet in the particular way it does when your body understands something before your mind has agreed to.

Frame one: the platform, but wrong. The banner hung dead. Not calm — dead, its fabric stopped mid-snap, frozen in a curve the wind had been in the middle of giving it. The drunk's coat, which had been sliding off his shoulder for an hour, had stopped sliding. A pigeon on the platform edge hung above its own landing, wings half-spread, feet an inch from the concrete, going nowhere.

Frame two. Frame three. The pigeon did not land. The banner did not fall. Everything on that platform had been turned, with enormous gentleness, to stone.

Frame eleven: a figure stood at the far end of the platform, where the tunnel mouth opened its dark.

Elias stopped breathing for a moment, in the unshowy way of a man who has forgotten how.

The figure was at the very limit of the camera's reach, smeared by distance and the compression of the recording — a person-shaped darkness, standing in the middle of the platform where no person had been a thirtieth of a second before. Not walking in from the stairs. Not stepping off a train. The frames before it: empty platform, hanging pigeon, dead banner. Frame eleven: a person, the way a word appears in a sentence you have read four times without seeing it.

Frames twelve through twenty-one: the figure stood, or moved — he could not honestly tell. It was like trying to read a face in a photograph of a crowd taken through frosted glass. What he could tell was that it did not move the way the drunk moved, or the pigeon's ghost. Everything else in those frames belonged to the stopped world. The figure belonged to some other arrangement entirely.

Frame twenty-two: empty platform. Pigeon, one inch from the concrete, forever.

Frame thirty: the timecode turned over to 03:33:34, the banner snapped in the wind, the drunk's coat slid another half-inch down his shoulder, and the night went on being a night, four hours long, give or take the part that didn't fit.

Elias sat back. His coffee had gone cold in a way that felt personal.

He did what any sane man does when reality hands him an error message: he tried to prove it was lying. He pulled the same four-hour window from the night before. One extra second, at 3:33. The night before that. One extra second. He sampled the retention archive at random — the system kept thirty days — and the second was there in all of them, patient as a heartbeat, always in the same place: inserted between 03:33:33 and 03:33:34, like something the night did when it thought nobody was watching, the way a sleeper's hand twitches in a dream.

He checked a street camera downtown that ran on a completely different system, different vendor, different clock. Four hours, zero minutes, one second.

He sat with that for a while.

He knew about leap seconds. Every night worker in a job that ran on timestamps knew about leap seconds — the little corrections the world's timekeepers announced months in advance and slipped into the last minute of June or December, so the clocks would stay honest with the turning Earth. They were public. They were published in bulletins, debated by committees, one at a time, a few dozen in all of history. They were added at midnight, not at twenty-seven minutes past three in the morning, and they were never, ever a secret kept by every camera on Earth and mentioned by no one.

This wasn't a leap second. This was a tithe — one second out of every day, paid to something, by everyone, forever, without a receipt.

He searched the incident database, because databases were where he lived. Six years of operator logs, his own and other people's: clock, drift, timestamp, sync, discrepancy. Operators complained about everything in those logs — cameras fogged, cameras blinded by sunrise, a camera at Grand/Central that had shown the same seagull for three days because the seagull had died on the lens hood. Nobody, in six years, had ever written the words extra second. Either he was the first person to count, or he was the first person to be wrong in exactly this way, and he could not decide which possibility he liked less.

Then, because the idea had arrived and would not leave until he fed it, he pulled the camera in the corridor outside the control room — the camera that watched his own door.

The extra second was there too. Thirty frames of the corridor holding its breath: the wall clock's second hand stalled between ticks, and halfway down the hall, Luz, who cleaned the building at night, stood frozen over her cart with one hand raised to her face, caught in the middle of — a yawn, a sneeze, a prayer; in the stillness it was impossible to say. Her eyes were closed. Everyone's eyes, in all the frames of the hidden second he had looked at, were closed or looking away, as if the whole world politely declined to watch.

Everyone except the figure at the end of the platform, whose face he couldn't see.

He closed the corridor feed. His own door, on the monitor, stood shut and ordinary. Behind it, Luz was out there somewhere in the real night, pushing her cart, entirely unaware that she had been photographed standing in a second that didn't exist — and so, God help him, had he, thirteen thousand times, in his chair, in his bed, in his life, frozen mid-gesture while something with a turned head walked around in the dark between the ticks.

Then he did the arithmetic, and wished he hadn't, because arithmetic has no respect for a man's peace. Twenty-four hours, recorded whole, would come to 86,401 seconds. Every day of his life had had one more second in it than the calendars admitted. Every day of everybody's life. A second a night, quietly accruing — in his case, across thirty-six years, something like nine hours of hidden time, an entire work shift of life that had happened somewhere he had never been.

In a drawer of his desk he kept a notebook, paper, the kind with the marbled cover, where he wrote down the things the job showed him that he couldn't file anywhere: the woman who danced alone on the Red Line platform every Tuesday at 4 a.m. to music only she could hear; the man who saluted the tunnel mouth before boarding, every day, for years. He wrote, in his small square hand:

Day = 86,401 sec. Extra second at 03:33. All cameras. All nights checked. Figure on platform north, present frames 11–21 of 30. Nobody else has ever noticed this??

He underlined the question marks twice and then felt foolish and then underlined them a third time, because foolish was not the same as wrong.

"You're doing the face," Fran said.

"What face."

"The face you do when the vending-machine guy wins the argument." She wheeled her chair over with one push of a foot, peered at his screen, at the frozen platform, the hanging pigeon, the dark at the end of the tracks. Her eyes, which had catalogued six years of humanity's worst commutes, moved over the frame and found nothing to hold. "It's a platform, Ward."

"There's an extra second in the file."

"Then the file's fat. Eat less." She wheeled back. "Police want that pull by six, not a philosophy degree."

He sent the police their four hours — four hours and no seconds; the export for them he trimmed clean, 12:00:00 to 4:00:00, and if the mezzanine camera's version of the night was one second shorter than the platform's, that was a discrepancy for a braver man, or a more awake one. He kept his own copy. He told himself it was professional thoroughness. He had been a night worker long enough to know what he sounded like when he was lying to himself, and he let it pass, the way you let a stranger's elbow pass in a crowd.

3:33 a.m. came around again while he was still sitting there, the way it had come around roughly thirteen thousand times in his life.

He was watching the platform north feed when it happened — watching it live, fullscreen, his face lit by it, close enough that the pixels had grain. The drunk had gone; a woman with a suitcase waited now, stamping her feet against the cold. The banner snapped. The timecode in the corner counted up through 03:33:31, 03:33:32, 03:33:33 —

— and then it was 03:33:34, and the woman's foot had landed, and the banner had completed its snap, and nothing, nothing at all, had intervened that he could see. His awareness had stepped over the second like a crack in the sidewalk. Whatever the night did at 3:33, it did it in the blind spot built into every living eye.

But the recording, when he rewound it, had kept the second. The recording always kept it. That was the difference between him and the cameras: they didn't blink.

He went frame by frame, thirty of them, his heart going harder than it had any professional right to. The platform, stopped. The banner, dead in its curve. The woman with the suitcase arrested mid-stamp, one boot raised, her breath a small white cloud that hung in the air like a thought balloon in a comic — and did not disperse.

And the figure was there again.

Closer this time. Or else he was better at seeing it now, the way you get better at seeing a face in a pattern of leaves. It stood at the platform's end in the tunnel dark, in the exact place it had stood the night recorded before, and it was still blurred, still person-shaped and nothing more, and it had not moved, in thirty frames, by so much as the width of a hair —

— except that in frame twenty-nine, the last-but-one, its head had turned.

Turned toward what, he couldn't see. There was nothing at that end of the platform to look at. Nothing but wall, and dark, and the camera's red eye burning above it all.

Elias printed the frame. The office printer woke and complained and produced it: a gray platform, a hanging banner, a woman frozen with her breath in the air, and at the far end a darkness in the shape of a person, looking at something off the edge of the world.

He pinned it to the corkboard beside his monitor, where other men pinned pictures of their children and their boats.

"What is that?" Fran said, passing with a fresh coffee, and he heard his own voice answer, level and quiet and completely unconvincing:

"That's what I keep asking."

He looked at the clock. 3:41. The Seam was past. The night was just a night again, and somewhere in the servers down the hall, four hundred cameras were counting out the seconds — all of them, every single one, including the one that didn't exist.

What, he thought, did he just see at 3:33?
Chapter 2 — The Woman in the Frozen Rain
Sleep, when it came that morning, came the way it always came: badly, and with paperwork. Elias lay in his apartment in Logan Square with the blackout curtains drawn and listened to his body decline, one system at a time, to shut down. His mind, helpful as ever, counted things. Ceiling cracks. The drips of the kitchen tap he kept meaning to fix. Seconds.

Eighty-six thousand, four hundred and one.

He got up at noon and made coffee he didn't want and stood at the window watching the weather come in off the lake — a gray front shouldering its way over the rooftops, the first rain needling the glass. On his fridge, under a magnet shaped like a chili pepper, he had pinned nothing. The printed frame was still on the corkboard at work, where it belonged, because a man who brings a thing like that home has admitted something about himself.

He went in early. He told himself the rain would make the platforms eventful, and Fran would be glad of the help, and both of those things were even true.

On the train in, he stood at the window as the Blue Line slowed through California station, and there it all was in the gray daylight, insultingly ordinary: the bench, the banner snapping in real wind, the exact stretch of platform where a pigeon had hung in the air of a second that didn't exist and a figure had stood at the tunnel's mouth looking at nothing he could name. A kid was eating chips on the bench. A woman was doing a crossword. The world, presented with the scene of its own impossibility, had responded by commuting on it.

What he did not say, even to himself, in words, was that the evidence archive went back fourteen months.

The live system kept thirty days and then ate its own tail. But incident exports — the pulls, like the one he'd made for the police, packaged for lawyers and insurers and courts — were kept in cold storage for over a year. Fourteen months of other people's worst nights, sitting in a database he had a login for. And since nearly every incident package spanned a window that crossed 3:33 a.m., nearly every one of them contained, folded inside it like a pressed flower, a second that didn't exist.

He was careful. He want to be able to tell himself, later, that he had been careful. He opened only packages he had personally exported in the line of duty — there were dozens — and inside each one he went straight to 3:33 and nowhere else. It took him less than an hour to learn that the second was in every single one, on every camera, in every month, winter and summer, like a stitch that ran through the whole garment of the year.

And in the ninth package he opened, she was there.

The package was from October, an ugly rainy night, a hit-and-run at Damen and Milwaukee that had put a cyclist in the hospital and a driver in the wind. The intersection cameras had caught the whole thing. Elias skipped the collision. He went to 3:33, three hours after the ambulances had gone, when the intersection belonged to the rain and the last drunks and the buses running their ghost routes.

Thirty frames. He put them on the big screen and went through them with his hand resting on the keyboard like a man with his hand on a coffin lid.

Rain, stopped.

He had seen the stopped world twice now — a banner, a pigeon — small arrests, a held breath. This was the held breath of the whole sky. Ten thousand drops hung in the light of the intersection, each one lit amber or white or traffic-light red, a bead curtain the size of a city block, and through it the wet street shone and the frozen cars gleamed and a bus sat at the corner with its wipers raised mid-swipe like a conductor who had forgotten the score.

And she walked through it.

She came from the far corner, from behind the frozen bus, and she walked the way a person walks through a garden — unhurried, choosing her path, weaving slightly, left and right, and it took Elias four frames to understand what she was doing. She was dodging the rain. Not the falling rain. The stopped rain, the hanging drops, which for her were apparently solid enough to be worth stepping around, the way you step around puddles. Now and then one brushed her shoulder and burst against the dark cloth of her coat in a tiny, silent, arrested spray that hung around her like a comma.

She was young — mid-twenties, maybe. Dark hair worn long and loose, and dry, which he noticed with the stupid clarity of a man cataloguing a dream: in the middle of all that suspended water, she was the only dry thing in the world. A long dark coat. Boots. No bag, no phone, no umbrella. Hands in her pockets against a cold that the thermometers, frozen at their posts, insisted wasn't moving.

At the crosswalk she stopped beside a man who had been caught mid-run for the bus — young, soaked even in the stillness, mouth open on some shouted word — and she looked at him the way you look at a statue of someone you might once have known. She stood there for six frames. Elias could not see her face clearly; the camera was high and the rain was a veil of lit beads between them. But he saw her head tilt. He saw her raise one hand — slowly, carefully — and straighten the man's collar, where the run had twisted it.

Then she went on, through the intersection, through the rain that wasn't falling, and at the diner on the corner — the one that never closed, where at 3:33 the counter was full of frozen night people holding frozen cups — she stopped again, and put her face close to the window, and looked in at all of them for a long time, the way you look into a lit house from a dark street in winter. Not envy, exactly. Elias had done enough night work to recognize the expression even from behind and above: it was the look of someone reading a menu in a language she used to speak.

Frame thirty: the second let go. The rain completed its fall. The bus's wipers swept. The man at the crosswalk stumbled forward into his run, collar straight, never knowing. And the woman was not in the intersection, nor in the frame after, nor in any of the ordinary seconds that followed, though Elias searched them until the footage ran out and the next hour began.

She was a ghost who only existed in the crack of the world.

He sat back and his hands were not quite steady, so he put them flat on the desk, palms down, like a man being searched.

Sarah called at nine, while the rain hammered the real windows of the control center and Fran was on a break, and her voice did the thing it always did — rearranged his priorities without asking.

"Your insurance company loves me," she said. "Another letter. They've been sending your mail to my address since the Bronze Age. I'm starting a museum."

"I've updated it twice."

"Then the museum is permanent. Elias — " A pause, the sound of a hospital moving around her, carts and soft bells. "You sound strange."

"I'm at work. I always sound strange at work. It's a haunted building."

"You sound like you did that winter." She said it without malice, the way she'd say your heart rate is up, as information. That winter: the bad one, two years before the end of the marriage, when the insomnia had gone from quirk to condition and he had sat up night after night in the kitchen of their apartment watching the dark, too proud to wake her, while she lay awake in the next room listening to him not sleeping. They had been very tender and very doomed, that winter. "Are you sleeping?"

"Like a lighthouse," he said.

"That's not an answer and you know it. That's a metaphor with a hat on."

"I found something on the cameras," he said, and immediately wished the sentence back, because he could hear, in the live silence that followed, exactly how the rest of it would sound. There's an extra second in the night, Sarah. There's a woman who walks around inside it. She's been there for months, maybe years. She straightens men's collars. "A glitch," he said. "A timestamp glitch. It's eating my brain a little. Forget it."

"Timestamp glitch," she repeated, in the tone she used for patients who described their chest pain as probably just the tacos. "Okay. Bring the insurance letters by Saturday when you get the sweater, and I'll feed you something that isn't from a vending machine, and you can tell me about the glitch."

"Saturday," he said. "Deal."

He hung up and looked at the frozen rain still hanging on his screen, and at the woman made of a hundred small concealments standing in it, and he thought: I am the only person alive who knows she's there. It was the loneliest thought he'd had since the divorce, and he'd had some specimens.

He worked. That was the discipline; that was the whole religion of the night shift: you work. He exported and logged and watched the city do its small hours' worth of damage to itself. But between tasks, in the cracks of the night — and God, there were cracks everywhere now, he couldn't stop seeing them — he went back to the archive, package after package, month after month, and mapped her.

She was everywhere the second was. Not every night — or not on any camera whose second he'd inherited — but often. November: crossing a Loop platform in falling snow that hung around her like the inside of a shaken globe, the same coat, the same dry dark hair, while the snow stood still. August: walking the length of a stopped Red Line train at 3:33, trailing her fingertips along the windows, past row after row of frozen faces, like a conductor checking tickets on a train going nowhere. June: sitting on the hood of a halted taxi on State Street, swinging her heels against the fender, eating — he leaned in until the pixels dissolved — eating an ice cream cone that had not melted, in a second where nothing melted, with the expression of a woman at a picnic in a country only she could visit.

March: she was down in the subway, on the tracks themselves, walking between the rails beside a train that stood in the tunnel with every face in every window turned toward the dark, and she moved along the cars slowly, reading the passengers through the glass, one by one, the way you read headstones in a cemetery where you know some of the names. At one car she stopped longer than the others. At one face. She put her palm flat against the window — gently, the glass between her hand and a sleeping stranger's cheek — and the second ended and the train rolled on into its ordinary night, and Elias rewound it four times trying to make the gesture mean less than it did.

And once — April, a quiet residential street in Pilsen, a security camera on a corner store — he saw her stop in front of a ground-floor window with the curtains open, where a kitchen glowed with the light over the stove. She stood in the frozen street and read what was on the refrigerator door. He could see it at the edge of resolution: a child's drawing, a calendar, a note held by a magnet, in handwriting too small to resolve. She read it all, slowly, the whole thirty frames, the way a starving woman reads a menu in a restaurant window. Then the second ended. Then, for the ordinary seconds that followed, the camera showed an empty street and a lit kitchen and nothing else at all.

Fourteen months of seconds, and she did not change. Not the coat. Not the hair. Not the face he could never quite get. Fourteen months, and before that — how long? The archive ended at fourteen months because a retention policy said so, and nothing in her suggested she had begun when the retention began. She walked like someone with nowhere to be for a very long time. She walked like the night's permanent resident.

He did the arithmetic, because arithmetic was what he did instead of screaming. Fourteen months of nights was some four hundred and twenty-five seconds. Seven minutes. In the world's accounting, all the time she had been given in fourteen months was seven minutes — and in seven minutes of world-time he had watched her cross intersections, read strangers' faces, eat an ice cream down to the cone in unhurried bites, sit on a taxi hood and swing her heels. Time did not pass for her the way it passed for the clocks. Inside the second, a second lasted — how long? An hour? A night? Long enough to live in. Long enough to be lonely in, which was a different and worse kind of long.

Seven minutes in fourteen months, and she had spent some of them reading a note on a stranger's refrigerator, because it was the only literature the night had left her.

He wrote in the marbled notebook, under the arithmetic: Who was she? And beneath it, because he was a thorough man and the question had a shadow: How long has she been in there — and what did the world do with the rest of her?

Which was when Elias, who was not a fanciful man, who paid his taxes and flossed and had a marbled notebook for his feelings like other men have a junk drawer, permitted himself the thought whole:

She doesn't live in the world. She lives in the second. And the second is the only place she lives.

That night it rained on the real Chicago, too — the front that had come in at noon settled over the city and drummed the control center's roof and drowned the cameras' lenses in running light. Elias worked the shift with half of himself, and the other half stood at a window he didn't have, watching a clock.

At 3:31 he closed every other window on his screens.

At 3:32 he brought the Damen and Milwaukee intersection to the main monitor, the same camera, the same corner as October, high above the crosswalk where a man had once had his collar straightened by a ghost.

"Going to propose to it?" Fran asked, from her desk, not looking up, and he said, "Maybe," and she said, "You could do worse. It has its own streetlights," and the timecode climbed through 3:33:31 and 3:33:32 and 3:33:33 and stepped, as it always stepped, over the hidden second, and Elias's eyes saw nothing but rain and then more rain —

— and then he rewound, and the second was there, thirty frames, waiting for him like a held door.

The rain hung. The beads of it filled the intersection with still light. The bus — a different bus, the same corner — stood with its wipers up. And she came out from behind it with her hands in her pockets, weaving gently among the suspended drops, unhurried, at home, and crossed the street on the diagonal that only she could take, straight through the middle of the intersection, through the stopped heart of the traffic, where no pedestrian was ever meant to stand.

She stopped in the center of the intersection.

She stopped the way a person stops when a sound reaches them — though there was no sound in that place, Elias was sure of it the way he was sure of his own name. She stopped, and she stood among the hanging rain, and slowly, with the deliberation of a compass needle finding north, she turned her face up.

Up the pole. Up the height of the building corner. Up to the small black dome of the traffic camera, mounted above the signal light, where it had hung through fourteen months and more of nights, gathering its seconds, keeping its counsel.

She looked directly into the lens.

She looked into it the way you look into the eyes of a person across a room — not at the glass, not at the hardware, but through it, at whoever might be standing on the other side of the world looking back. Her face was clear for the first time: young, tired, unimaginably patient, and not surprised. That was the worst of it, the thing that raised the hair on his arms in the warm humming room. She wasn't surprised. She had the face of someone who has finally heard a key turn in a lock she has been listening at for years.

She looked at the camera for the rest of the second — eleven frames, twelve, fifteen — she looked at him, and the rain hung around her head like a halo made of stopped weather, and the timecode stood still at 03:33:33, and Elias Ward, who had not slept through a night since he was nine years old, understood with his whole body at once:

She had not found the camera.

She had been waiting for him to find her.
Chapter 3 — Blink
He prepared for the third night the way other men prepare for a storm or an exam: badly, thoroughly, and with lists.

Notebook, marbled, page three: Hypotheses. He wrote them in his small square hand during the day, sitting in his kitchen with the curtains drawn against a sun he had no use for.

1. The second is real. (Cameras: 14 months, all systems, same time.) 2. She is real. (Collar. Palm on window. Ice cream.) 3. Awareness skips it — like a blink. Everyone's does. 4. Mine doesn't have to.

Four was the one he kept circling. A blink was not a law of physics. A blink was a habit of meat. People trained themselves out of blinking — snipers did, watchmakers did, men in staring contests in bars did. What if the world's awareness stepped over the second simply because it had never once occurred to anyone to stand in it — to hold the interval open by paying attention to it, the way you hold a note by refusing to let the breath go?

It was, he was aware, the reasoning of a man who had not slept properly since the second Bush administration. He wrote that down too, in fairness: 5. I am losing my mind, and this is what it's like from inside. Then he looked at the two columns for a while — the impossible and the insane — and found, to his own surprise, that he preferred the impossible. The impossible had footage.

He went in at ten. He drank less coffee, which Fran
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Every mght ag3: 33 a.m., the world holdsits breath





