Chapter 1 — Tomorrow's Footage
Elias watched himself watch himself until the dread went stale.

That was the word he settled on, somewhere around the fortieth replay, in the gray hour when the Prowl had thinned to the Cathedral. Stale. Not gone. Not less true. Just worn at the edges from handling. The file still said what it said. Tomorrow night, 3:33 a.m., camera one, this room. A man with his face would stand in the wrong light and mouth two words at the lens.

My turn.

He played it again. On the wall, the frozen room: Danny mid-breath in the doorway, coffee arrested an inch below his mouth, the second hand leaning on its tick. And in the middle of it, the other Elias, turning — slowly, because the file was one second long and played with the terrible patience of all true things — turning his face up to camera one, smiling. Not kindly. Not cruelly. Professionally: the smile of a man who has arrived to relieve you at a post you did not know you were holding. That reading frightened him most, which was usually a sign it was accurate.

"You're doing the face again," Fran said, without looking up from her crossword.

"I'm doing research."

"Research squints."

He closed the file. The wall went back to being Chicago: four hundred feeds, platforms and stairwells and bus bays, the lake wind worrying at the banner over Washington/Wells, a sleeping city holding still without knowing it was practicing.

It had been one day since Sarah had remembered a name she had never been told. One day since Wren had stood in the paused rain, alive, pending review, and told him they were not safe, they were shelved. One day was not long, as the world measured days. As Elias measured them — in ninety-minute skims of sleep that never deepened, in directories quietly misspelling him — it was enough time for the world to get on with its work.

The work was in the small print. It always was.

The printed roster taped beside the console had been replaced overnight, and Elias's row was on it in every particular: WARD, E., 23:00–07:00, control room, all seven nights. But the print had gone grayer. Not faint, exactly. Reluctant. Every other name stood up black and certain, and his lay there in the gray of a cartridge rationing itself. He ran a thumb over it. The ink did not smear. It wasn't damage. Damage was random, and this had a direction.

At midnight a new hire arrived for his orientation walk-through. The supervisor said, "This is Ward, our night operator," and the boy — twenty-three, bright-eyed in the way of people who have not yet learned that nights are a different country — shook his hand and said, "Nice to meet you, Mr. Ward," with the firm sincerity of youth.

At three he leaned in the break room doorway and said, "Hey — you're the night guy, right? I'm bad with names before coffee."

"Ward," Elias said.

At five, passing with his coat over his arm, the boy said, "Night, uh—" and stopped, and smiled the bright, untroubled smile of a mind sliding off glass, and said, "Night, man," and went.

Elias did not hold it against him. Nobody was ever troubled. The world had simply begun to file him under night guy, under man, and the boy's mind, obedient and kind, had used the file it was given.

He wrote it in the marbled notebook: Roster grayer. New hire: name held approx. 3 hrs, then generic. Not malice. Filing.

Danny came in at eleven with two coffees, the way he had for a year. He set one down at Elias's elbow — black, because Danny, whatever else the draft was doing to him, still knew that much in his hands if not always in his mouth — and said, "Hypothetical: a file shows you something that's gonna happen tomorrow. Do you go tomorrow? Or call in sick and let it happen to somebody else's shift?"

Danny did not know about the file. He knew the way animals know about weather — by the pressure in the room.

"You can't call in sick to your own life," Elias said.

"Sure you can. It's called brunch." Danny drank. "If it was me, I'd want witnesses. Prophecies hate crowds."

It was not bad advice, for a man who slept with a paperback on his face. The trouble was that crowds were exactly what the Second did not permit. At 3:33 every witness turned to stone with their eyes politely closed, and the only people left moving were the ones the world had already thrown away — and one insomniac whose body had been forgetting how to sleep since he was nine.

And the other Elias. Who had sent his RSVP a day early.

Wren had warned him the night before, in the Second, waiting at the platform stairs in the paused rain and saying his name without hesitating over it. She had found him before he found the footage. The order mattered, because it meant she had known to look.

"You've seen it," she said. It wasn't a question. "The file with tomorrow on it. The Market's had it for hours. Word travels down here the way water travels downhill — through the cracks, and it takes your name with it." She held his sleeve lightly, as if checking his weight. "Listen to me. Tomorrow, when he comes — whatever he does, you do not interfere with an edit in progress."

"He's not an edit. He's a man. He's—" Elias stopped, because the sentence wanted a noun at the end of it and every noun available was a lie in a different direction. "He's me, Wren."

"He is an edit wearing you. Or you are the edit wearing him. I have had eleven years to think about the grammar of it and the grammar does not improve it." Her hand tightened on his sleeve. "Interference is the one crime the review cannot shelve. Do you understand me? Everything else — your slipping, Sarah, me, this whole beautiful irregularity — the Librarian can file under pending, under query, and pending keeps us alive. But a hand laid on an edit while it's being made — that's not a query, Elias. That's a correction. And corrections get corrected. They will not shelve you for it. They will finish you for it, and me in the same motion, and the review closes, and dawn comes up ordinary and no one in it has ever heard of either of us."

"I understand that you're frightened."

"I am always frightened. It's my longest relationship." She let go of his sleeve. "Promise me. Not the noble kind. The other kind. The kind where you sit on your hands like a child in church and you watch, and whatever it costs you to watch, you pay it, because the alternative costs more and the bill goes to other people."

He had promised. Standing in the paused rain with a woman the world had deleted eleven years ago, he had promised to sit on his hands in his own control room while a man with his face did something undisclosed to his life. The worst part was that it had not even been a hard promise to make. Wren knew the machinery. Survival, in his experience, was mostly the discipline of believing the person who'd survived longest.

Now the day had spent itself. Now it was tonight.

Sarah had texted at seven, before her shift.

sarah: hand still says Wren. coffee tonight still stands? i have questions that are not medical which is new for me.

He had typed Yes and I'll be careful and deleted the second one, because careful was a promise he'd already made to someone else, and he was rationing.

The shift wore its ordinary face with enormous commitment. Fran complained, in the manner of a liturgy, about the vending machine's theology of snacks. A drunk at California sang, with feeling, to a poster; the banner over Washington/Wells snapped in the lake wind. Elias exported a police pull and kept his own copy, out of the habit that had started all of this — the habit of counting. Four hours, zero minutes, one second. The second was always there. That was the deal the world had made with itself before he was born: pay the tithe, don't look at the receipt.

At 3:31 he sent Danny to the break room with the casualness of a man arranging furniture before a photograph. "The machine in the hall gives you two if you kick it. Go and commit a misdemeanor. Take your time."

At 3:32 Elias was alone at the console. He cued camera one to fullscreen, set the archive to record locally as well as to the server, put the marbled notebook open on the desk, and sat on his hands — actually sat on them, child-in-church, the way Wren had described, and felt ridiculous, and stayed.

The timecode climbed. 03:33:29. 03:33:30. Somewhere across the city Sarah was asleep or not asleep with a name on her hand; somewhere in the archive, this exact second was already filed.

03:33:33.

The world held its breath, and Elias was awake inside the holding.

It never got ordinary. The Second arrived each time like the first time: the sound going out of the room all at once, not fading but withheld, the air acquiring the density of water in a held glass, the second hand leaning on its tick and staying. The wall of monitors stopped mid-flicker. The banner over Washington/Wells died in its curve. The rain on every camera at once hung.

And in the doorway, Danny stood frozen mid-breath.

He had come back. Of course he had — the footage had shown him there, and the footage, Elias now understood, was not a prediction. It was a memory the world hadn't had yet. Danny stood with his coffee an inch below his mouth and his eyes, mercifully, in the act of blinking, and Elias sat on his hands and felt the promise to Wren settle over him like a hand on the back of his neck.

Sit. Watch. Pay it in watching.

The other Elias walked into the control room exactly as the footage foretold. Not through the door — Danny was in the door, and the other Elias did not disturb him, the way you don't disturb furniture. He came from the side where the server cabinets stood, out of the angle camera one could not see, walking in the wrong light that had no source, and Elias's first clear thought was he walks like me and I have never seen myself walk.

He did. That was the obscenity of it, worse than the face. The walk Elias knew only from inside, as intention and habit, and here it was outside him: the slight favoring of the left side no doctor had ever found a reason for, the head tipped a degree toward the monitors. A whole life of mannerisms, worn by somebody else, in a coat Elias did not own.

He sat at Elias's console. Not the guest chair. Elias's chair, taken with the ownership of a man sitting down at his own desk. Something crossed his face that Elias could read perfectly, because it was his face doing an expression he knew from inside: So that's how it looks from here.

Then he worked. Elias would spend a long time being grateful that it was work — not a haunting, just work, done well, by a man who knew the systems. The other Elias called up the review file — Elias's own file, the one the Librarian kept — and brought it up on the wall monitor, all four hundred feeds swept aside, and the file filled the wall in the Curators' clean, terrible hand.

Elias read his own life as paperwork, in a script that was not quite any alphabet he knew and yet resolved, at the edge of attention, into sense. His name, recurring. Wren's designation. Sarah's, new and bright and bracketed. THE READER FILE, the header said, and under it the lines of the review, each with its marker, each marker a small cold light.

And one line — he knew it without being told, the way you know your own pulse in your ears — one line carried the marker that was keeping Wren alive.

PENDING, it said, in letters that were not letters. Shelved. Queried. The door that only opens toward them, standing open a crack, with Wren Halvorsen's whole existence in the crack like a letter in a door.

The other Elias studied that line for a long moment. Elias sat on his hands so hard his fingers went numb, and the numbness was useful, and he hated that it was useful, and he watched.

Do not interfere with an edit in progress.

The other Elias reached out — with Elias's hand, with the scar Elias knew, with the plain unremarkable competence of a man moving a chess piece he has considered from every angle — and he moved the marker.

Not off Wren's line. That was what Elias had braced for, in the long day of dread gone stale: the marker lifted, the line going dark, the review concluded at a stroke by the one person whose face entitled him to conclude it. It didn't happen. The marker slid — deliberately, precisely, with the clerkly care of a man who has done this before — from the protected line to a line below it. A line Elias had not noticed, because it had worn, until that moment, the gray of settled things. A line bearing a designation that was not a name.

It was his. Not Elias's. The other's. The designation the Archive used for the version of Elias Ward who lived in the Second and worked for the Curators — a string of sense that resolved, at the edge of Elias's attention, into something like the substitute, standing in — and the marker settled onto it and brightened, and the protected line above it — Wren's line — did not go dark. It dimmed, the way a lamp dims when another lamp in the house is lit. Borrowing. Sharing the watch.

A substitute appearance. The review demanded a body to watch, a subject to proceed against, a name under the light. The other Elias had just given it his own. The file accepted it. Files accept what is filed correctly, and this had been filed by a professional.

Then the other Elias turned in Elias's chair and looked up at camera one — and at Elias, three feet away and a whole draft apart, sitting on his hands like a child in church. He was not smiling anymore. The smile in the footage had been for the camera, a signal sent to whoever would be watching, which is to say to himself. In person the man's face — his face, older around something that wasn't the eyes — was tired, and plain, and entirely without threat, and he mouthed the words again, across the short distance, the way you say a thing to the next man on a shift you have both worked too long:

My turn.

Not a warning. A rotation. My turn to be the one they watch. My turn under the light. Go home, Elias. I have the desk.

And Elias kept the promise. He watched. He did not speak, because speaking felt like a hand laid on the work. He sat and let a man with his face take his place in the machinery deciding whether the people he loved continued to exist, and the keeping of it cost him something he could feel leave, the way you feel heat leave a room opened onto winter.

The other Elias stood, straightened the notebook on the desk — a small, unbearable kindness, squaring it the way Elias squared it every night without thinking — and walked out of camera one's sight the way he had come, and the wrong light went with him.

The second hand completed its tick.

Sound came back all at once: the servers' hum, Danny's breath completing itself in the doorway, Danny's voice arriving half a syllable behind it: "—achine hates me, man, it gave me hot water, look at this, this is a war crime in a cup."

"Throw it out," Elias said, and his voice worked, and the ordinariness of it nearly undid him. "I'll make a fresh pot."

"You okay? You look like you saw a—" Danny stopped. The word ghost hung between them, too accurate to survive, and Danny's mind slid off it the way minds did now, around Elias, and found the generic shelf. "You look wiped, man. Even for you."

"Even for me," Elias agreed.

Dawn came up over the lake, indifferent and total, and by every instrument the world possessed, nothing had happened.

He did the ritual anyway. At the end of the shift, alone, with Danny asleep under a paperback, he called up the night one file at a time — and found his own room at 3:33 with Danny in the doorway and a man at his console moving a marker with his own scarred hand. The prophetic file had become tonight's file. Past now — a memory, with all a memory's terrible reasonableness. He watched it once. Not forty times. Once, the way you close a door.

And then, at the end of the queue, where the archive software filed by timestamp and had no opinions, there was one more file.

He knew its timestamp before he read it. Three nights from now. 3:33 a.m. Clean, calm, entirely legible. Written to the archive by the same dumb municipal process that wrote every other file, at a moment that had not yet occurred.

His hand hovered. The sane animal part of him voted, loudly, for bed — for the ninety-minute skim, for coffee with Sarah, for a life conducted at the speed of tarnish in full daylight like everyone else's. The part of him that had sat on his hands all night voted the other way. It was not the braver part. It was just the part that counted.

He opened one frame. Just one. A man is allowed to look at a door without walking through it; he told himself that, and believed it for exactly as long as it took the frame to load.

A kitchen. Not his Logan Square kitchen, not Sarah's. A kitchen he had not seen in twenty-seven years, rendered in the wrong light of the Second: a window over a sink, curtains he knew the way you know a scar — by touch, from inside the skin. On the fridge — the color appliances were when he was nine years old — there were magnets. Colored letters, the plastic kind, chipped, arranged with a care that was not random and was not decoration. They spelled a name.

Elias sat at dawn and read the name on a fridge in a kitchen that had been demolished — he had checked, years ago; the house was gone, the lot a parking structure — read it three times, because his mind kept supplying the word impossible and his eyes kept supplying the letters. The file's timestamp said three nights from now. The kitchen said twenty-seven years ago. Both, the archive insisted, were simply filed.

Whose kitchen was that — and why was it scheduled?
Chapter 2 — A Name in Pencil
The reversal was the first thing Elias noticed, and he noticed it the way he noticed everything that mattered now: belatedly, and in the small print.

For a month Sarah had been the person he went to — with footage, with warnings, with explanations rehearsed at 4 a.m. and delivered badly in daylight. This time she had called him. Not texted. Called, at 6:40 in the evening, while he was standing in his kitchen looking at a fridge that contained eggs, condiments, and a lemon performing an experiment.

"You're coming here," she said. It was not phrased as a question. Sarah had never been good at phrasing things as questions when she already knew the answer; it was what made her excellent in an operating room and exhausting in a marriage. "Not the diner. Here. I made coffee and I have done something I need a witness for, and you are — " A pause, in which he could hear her choosing the true word over the kind one, which was the most Sarah thing she did. "You are the only witness whose testimony isn't compromised. Because yours is compromised in the same direction."

"I'll be there in twenty," he said.

"Don't bring flowers. Last time you brought flowers I assumed someone had died."

"That was our anniversary."

"I know what it was, Elias."

She hung up. For two years since the divorce, the gravity between them had run one way: him falling toward her, apologizing for the weather as he fell. Tonight the pull had reversed. He did not trust the hope that came with that — hope, in his recent education, was a draft emotion, subject to revision — but he put on his coat and went.

Her door was unlocked, which meant she had unlocked it for him and not relocked it. Two mugs were already out on the counter. He saw them and stopped, because he remembered what two mugs had meant in this kitchen before. Residue, she'd called it.

This time both mugs stayed out. She filled his first. Black. Without asking. She filled her own second — milk, no sugar — and the ordinariness of the knowledge hit him harder than the forgetting ever had. She was carrying one recovered thing, Wren's name, and the carrying had rearranged the furniture around it, the way one true fact in a chart rearranges a differential.

"You remembered how I take it," he said, and immediately wished he had led with literally anything else.

"I remembered on Tuesday," she said. "Don't make it a parade. Sit down. I need to tell you this in order, because if I tell it out of order I'll make it sound like a symptom, and it isn't a symptom. Or — " She sat opposite him, mug between both hands, surgeon's hands, steady as a held breath. "Or it's a symptom with paperwork. You decide. You're the paperwork department."

"In order," he said. "I'm listening."

"Item one," Sarah said. "I am writing her name in my charts."

She said it the way she would present a complication: flatly, before anyone could make it into a story. Not in the charts themselves, but in the margins of her own working papers — the rounding lists folded in her pocket, the backs of lab requisitions, the white space at the foot of a consent-form copy, never anything that entered the record. WREN, in pencil. Sometimes underlined. Once, in the margin of a differential she was writing about herself.

"I find them afterward," she said. "That's the part I need witnessed. I don't decide to write it. I finish a note on a gallbladder — a perfectly ordinary gallbladder, Elias, the most law-abiding gallbladder in Illinois — and there it is at the bottom of the page, in my pencil, in my handwriting. WREN. Like a signature on a painting I don't remember painting."

"How long?"

"Since the name arrived. Since I woke up on the lounge couch knowing it." She turned her mug a quarter-turn, a habit he knew: Sarah aligning objects when the contents would not align. "At first I thought it was a tic. Stress behavior. The mind clearing its throat. Then I started my differential."

"I have a private list," she said. "On paper. Not in my phone — I've stopped trusting my phone; it contains notes I don't remember writing, which makes it a colleague, not a tool." Despite everything, the corner of his mouth moved, and hers answered it before she could file the response away. "Differential for: writes a dead woman's name — sorry. For: writes a name. One: intrusive thought, obsessional type. Two: suggestion — you told me the name under extraordinary circumstances and my mind is echoing it. Three: confabulation around a genuine memory deficit, which we know I have, person-shaped, thank you for that. Four—"

"She's not dead," Elias said quietly. "Wren. She's pending. There's a difference. The difference is the whole—"

"I know what you told me." Sarah held up a hand. "Let me finish my list before you annotate it. That was always our problem. You annotated."

"Four: I am being — I don't have clinical language for four. Four is: the name is load-bearing. When I write it, the rest of the day holds. When I tried not to write it — I ran the experiment, Elias, two days, proper control, I am not an amateur at being haunted—" and now her voice, for the first time, did something unprofessional "— other things slid. A resident's name. The second verse of—" She stopped.

"Their song," he supplied silently. Their song was The Way You Look Tonight. She had forgotten it once already, in an OR, with Claire skipping tracks beside her, and the fact that she could not finish the sentence now told him the experiment had cost her more than a resident's name.

"Things slid," she repeated. "So I write it. Pencil, margins. It's a splint. A name used as a splint for a mind with a fracture in it. I can work with a splint. Surgeons respect splints. What I cannot work with is item two."

"Item two."

"The man in the grey suit."

The kitchen went, for Elias, into the particular quiet of the Second — the withheld quality, the held glass — while remaining entirely in the waking world, with the refrigerator humming and a siren passing somewhere below with its Doppler shrug. He set his mug down carefully, because his hands had their own opinions now and he did not want them filing a minority report on the table.

"Tell me exactly," he said.

"His name is Doyle. Mr. Doyle — he was very clear on the Mr., like a man whose first name is a rumor." Sarah's account was chronological and unsparing, and Elias understood she had rehearsed it — not to deceive him, but to keep it from degrading. "Tuesday. Administration floor. He met with someone in operations for forty minutes. I know because Claire's office is opposite, and afterward Margolis mentioned it at the nurses' station like it was nothing — a consultant, something about memory wellness. He used the phrase memory episodes."

"Memory episodes."

"Among staff. He asked — politely, Margolis said, so politely — whether the hospital tracked memory episodes among clinical staff. Lapses. Names lost. Notes staff might have written to themselves. He named no one." She looked at him over the mug. "A man who names you is a man with a file. A man who names no one is a man with a net. He described the shape of the thing and waited to see who fit inside it."

"Did he see you?"

"He saw everyone. That's his method, I think." Sarah set the mug down. "Elias. I am not reporting an incident. I am reporting a sequence. The name arrives, impossible. Then I start using it as a splint. Then a grey man appears asking whether any of the staff write names they can't explain. Either I am losing my mind in a very organized way —" her hands, around the mug again, were perfectly steady "—or someone is looking for the splint. Tell me which, because you are the only other person who has seen the room where the editing happens, and if you lie to me kindly I will know, and I will never call you again. That's not a threat. It's a prognosis."

Elias thought about the review file on his wall, about a marker moved from one line to another by a man with his face, about protection that was really just a rotation of who stood under the light. He thought about the Librarian's new file — the Reader file — bright with Sarah's bracketed name. He chose the truth, because she had set the terms like a surgeon setting out instruments, and because she had sought him out, and a reversed gravity deserves an honest mass.

"You're not losing your mind," he said. "And yes. Someone is looking. Not the hospital. The hospital is a corridor to them. There's an office — I don't have a name for it yet — that keeps the waking side of the paperwork. The Curators keep the Archive. Somebody keeps this side. Doyle is this side. If he's asking about memory episodes, it's because Sarah Ward woke up knowing a name she was never told, and that is the first entry in a file that should not exist, and they want to know how big the file is."

Sarah absorbed this the way she absorbed imaging results: without flinching, and with her eyes moving once, quickly, as if checking the corners of the scan.

"Am I in danger?" she asked.

"You're shelved," he said. "There's a review. As long as you're an open question, they file instead of acting. Pending is protection, of a kind. It's not safety. Doyle is them, checking whether the door needs to open wider." He did not tell her who was standing in the doorway of that review. Some truths are load-bearing only when you don't test them in the first conversation.

"He asked about staff in general," Sarah said slowly. "If I'm shelved, why is he fishing?"

"Because shelving is their side. The waking side has its own forms. Maybe their forms don't talk to each other. Maybe that's our advantage." His mug was empty. He didn't remember drinking it — a small, human forgetting, and he was almost grateful for its ordinariness. "The margins. Stop writing it on anything connected to the hospital. Doyle is counting splints."

"I already stopped," she said. "Tuesday. The day he came. I write it here now. At home. On paper I own." A beat. "And on one other place. I'll show you before you go. Finish your— you're finished. Do you want more?"

"No. I have to go to work and stare at the hospital."

She looked at him sharply. "What does that mean?"

"It means I need to check something before I tell you something. That's not me being cryptic. That's me being — " he searched for her word and used it "— in order."

That night he stared at the hospital.

It was work: four hundred feeds, and among them the corridors and staff entrance of a hospital whose name he would not say even in his notebook, because names were what the other side administered. He pulled the corridor outside the administration floor for the week and counted.

Doyle was there twice.

Not at 3:33 — that was what chilled him most. Doyle was a waking man, doing waking work, at hours that leaned against the edge of the night like a man leaning on a fence he intends to climb. Tuesday, 3:07 a.m., caught coming out of the staff entrance with his grey suit unwrinkled and a slim case in his left hand. Thursday, 3:51 a.m.: Doyle walking past the on-call lounges, past the door behind which Sarah had woken up knowing a name.

Twice. 3:33-adjacent, Elias wrote in the notebook, and underlined adjacent twice. Not in the frozen second. Around it. The way you circle a house before you learn its doors. A waking man doing waking surveillance of Sarah — of where she slept, of when the building emptied, of the hour when the world blinked. He was not watching her cases or her charts. He was watching her nights.

Fran wheeled over at five and peered at the grey man mid-stride. "Consultant," Elias said, answering a question she hadn't posed with a lie he hadn't rehearsed. "Hospital thing."

"At three in the morning, consultants wear suits like that?" Fran said. "Must be billing by the nightmare." She wheeled back. "Your face is doing overtime, Ward."

After his shift he walked to Sarah's instead of going home, because the thing he had to tell her had to be told in order. She let him in without surprise, as if the reversal had become a road with traffic in both directions. Two mugs. His black, hers with milk, no sugar. She listened standing up, with her back against the counter, and did not ask the questions he had prepared for, because Sarah did not waste questions on settled imaging.

"Twice," she said. "Around the hour. Watching where I sleep."

"Watching the shape of your nights. Yes."

"Then the margins were right to move home." She nodded once, to herself, a clinician confirming her own management plan. "Show me yours and I'll show you mine, Elias. That was always the arrangement, even when we pretended it wasn't. You first: what aren't you telling me about the review?"

"That it's costing someone else to keep it open," he said, honestly, and no further, and she accepted the boundary by marking it, precisely, and moving on. It was one of the things he had loved her for. It was one of the things the marriage had died of. Both facts sat at the table without arguing.

"My turn, then," Sarah said. "You asked about the hand, on the phone, without asking. Don't wash your hand, you wrote, that first morning. Very romantic. Very public health."

"The name was fading?"

"Come here." She held out her left hand, palm up, on the kitchen table between them, like a patient presenting a finding — or a surgeon presenting proof. "Look properly. Doctor's orders."

He looked. The hand he had once known in the dark, among a hundred, lay open under the kitchen light — lifeline and heartline and the small scar at the base of the thumb from a kitchen knife in their second year. Across the palm, where Wren's name had been written that first dawn in hurried pen, there was — nothing. Clean skin. The name was gone.

"It washed off," Elias said, stupidly, a man reading a chart upside down.

"It went," Sarah corrected. "There's a difference, and you of all people should keep the categories clean. Ink fades. This was unwritten. Tuesday night it was there at midnight, fading honestly. Wednesday morning it was gone the way the groom is gone from the back of my album. Not smudged. Edited." She let the word sit. She had chosen it deliberately. "So I managed it."

She turned the hand over. No — she turned it back, palm up again, and pushed it an inch closer, and he saw, at last, what she had been holding in reserve through two coffees and a surveillance report, with a clinician's sense of the reveal:

Under where the name had been — lower, across the base of the palm, fresh, dark, deliberate, in ink laid down with a surgeon's pressure — the name again. WREN. Not the hurried scrawl of a woman waking on a lounge couch, half-convinced she was mad. This was written slowly. Each letter formed. In her own hand, unmistakably, the crossed sevens weren't in it but the tall capitals were, the handwriting residents had once tried to imitate. She had re-inked it. Herself. On purpose. On skin the world had just cleaned.

"I write it fresh every morning," Sarah said. "After I check. If it's gone, I write it. If it's there, I go over it. It's my first vital sign." She looked at him, and what he saw undid the careful order of his report: she was not frightened. She was interested. The name was not a scar she was hiding. It was a result she was reproducing. "She held my hand in the Second, Elias. As long as I keep writing it, I'm still the woman who didn't look away. The day I let it stay washed, I become someone the draft can file. I decline to be filed."

"Sarah—"

"Don't." Gently. "Don't do the face where you carry it for me. I carried a name out of a frozen room in my bare attention and it stopped an erasure. I'm not the victim in this story, I'm the anomaly. There's a difference, and the difference is a door that only opens toward me." She smiled then, quick and real, and folded her hand closed over the name the way you close your hand over a coal to keep it alive. "You look frightened, Ward."

"I am," he said, honestly. "Not of them. Of how not frightened you are. Frightened people hide. You're — documenting. You're building a case. Against what? You don't even know what you'd be proving, or to whom."

"To myself, at dawn, every dawn, in case the woman who wakes up needs convincing." She stood to rinse the mugs, ending the consultation in the manner of her profession. "Doyle can ask about memory episodes until his suit wears out. What he wants to know is whether the anomaly is spreading or stable. So we make it look stable, Elias. I stop splinting in public, you stop annotating my survival like a chart, and we let Mr. Doyle report that the shape he described fit no one. Agreed?"

"Agreed," he said, and meant most of it, which she would have counted, correctly, as a personal best.

He walked home through the morning without reading his own building's directory, because some mornings a man is allowed to not count. In the notebook, later, he wrote only the facts, in order, the way she had taught him by example:

Doyle x2 on camera. 03:07 out, 03:51 past lounges. Slim case Thu. Not in the Second. Around it.

Hand: name unwritten Tue–Wed. Re-inked by subject. Daily. Subject not frightened.

Underneath, his hand added the question the whole sequence had been asking since a grey man stood on an administration floor describing a shape and waiting to see who fit inside it:

Doyle had described Sarah exactly, without naming her, to people who had never seen the Second.

Who told Doyle about her — the hospital, or the file?
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