Chapter 1 — The Second, Running Long
The second had always been exact. That was the thing Elias Ward had held on to, in the year since his life had quietly come off its rails and rolled, still ticking, into a ditch full of archivists. The world was a draft. People were edited out of it mid-sentence. His mother was dead on paper and making tea in 2004. All of that was insane, but it was punctual insanity. Once a night, at 3:33 a.m., time stopped for precisely one second, the cameras kept it, and the night healed over the place like water over a stone. One second. Thirty frames. He had counted them so many times that the count had become a kind of rosary: thirty frames, one second, nobody else awake, nobody else counting.

On a Tuesday night in late October — three weeks after a Director of the Bureau of Continuity had resigned his post by applying to be forgotten, three weeks after Elias had stood at his mother's door and made her a promise with his whole chest — the count came back wrong.

It was an ordinary night, which is to say it was a night at the CTA Control Center on Lake Street, in a low room with no windows and air that tasted of warm dust. Four hundred cameras watched Chicago not sleep. Danny was asleep, which was different: Danny slept the way other people filled in forms, competently and without ceremony, head back, paperback tented on his chest. Fran Delgado, fifty-eight, six years at the desk opposite and undefeated by the human race, was working through a crossword with the air of a woman defusing it.

"Seven letters," Fran said. "Clue is a brief failure of memory."

"Lapse," Elias said.

"Too easy. They wouldn't."

"They would. That's the cruelty of crosswords. They hide in plain sight."

She wrote it in anyway, in pencil, which for Fran was a signed confession of doubt.

The request that started it was ordinary too. Signal wanted a pull from the Kimball platform, Brown Line — a trespasser report that had turned out, on inspection, to be a raccoon of unusual confidence. Midnight to four, two cameras, export before end of shift. Elias set the window, watched the progress bars do their slow green creep, and checked the durations the way he had checked every export for a year, half by ritual and half by the older instinct underneath the ritual, the one that had started all of this: count it twice. Never trust a round number.

Platform south: 4:00:01.

He nodded at it, the way you nod at a colleague in a corridor. One extra second. The tithe. Normal, now. His normal had expanded over the year to include a hidden second in every day of his life, the way a house expands to include a room nobody talks about.

Platform north: 4:00:02.

Elias sat up.

"Fran," he said. "How long is four hours?"

"With you asking questions, forever." She didn't look up. "Why."

"This one's got two extra seconds in it."

"Then it's ambitious. Re-export it."

He re-exported it. Platform north, innocent as a lamb: 4:00:02.

He pulled platform south again and checked it frame by frame, because a year ago he had learned what it cost to assume the error was his. South: thirty frames between 03:33:33 and 03:33:34, the frozen platform, the banner dead in its curve, a woman arrested mid-step with her breath hanging in front of her face like a thought she hadn't finished. Thirty frames. One second. The room in the wall, exactly the size it had always been.

North: sixty frames.

Sixty frames of the same suspended instant — the tail of a train stopped in the tunnel mouth, a paper cup halted in the act of rolling, the lake wind caught with its hand in everything — except that it wasn't the same instant, and that was the part that put the cold up the back of his neck in a slow, professional way. At frame thirty-one, the cup on the platform had moved. Not far. A quarter turn, perhaps. The distance a cup rolls when a stopped world forgets, for half a heartbeat, to keep stopping it. At frame forty-four, the banner's frozen curve had eased, fabric relaxing by a degree no tailor would measure and no camera would miss. And at frame fifty-eight, in the far dark at the platform's end, a figure Elias knew by silhouette the way you know a signature — slight, bright-sweatered even in grayscale, chin up — had turned her head.

Wren Halvorsen did not turn her head inside the Second. Inside the Second, Wren did what she liked; it was the world that wasn't supposed to move. The world was the still part. The world was the thirty frames of held breath. If the cup was rolling and the banner was easing and the frozen rain, somewhere above the city, was remembering gravity one drop at a time, then the breath wasn't being held. It was being let out, slowly, through a crack.

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

"I'm doing arithmetic."

"That's the face." She wheeled over, one push of a foot, and looked at his screen: a gray platform, a stopped train, a cup. "It's a platform, Ward."

"It's a platform that's longer than the night it happened in."

"Everything's longer with you." She wheeled back to her crossword. "Signal wants that pull by six. Send them the short one. Raccoons don't retain lawyers."

He sent signal the south camera's four hours and one second, clean and sufficient, and kept the north file the way he had kept the first impossible file a year ago: in a folder with an uninteresting name, on a drive nobody audited, next to a growing private archive of seconds that didn't exist. Professional thoroughness, he told himself. 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.

Then he did what he always did. He checked the other nights.

The retention archive kept thirty days. He sampled it the way a man tests ice — a foot at a time, ready to be wrong. Six nights back: one second, everywhere. Eleven nights back: one second. Four nights back, a Tuesday like this one: the California platform feed, Blue Line, reported 4:00:02, and the corridor camera outside the control room door — his own door, Luz frozen over her cleaning cart with one hand raised to her face — reported 4:00:01 for the same night, as if the extra length had happened only in parts of the city, the way rain falls on one side of a street. Two nights back: sixty frames at Grand, thirty at Sedgwick, and at the Clark/Lake mezzanine, a file that reported, serenely, 4:00:03 — ninety frames, three seconds of hidden time, in which the escalator's stopped crowd stood in the sourceless light and a pigeon, caught above its landing a full second longer than physics allowed, had come, by the final frames, almost imperceptibly down.

Almost. An inch of descent, spread over two seconds that weren't supposed to exist. Elias measured it three times against the tile lines. An inch. The world, in the extra room, settling on its hinges like a house in a frost.

He wrote it in the marbled notebook he kept in his desk drawer, in his small square hand, under a year's worth of entries that would have read, to any other operator, like a slow-motion resignation letter.

Second running long. 2 sec Kimball N (cup moved, banner eased, W. turned head — world moved, not her). 3 sec Clark/Lake, pigeon descending. Not uniform. Not every night. Pattern?

He underlined pattern? twice and then, because he had learned things in a year, did not underline it a third time. Instead he picked up his phone, at 4:12 in the morning, and did a thing he would not have done a year ago, when he was still trying to keep the two halves of his life in separate drawers like a man with something to hide from both.

He texted Sarah.

Are you awake. Stupid question. Are you up.

The reply came in four minutes, which meant she had been awake in the shallow, professional way of surgeons and lighthouse keepers — not up, exactly, but surfaced.

Post-call. Eating toast standing up like a raccoon of unusual confidence. What.

He smiled before he could help it. He typed: The second is running long. Some nights it's two seconds. Once, three. The frozen world moves a little, in the extra.

There was a pause long enough for toast. Then: Running long like a meeting, or running long like a hemorrhage.

Like a meeting, so far. I check these things. It's my whole job now, apparently, both jobs.

Noted in the protocol, she wrote. I'll have the 3:34 me check the footage frame counts, since apparently I employ a night clerk I don't remember hiring. Elias. Is it dangerous.

He looked at the Clark/Lake frames again — the pigeon, descending by an inch through air that had been told to hold it. Dangerous was a surgeon's word. It had a differential. It wanted a mechanism and a rate.

I don't know yet, he typed. Ask me after tonight. I'm going in.

You're always going in. It's your one trick. Be careful in there, it's the established — and then, a moment later, in the tone her texts took when the competent armory slipped half an inch: Come to breakfast after. Diner across from the hospital. The 3:34 me left a note that just says "ask him about the count." She underlines like you do. It's spreading.

3:33 came the way it always came now: not as a door but as a recognition, the Seam of the night opening under his attention like an eye that had only been pretending to sleep. One moment the control room hummed and Danny's paperback rose and fell; the next, the hum had been switched off at the root of the world, Danny's breath hung unfinished, the monitors stood in their own light like a wall of small frozen moons, and Elias was standing — he was always standing, somehow, on the other side of the blink, as if his body filed the transition without consulting him — in a city holding its breath.

He went out through streets he had learned the way you learn a relative's house: by walking them in the dark, nightly, until the geography gave up resisting. The lake wind was stopped mid-gesture over Lake Street. A bus knelt at its stop with its door open on a passenger who would be stepping down for as long as the Second lasted, one foot in the air, her face turned toward a destination she had been about to arrive at for eleven years of nights, from Elias's point of view, and no time at all from hers.

Wren was waiting on the California platform, where all of this had started, because Wren had a sense of occasion she would have denied under oath. She stood in the paused rain at the platform's edge — the rain up here was always paused, a suspended glitter, the city's longest-held note — in her yellow sweater, with her chin up and her arms folded, looking eleven years erased and entirely unrepentant about it.

"You counted," she said.

"I count. It's my love language."

"You counted wrong, is my point. Or the world's counting wrong, and you've finally caught up to it, which for you is practically a proposal." She nodded toward the platform, the benches, the frozen drunk asleep under a coat that had been sliding off his shoulder one half-inch per night since the previous winter. "How long were we, last night, by your machines?"

"Here? Thirty frames. At Clark/Lake, ninety."

"Ninety," she repeated. She did not sound surprised. She sounded like a woman having a measurement read back to her that she had already taken with her own hands and liked less in her own handwriting. "And the night before last, at the Market, the train doors — Elias, the doors on the stopped train at the Market shut. Half an inch. Everybody heard it. Well. Everybody who's anybody, which down here means everybody who's nobody. A car full of the Forgotten, trading mornings, and the whole car went quiet, because the one thing this place has ever promised us is that it does not move. We're the moving part. That's the arrangement. The dead walk, the world holds still, and nobody has to think about which of those is the mercy."

"What does it mean, when it moves?"

"It means the stillness is work," Wren said. "Did you think it was weather? Somebody holds this, Elias. Something holds this, every night, the way you hold a door against a wind. And lately—" She stopped, and did a thing she rarely did in his presence, which was choose a word for its accuracy instead of its edge. "Lately the arm is tired."

She held out her hand. It took him a moment to understand that she was showing him something and not asking for something, because Wren so rarely showed him anything she hadn't already armored in a joke. The cuff of the yellow sweater. He leaned in. The sweater had a pattern knitted into it, a row of small dark birds along the cuff — swallows, he had always assumed, without ever having looked properly, the way you don't look properly at things you expect to keep.

Half the birds were gone.

Not torn. Not worn. Faded out of the wool, the yarn itself going pale where they had been, as if the sweater were a photograph left in a window.

"It isn't the sweater," Wren said, into his looking. "Or it is, but only the way the first thing to go is always the print. Then faces. Then the adjacent — the things next to the things. I know the sequence, Elias. I've watched it happen to better-dressed people than me, and I've had eleven years and one very educational review to memorize the order of the leaving." She pulled the cuff down over her wrist, brisk, businesslike, a woman closing a chart. "My anchoring was subsidized. Did I ever tell you that, in words? Bureau money, a ledger line with my initials on it, paid monthly for eleven years to keep one shelved witness legible. Very generous. Very quiet. This month the line paid short. Not stopped. Short — the way a tired arm holds a door. The edits are landing thin, Elias, when they land at all, and some nights, in some streets—"

"They land twice," Elias said.

She looked at him sharply. "You've seen that."

"Not yet. I've seen the second running long. I've seen a pigeon come down an inch in air that was told to hold it."

"Then you're a night behind the rumor, which for you is punctual." She stepped closer, and the paused rain around her shoulders did not stir, and her face in the sourceless light was twenty-four and furious and frightened in the exact proportions of a person who had decided, long ago, that fright was a tax she paid privately or not at all. "There's a street in Pilsen, Elias. I walked it last night — I walk everywhere, it's the one pension this place pays — and the street sign on the corner had two names on it. Not one scratched out. Not one old and one new. Two names, both fresh, both true, stacked like the sign couldn't decide which draft it belonged to. And the people who live on that street — the waking ones, the frozen ones, standing in their kitchens with the kettle on — half of them will wake up tomorrow on one street, and half on the other, and each half will swear, correctly, that it has always been called that."

"Pilsen," Elias said.

"Yes."

"Our—" He stopped. The word our had a wedding attached to it, and the wedding was not his to carry; he had traded it away in a clean white room a year ago, at a fair price, to save the woman standing in front of him, and he had never once, not once, asked for change. "Sarah's old neighborhood," he said instead. "The wedding was there. She tells me."

"I know where the wedding was, Elias. I have excellent sources; one of them is you, asleep on your feet at 4 a.m., doing the face." Her voice softened by exactly the amount she would later deny. "Go and look at your machines. Count the long ones. Count how long. And then—" the fright came up in her, unarmored, for half a second, and was mastered, "—and then ask yourself the question the Market was asking, in a stopped train, with the doors closing by themselves a half-inch at a time. Because it's the right question. It's the only one down here this week."

"Which is?"

Wren looked up at the rain that wasn't falling, the held note, the whole suspended city with its arm beginning to tremble.

"How long can it run," she said, "before it doesn't stop?"

The Second let go of the world the way it always did — without ceremony, between one frame and the next — and Elias was back in his chair with the hum restored and Danny's paperback settling onto his chest and Fran saying, "—and don't think I didn't see you staring at that raccoon footage like it owed you money," in the middle of a sentence she had started in another universe.

He pulled the night's files before he went home. He told himself it was the last check. It was not the last check; it was the first honest one. He set the export running across forty cameras, a grid, a census of the hidden second across the whole sleeping city, and he watched the durations come back one by one like results from a lab that already knows what it's going to say.

Thirty frames. Thirty. Sixty. Thirty. Ninety. Thirty. Thirty. One hundred and twenty.

He opened that file last. It was the Kimball platform again — platform north, the ambitious one. Four seconds of footage inside a second. The cup had rolled to the base of a bench and stopped against it, the way cups do in a world that is allowed to finish its sentences. The banner hung slack, all its frozen curve spent. And in the final frame, at the far end of the platform, Wren stood exactly where the cameras had first shown her to him a year ago — except that she was not looking at the tunnel dark this time, or at the city, or at the stopped train.

She was looking up. Directly at the camera. Directly at him, a night early and four seconds deep, with an expression he could read even through the grain, because he had been reading it off her face in person an hour ago.

How long, he thought, watching the file end and the platform jump, obediently, back to a world where the second had never happened — how long does a second have to get before it stops being a second, and starts being somewhere the world can't close?
Chapter 2 — A Blank Page in the Record
Sarah's notebook had rules, and the first rule was that Sarah did not have to believe the notebook.

She had explained this to Elias once, early in the protocol, with the brisk patience of a woman presenting a treatment plan she expected to be argued with. Belief was not a load-bearing structure. Verification was. The notebook was a colleague — a night-shift colleague with perfect recall and no memory, which made her, in Sarah's professional opinion, better than most of the colleagues she had met in daylight. Believe him. Check the cameras. The 3:32 alarm. The camera on the bed. The messages she recorded for herself in a voice she recognized the way you recognize your own handwriting in a letter you don't remember sending: as evidence, not as testimony.

So when she slid into the booth at the diner across from the hospital that morning — hospital fleece, hair up, coffee arriving the way it arrived for regulars, without the intervention of speech; milk, no sugar — and turned the notebook toward him without preamble, Elias understood that he was not looking at a belief. He was looking at a lab result.

"Read it," Sarah said. "Out loud. I want to hear how it sounds in a voice that isn't mine at 3:34 in the morning, because mine at 3:34 in the morning has started to develop opinions about my charting style, and I am not taking criticism from a woman who doesn't pay rent."

The page was dated that morning. The handwriting was hers — neat, furious, unmistakable, the writing of the 3:34 Sarah, who had been filing reports from inside his war for months now with the dedication of a war correspondent embedded in her own skull. Most of the page was ordinary protocol: frame counts, checked. A note that the gap in her bedroom footage had run long — gap 3 sec by count, pulse steady, no dream recall, or none filed — a line about Wren, checked on, capitals, underlined twice, she pretends she's fine, she is not fine, sweater cuff? —

Elias's eyes stopped there. "She wrote about the sweater."

"She writes about everything. She's a magpie with a medical degree." Sarah turned the page with two fingers. "Here. This is the part I brought you here for. Bottom of the page. I did not write this, Elias. I mean — the hand is mine. The 3:34 me wrote it, in my notebook, in my pen, in the margin I keep for things she thinks the daylight me will try to rationalize. But I have never heard it before, I have never thought it before, and you—" she looked at him with the expression she wore for imaging she didn't like, "—you have a face that says you know it. So. Read it."

In the margin, in her hand, underlined once:

The wall is only as strong as the oldest brick in it.

"What wall," Sarah said.

"I don't know yet."

"Wrong answer. Try again, with the differential."

"I know of walls," Elias said carefully. "Down there, everything's a structure. Files. Shelves. Houses that aren't on any map because the map is what's being protected from them. My mother keeps a house in the unedited margins — you've had the briefing, you wrote half of it — and a house has—" He stopped.

"A wall," Sarah said.

"A house has walls," he said. "And Margaret is — Sarah, she's a Volunteer. Her erasure was arranged. Signed, witnessed, built. If the Volunteers' erasures are masonry—"

"Then the oldest brick—" She stopped too, because she was a surgeon, and surgeons know what the first failing structure means for everything built on top of it. She closed the notebook, precisely, and kept her hand flat on it. "I don't like being a seismograph, Elias. I particularly don't like that whatever I am at 3:33 has started receiving things. Frame counts are one thing. I count, therefore I am; it's practically a family motto at this point. But that sentence came from somewhere. Things that come from somewhere have a source, and sources have—"

"Intentions," Elias said. "Or leaks."

"Leaks," she said, with decision. "I'm a surgeon. I prefer leaks. Leaks can be found." She stood, gathering the notebook, the fleece, the whole competent armory of her day, and then paused in a way that was not competent at all, and not armory. "Wren's sweater," she said. "The cuff. My night clerk wrote she is not fine about a woman she has met exactly once, in a second that doesn't exist, while being pulled through a wall of the world by her ex-husband. Check on her, Elias. Not the cameras. Her. Whatever's leaking, it's leaking toward the thin places first. It always does. That's not mysticism, that's triage."

"Coffee's on me," Elias said. "It's the established protocol."

"It is," Sarah said, "and don't think the protocol doesn't notice that it's also the only sentence in this marriage that survived the divorce unrevised." She went out into the morning like a woman going into a theatre she owned, and Elias sat a while with two coffees going cold — his black, hers with milk — and thought about walls, and oldest bricks, and a sentence arriving in his ex-wife's handwriting from a country neither of them had visas for.

The Archive did not have an address. It had a depth.

Elias had been there before — down the stopped escalators of the Second's Chicago, past the shelves that held the record of every edit ever made, into the lamplit quiet where the air smelled of paper and cold. The Librarian kept it the way Margaret kept her house: as a liturgy performed nightly, by hand, on purpose. He had never been summoned there. Slippers didn't get summoned; they got flagged, reviewed, corrected. Summonses were for witnesses. That was new, and the newness of it walked ahead of him down the frozen concourse like a draft.

The Librarian was waiting at the long desk, in the archivist's gray, with the great ledger of the current night open in front of him and his pen laid down beside it — laid down, Elias noticed, the way a surgeon lays down an instrument when the case has stopped being the case he consented to operate on. His courtesy, when it came, was perfect and unhurried, which in a Curator was the equivalent of another person's screaming.

"Mr. Ward," he said. "File 4417-W. You are punctual. It is the quality your file most consistently records, and the one your reviewers have found most difficult to forgive."

"Librarian." He came and stood at the desk, because you did not sit in the Archive until you were filed, and he had no plans in that direction. "You sent for me. Through Wren. The Forgotten don't carry your messages, as a rule. As a religion, practically."

"Rules are for nights that behave." He turned the ledger toward him with two fingers, precisely, the way Sarah turned a notebook. "Read."

The page was for two nights ago — the night of the ninety-frame second, the descending pigeon. Elias had expected columns. He had seen the record before: entries in a hand like engraved copperplate, each edit logged with the serene completeness of a tide table. Object, moved. Street, renamed. Person, revised. The entry was not the horror. The horror had always been the handwriting.

Two nights ago, the handwriting failed.

Half the page was written twice. Not corrected — written twice, two entries for the same edit laid over each other in the same copperplate hand, letter inside letter, so that the words stood up off the page in a kind of typographic double vision: a street renamed to one thing and, in the same stroke, to another; a door recorded as moved six inches left and six inches right; a weather vane revised to point north, and north, and north, three times, each iteration less certain of where north was. Elias's eyes ached looking at it, the way they ached at an optical illusion, except that the illusion here was that reality had been told two things with equal authority and had believed both.

And the bottom third of the page was blank.

Not unfinished. Blank — the paper smooth and ruled and empty, the lines waiting like staff paper for music nobody had written. But the night had not been blank. Elias had walked that night. He had stood on the California platform and watched Wren in the paused rain and counted the seconds on his machines in the morning. Edits had happened. The world had changed by dawn — a street in Pilsen had two names on its sign, both fresh, both true. Whatever had been done to the world that night had been done without an entry. The Archive's perfect record of everything had a hole in it shaped exactly like the most important part.

"I didn't write this," Elias said.

"No," said the Librarian. "You are a symptom, Mr. Ward, not an author. Symptoms rarely appreciate the distinction, but the record insists on it."

"What writes a page twice?"

"Nothing writes a page twice." He looked at the doubled street, the doubled door, with an expression Elias had never seen on a Curator and had seen, often, on Fran, at 5 a.m., reading a incident report written by a system she no longer trusted. "A page is written twice when the instruction arrives twice. And an instruction arrives twice when the hand that sends it is no longer certain it was obeyed the first time." He turned a page backward with great care. The previous night: one entry doubled, a margin of blank at the foot, like a tide going out. Another page back: clean. Another: clean. Another: a single line, near the middle of an otherwise immaculate page, overwritten so many times that the copperplate had torn the paper — a name, revised and revised and revised, until the record had simply made a hole where the person used to be and called the hole pending.

Elias did not ask whose name. He had one witness-shaped guess, and she wore a yellow sweater with the birds going out of the cuff.

"It's recent," he said. "Weeks."

"It is recent," the Librarian agreed, "in the way that a crack in a foundation is recent. The crack is new. What it is in is not." He closed the current ledger — gently, a man closing the eyes of something — and drew toward him, from beneath the desk, a volume Elias had never seen, bound in a material that made his eyes slide off the question of what it was. He did not open it. He rested his hand on it the way Sarah rested a hand on a chart. "Every edit ever made rests on one edit, Mr. Ward. The first. The founding cut — the night this draft of the world was separated from what came before it, and the Second was built to hold the separation. It was done by hand, once, by the people who became us. It is not maintained by procedure. Procedure is what you have. The founding is maintained by being witnessed — held in the record, nightly, the way a note is held by being sung. While it is witnessed, it stands. Everything anchored to it stands: the Volunteers' arrangements, which are the oldest masonry in this draft. The shelving arrangements, which borrow against it. Certain anomalies—" the Librarian's eyes lifted to his, level and without kindness or cruelty, which was worse than either, "—which persist in it the way a voice persists in a stairwell. Your Reader, Mr. Ward. Your shelved witness. Your mother. The oldest threads are not freed when the founding fails. There is a common and sentimental error on that point, and the record wishes it corrected before it makes the correction itself. When the founding fails, the anchored are not released. They are re-cut — without consent, without review, without appeal, in the order of their anchoring. Oldest first."

"Margaret first," Elias said.

"Among those you love," said the Librarian, "yes. She volunteered nearest the root."

The lamplit quiet of the Archive went on holding its breath, which was the only kind of quiet it had. Elias thought of the jars on his mother's shelves. He thought of a name revised until the paper tore. He thought of Sarah at a diner table, saying leaks can be found, and of Wren pulling a cuff down over birds that weren't there anymore.

"You didn't summon a symptom to give it a lecture," he said. "You people don't lecture. You file. What do you want from 4417-W?"

"I want," said the Librarian, "to show you the page." He opened the ancient volume at last, and the sound it made was not loud and was not a sound Elias ever wanted to hear a book make again, and he turned it toward him with two fingers, precisely, the way everything true in this war was always turned toward him: as evidence, not testimony.

The first page of the record of the world was blank — smooth, ruled, empty, a page waiting like staff paper. But as the lamplight moved across it, Elias saw that it was not unwritten. It was un-written. The paper was furrowed, everywhere, with the ghost-indentations of handwriting that had been lifted out of it letter by letter — a whole page of pressure with nothing in the grooves, a text you could have read with your fingertips a century ago and could now only read as a blind man reads a face that has been smoothed away.

"It was not always so," the Librarian said quietly. "Every night of my service, that page was read as part of the keeping. Now it reads as this. The blank is not an absence, Mr. Ward. It is an activity. It is proceeding, at a rate the record can measure, from the oldest page toward the newest — as the failures you have counted on your machines are proceeding from the longest second toward the ordinary ones. The two are one phenomenon viewed from opposite ends. Your cameras see the symptom. I see the cause going out like a lamp being carried away down a corridor, room by room."

"How long?" Elias said.

"That," said the Librarian, "is a question the record declines, on the grounds that the answer would be mistaken for a schedule, and schedules make men careless near the end." He closed the volume. "But I did not call you to admire the rate. I called you because the Surgeon has proposed a repair, and repairs, in this service, require that the affected parties be — the word in the regulation is notified. It has never previously required that they be warned. The record notes the innovation without endorsing it."

"What repair."

"To close the first file." He said it the way Margaret said everything in the accounting voice, without flinching, and it landed in Elias's chest the way it was meant to. "The first person ever forgotten still holds, by existing, the opening that the founding cut made. The Surgeon's position — clinically sound, I am obliged to record — is that if the file is closed, the opening closes. The first forgotten is erased, retroactively, finally, in the Second and therefore everywhere and therefore always. The crack is sealed with procedure. The draft holds. The cost, which the Surgeon's submission lists under consequential adjustments, is that every thread anchored to the founding is re-cut in the same stroke, so that it may be re-anchored to the seal. Your mother. Your witness. Your Reader. Several thousand Volunteers, shelved, and anomalies whom you will never know and who will therefore never know what was spent. Without consent," he added, "in the older sense. There will not be time to obtain it in the newer one."

Elias stood in the lamplit quiet for a while. "And the alternative?"

"The alternative," said the Librarian, "is that the founding be witnessed again — by a living witness, at the root, in person, as it was witnessed the first time. There is no procedure for this. There has never needed to be. It was done once, by hand, and the hand in question—" For the first time in Elias's experience of him, the Librarian's courtesy moved, very slightly, the way the banner had moved in the extra frames: a degree no tailor would measure. "The hand in question is the one your mother made you promise never to go looking for, Mr. Ward. The record does keep some confidences. It does not keep that one from itself."

He thought of his mother's fingers, tightening slightly on his sleeve. Never look for the first person who was ever forgotten.

"When does the Surgeon close the file?" he said.

"When the blank reaches a page she is willing to sign," said the Librarian. "She is, I believe, more willing than most."

Elias looked down at the ancient volume, at the furrowed, emptied page beneath its cover, the whole first sentence of the world being lifted out of its grooves letter by letter, night by night, while a woman in gray prepared to finish the job with a scalpel and call it mercy.

"If the blank keeps proceeding," he said slowly, "oldest to newest — Margaret's page. Wren's page. Sarah's. What happens when it reaches a page with somebody's mother on it?"

"It has already reached hers, Mr. Ward," said the Librarian. "Hers is not a page. Hers is the wall the pages are shelved against. What do you suppose happens to a library — to everyone in it — when the wall goes?"
Chapter 3 — The Volunteer's Wall
Elias went to his mother's house the next night with a summons in his pocket and a promise in his throat, and the two of them weighed, as far as he could tell, exactly the same.

The house stood where it always stood in the Second's unedited margins, in a street the waking city had revised so thoroughly that the walk to it no longer matched any map he owned: past the corner where the street signs argued with each other in two names, down a block of frozen porches, through a garden gate that knew his hand. The kitchen light was on. The kettle was already thinking about boiling. His mother opened the door before he knocked, with the cloth over her shoulder and no surprise anywhere in her, and looked at him the way she had looked at him since he was nine years old and asking why the rain stopped: as if the question were a cup, and she intended to fill it properly or not at all.

"You've been summoned," Margaret said. "Sit down, love. Summonses are thirsty work."

"How do you—"

"Elias. I kept this house for twenty-seven years at the edge of the record. When the record shifts in its sleep, the whole margin feels it, the way you feel a train through a wall. Also, you have your filed face on. You get it from your father. Sit."

He sat. She poured. The jars held on their shelves around them — a ninth birthday
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