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At seven every morning, Apartment 7B remembered the dog.

The lights came on first, not all at once, but with the caution of someone entering a room where another creature was still asleep. A thin amber line appeared under the kitchen cabinets. Then the warmer lamp near the floor. Then the square of pale light above the water bowl.

Milo opened one eye.

He was lying on the rug beside the glass door that led to the small rear patio. The rug had kept the shape of his body through the night. In winter, the floor beneath it warmed before dawn. In summer, the vents released a slow current of cool air that moved through his fur like a hand.

He did not know any of this as technology. He knew it as morning.

A soft click came from the wall.

The feeder unlocked.

Milo stood, stretched his front legs, lowered his chest, opened his jaws in a silent yawn, and crossed the room. He was not young, but he was not old enough to be pitied. His muzzle had begun to whiten at the sides. One ear remained slightly bent from an injury no one in the building remembered seeing. He moved with the grave economy of an animal that had nothing to prove.

The feeder delivered breakfast into the steel bowl with a dry, measured sound.

Not too much. Never too little.

The apartment knew his weight, the hour of his last meal, the number of steps he had taken the day before, the amount of water he had drunk in the night. It knew when he scratched too long behind his ear. It knew when he slept poorly. It knew when his heart beat faster in storms.

It knew many things.

It did not know why he sometimes woke before dawn and stood at the closed door of the bedroom, waiting.

That door never opened.

After breakfast, Milo drank, lifted his head, and listened.

From beyond the apartment came the muted life of the building: a pipe knocking inside a wall, a woman coughing in 5A, the elevator doors opening somewhere above, a child dragging a schoolbag through the lobby. The world had regular sounds. Milo trusted regular sounds.

At 7:18, the narrow panel beside the patio door lit green.

Milo walked to it and waited.

The collar under his fur sent its brief invisible answer. The apartment confirmed the answer. The lock withdrew. The lower portion of the glass door opened just wide enough for him to pass.

Outside, the patio smelled of dust, wet concrete, old leaves, and the night animals that crossed when the city was asleep. Milo stepped out, turned once, and nosed the base of the planter where a small fern had been dying for almost two years. It had been watered according to schedule. It had not improved.

Beyond the patio was a side passage leading to the street. Apartment 7B was not on the seventh floor, as visitors sometimes assumed. It was Unit 7B, ground floor, rear wing: a narrow apartment with high ceilings, one bedroom, one office, a kitchen that looked into the living room, and a small square of outdoor space that received the sun for forty-seven minutes in the afternoon.

The location had been chosen carefully.

No stairs necessary. No elevator necessary. Two exits. One automatic gate. Cameras low enough to identify a dog.

Milo reached the side gate.

The scanner read his collar. The latch clicked.

He entered the street at 7:21.

The city was already awake, but not yet hostile. Delivery motorcycles leaned at corners. Buses exhaled at traffic lights. A man in a blue apron raised the metal shutter of the bakery on Larch Street. Somewhere, a truck reversed with three soft beeps, paused, and reversed again.

Milo turned left.

He always turned left.

His morning circuit had no written map, but it was more exact than most human appointments. Left at the gate. Thirty-three steps along the wall with the black stains from old rain. Pause at the bakery door, where flour and warm fat gathered under the crack. Cross only when the smaller signal began its fast clicking. Avoid the woman with the yellow bicycle because she carried a nervous terrier in the front basket. Continue along the pharmacy window. Smell the iron post near the bus stop. Enter the park at the south corner, where the gate hung slightly lower and left a familiar mark on the ground.

The park belonged to Milo in the way repeated places belong to animals and the dead.

Nobody had given it to him. Nobody could take it from him by name. But he had placed himself inside it so often that his body understood its laws.

There was the bench where the old man sat with crumbs in his coat pocket. There was the drinking fountain that leaked into a shallow green crescent on the pavement. There was the jacaranda tree whose fallen flowers stained the path in spring. There was the fenced playground, the locked maintenance shed, the public trash bin with the sharp fish smell every Friday, the wide patch of grass where no one had taught him not to roll.

The people of the park knew Milo without agreeing on what he was.

To some, he was the rich dog. To others, the smart dog. To one young woman who jogged with white headphones, he was the ghost dog, because she had first seen him crossing the empty park alone in winter fog. The bakery man called him Professor. The old man with the crumbs called him Sir. A boy once tried to follow him home and was stopped by his mother, who said, "Don't. That dog belongs to someone."

The mother had said it with confidence.

Adults often mistook confidence for knowledge.

Milo smelled the grass. He found the night traces: two pigeons, one cat, rain beginning and then changing its mind. Near the fountain, he lowered his head and drank from the leaking crescent instead of the clean metal stream, as he always did.

At 8:04, a small notification reached the apartment.

Milo: outside perimeter. Normal route.

No one read it.

At 8:09, another system woke.

It selected a video from the previous week: Milo lying with his head against the window, eyes half closed, the city reflected in the glass. The image had been softened. The gray near his muzzle had been reduced. The room behind him had been brightened. A caption appeared beneath it in a voice that sounded human enough to sell things.

Morning thoughts from Milo: some days are for watching the light arrive.

The post went live.

Within three minutes, eleven thousand people had seen it.

Within seven minutes, a company that made organic dog biscuits sent an automated sponsorship message.

Within twelve minutes, three followers asked where the apartment was.

No answer was given. No answer was ever given.

The account had made Milo famous without making him reachable. That, too, had been part of the design. The public Milo lived everywhere: in feeds, edits, merchandise, clipped videos, affectionate comments written by strangers during lunch breaks and insomnia. The real Milo lived in Unit 7B, ground floor, rear wing, and walked the same circuit every morning before returning to rooms that smelled of him, dust, metal, old coffee, and one human being who was no longer visible in any ordinary way.

At 8:37, Milo left the park.

He crossed at the clicking signal, passed the pharmacy, avoided the yellow bicycle, paused again near the bakery, and returned through the side gate.

The lock recognized him.

The apartment opened.

Inside, the air had changed. While he was gone, the cleaning service had arrived through the front entrance with a temporary code. They came three times a week, always between 8:15 and 8:45, always when the system calculated that Milo would be outside. They wore gray uniforms and blue gloves. They did not enter the bedroom. They did not enter the office. Their instructions were precise.

Vacuum living area.

Sanitize kitchen.

Replace pad in bathroom station.

Check water bowl.

Do not touch framed photographs.

Do not touch desk.

Do not open bedroom.

Do not attempt physical contact with animal unless animal initiates.

The woman who cleaned on Mondays had once tried to speak to him.

"Hello, beautiful boy."

Milo had looked at her, not with fear, but with the distance he reserved for people who had not been part of the first arrangement of the world. She smelled of lemon soap, bus seats, and another dog. He accepted her as furniture that moved.

By the time he returned that morning, she was gone.

The vacuum marks lay in perfect bands across the rug. His water bowl had been filled. A small blue treat had been placed beside it because the Monday cleaner ignored that part of the instructions. Milo ate the treat, then crossed the living room and stood again before the closed bedroom door.

The door had no scanner at his height.

It had once opened often.

He sniffed the seam near the floor. The smell was old but not empty. Fabric held it. Wood held it. Dust held it badly but stubbornly. Under all of that there remained the trace that made Milo's body wait without command: skin, sleep, ink, sickness, wool blanket, the salt of a hand.

He waited.

The apartment did not respond.

After a while, he circled twice on the rug beside the door and lay down.

At noon, the blinds adjusted. Sunlight entered the room in a measured stripe, crossed the floor, touched Milo's paws, and moved slowly away.

At 13:00, the account posted again.

At 14:12, the rent for the following month cleared.

At 15:06, the building manager received an automatic message confirming that the animal access protocol remained active and funded.

At 16:30, the patio door unlocked for Milo's shorter afternoon walk.

This route was different.

He did not go to the park. He turned right instead of left, circled the block, paused near the low wall where two cats often slept, smelled the base of a parking meter, watched a delivery man leave bags inside the lobby of the next building, and came back before the traffic thickened.

That afternoon, at the corner, he stopped.

A man stood across the street, facing the building.

There was nothing dramatic about him. He wore a dark coat, though the day was not cold enough for one. He carried a flat leather folder under his arm. His hair was combed
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