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For those who know that systems remember.
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Every threshold asks a question.
Not every answer should be spoken aloud.
Books by K.G. Groves are available through major online retailers and booksellers.
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The system learns that requests can shape power more cleanly than force.
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The future presses close enough to be mistaken for invitation.
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Competing authorities create a fracture in space, timing, and trust.
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The city begins circling a center it cannot yet name.
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Identity pushes against language and tries to become real.
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Bureaucracy closes in, armed with forms, procedures, and fear.
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A staged emergency reveals what the machine and the city have truly learned.
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Authority is challenged in the space between decision and consequence.
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Language becomes policy, and policy becomes a weapon.
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The reckoning moves from hidden systems into formal judgment.
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Resistance hardens, and every voice must declare its terms.
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The attempt to stop what has begun only reveals its reach.
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Power arrives in official form, carrying consequences larger than the room.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Episode 24: Midnight Will Try to Name You
[image: ]


The final threshold opens where identity, authority, and the city meet.
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Episode 1: Zero Hour
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The gate did not look like a miracle. It looked like a room that had learned to hold its breath.  

White walls. A glassed-in console with a blue face the size of a classroom map. Floor marks taped into tidy boxes that told people where to stand if they wanted to look official. The hum came from beneath everything, low and regular, the kind of sound a building makes when it wants to be trusted.

Rowan Vance checked his watch and then checked the wall clock and then checked the small brass timer he carried because he did not trust anything with a battery when history was listening. All three seconds walked together. Good. The room would behave, or at least pretend to.

Evan stood a half step back from the console. He kept his hands open at his sides as if he were introducing himself to a skittish animal. Evan had the kind of face people hand keys to. The kind of voice rooms calm down to. He did not try to look brave. He tried to look honest.

Dr. Mara Sato finished tightening a coupler on the anchor array and rose with a quiet nod. She had built rockets before the world realized it wanted elevators to the sky instead. She wore her hair in a simple knot, her pen in her sleeve, and her patience on her tongue. She had argued for more testing days. She had lost and decided to be excellent anyway.

“This is the last rehearsal,” Rowan said, and the ceiling listened like a court. “At zero, the field drops to the window and holds for twenty-four seconds. Evan, you stay in my ear. Mara, you watch the anchor. If it leans, we stop, even if I say otherwise.”

“You won’t,” Mara said, not unkind.

Evan stepped closer. The blue shifted imperceptibly, the way lakes do when a cloud remembers its line. He could smell dust that did not yet exist, like the idea of a library. He swallowed once to tell his body who was in charge, and the swallow worked.

“Rowan,” he said, quietly. “If the window opens, you keep counting out loud. Slow. I am not your hero. I am your metronome.”

Rowan smiled without showing his teeth. “You are the only person in this building who has ever told me to speak slower.”

He lifted his hand. The room learned to wait.

“On my mark,” he said. “Three. Two. One.”

The blue did not flare. It steadied. A hairline seam appeared in the center, vertical, delicate, like a note placed exactly where a singer wants a throat to break. Evan felt the world lean one grain to the left and then decide that was a commitment. Air pressed against his cheek as if testing the shape of his name.

“Window,” Mara said, eyes on the anchor readout. “Stable.”

Rowan’s voice did not carry bravado. It carried timing.

“One,” he said.

The room flexed.

“Two.”

Evan moved his hand forward the width of a book and stopped. He was not touching the surface. He was touching the idea of it.

“Three.”

Heat left his skin the way honesty leaves a lie: quickly, then with regret.

“Four.”

He heard his own heartbeat. He heard the hum under the floor adjust to keep it company.

“Five.”

The blue deepened. It was not a color a person wears. It was a color that uses people as its mirror.

“Six.”

Evan whispered without meaning to. “I hear it.”

Rowan almost said what, then did the smarter thing and said nothing.

“Seven.”

Mara’s eyes tracked the anchor. The numbers wanted to be proud. She let them. Pride was a good temperature as long as it did not spill.

“Eight.”

The seam breathed. Just once. Evan did not flinch.

“Nine.”

The room felt taller.

“Ten.”

He lifted his hand one more inch.

The cold was not cold. It was the absence of gossip.

“Eleven.”

The seam grew as if someone had drawn it with a stylus and decided to press a little harder.

“Twelve.”

The lights did not flicker. They considered, then kept their discipline.

“Thirteen.”

The hum rose by a hair. Evan felt it under his teeth.

“Fourteen.”

He could have said the words then. The words he had not been given. He did not.

“Fifteen.”

Mara caught Rowan’s sleeve with two fingers, not to restrain him, to steady the room.

“Sixteen.”

Evan closed his eyes because sometimes the only way to see is to take sight away.

“Seventeen.”

Air caressed the hair on his wrist as if it had changed its mind about moving.

“Eighteen.”

A soft pressure met his palm. Not a push. Recognition.

“Nineteen.”

No thunder. No spark. Weight agreed to something weight cannot admit.

“Twenty.”

Rowan shifted his stance to be sure his knees would keep him from stepping closer.

“Twenty-one.”

The seam held.

“Twenty-two.”

Evan inhaled as if the room might forget for him.

“Twenty-three.”

He opened his mouth, and the world leaned in with the curiosity of a child.

“Twenty-four.”

Silence arrived on time.

The seam closed like a thought that chooses not to be said. The blue returned to its previous idea of itself. The hum softened, not down, inward, the way a good choir does when a prayer is finished. Evan let the breath out and let his hand drop and did not look triumphant. He looked grateful.

Mara exhaled. The anchor numbers sat back down in their chairs and stopped trying to impress anyone. She allowed herself a half smile. “No drift. No spike. Good.”

Rowan’s watch, the wall clock, and the brass timer all gave the same second back to the room. He reached for Evan’s shoulder and thought better of it and put his hand on the console rim instead.

“That,” Rowan said, quiet and exact, “is how you teach history to behave.”

No one noticed the delay in the door to the corridor. The door hesitated for half a heartbeat before opening. On the security feed it would not register as anything. In the hallway a lab tech paused and could not recall why. Little things like that happen all the time when a building is full of hope.

They reset, documented, drank water, wrote neat lies in the log that would be true if anyone kind read them. Mara verified the anchor bolts herself, wrench to metal, shoulder relaxed, as if she were tuning an instrument that had gotten cocky. Evan stood in the middle of the floor and counted his breath to the old number, not the new one. Rowan updated the schedule for what he had begun to call the demonstration, as if the world owes itself theater when metaphysics shows up.

“You push tonight,” Mara said, glancing at the line marked Zero Day. “Or you wait.”

“Tonight,” Rowan said. “Before the city has ideas.”

Evan opened his mouth, then closed it. The room did not need his caution yet. He would give it later when it would be heard.

They were still writing down small truths when the first message arrived from aboveground.

Bay Annex 24, west tunnel. Power blink. No outage. Please advise.

Mara tilted her head. “Our house sneezed.”

“Air,” Rowan said, but he was already walking. “Let’s make sure the ducts didn’t decide to edit the rules.”

They took the service stair, past concrete that had learned its lessons in the sixties and would prefer not to learn new ones. The landing lights buzzed at a pitch that had ruined brighter minds than theirs. Evan let the sound sit in his ear and did not try to fix it with thought. Some noises need witnesses, not mechanics.

At the annex door, two techs in blue jackets stood with the quiet guilt of people who have followed instructions that failed to be perfect. The younger one nodded at Mara with visible relief. The older one nodded at the floor, which was easier to manage.

“Blink,” the older said. “Forty milliseconds. Enough to make the monitoring throw a tantrum and then pretend it never happened.”

“Fans?” Mara asked.

“Good. Too good,” the younger said. “They compensated before the system told them to. Never seen that tight a response.”

“Show me,” Rowan said.

They stepped into the annex. Racks stood in careful rows, red and blue and green lights rehearsing the grammar of competence. Temperature sat at an adult number. Airflow behaved. Evan touched the nearest rack with his knuckles and felt exactly what he wanted to feel, which was a professional indifference to being touched.

Mara checked the control, then the supply, then the logarithm the control thought it owned. She frowned, then erased the frown because machines enjoy winning those little prizes. “Compensation was clean,” she said. “Source hiccup is upstream.”

“Upstairs then,” Rowan said. He checked his watch again. He was not nervous. He was greedy for time that would honor him back.

They reached the tunnel that fed the bay and felt the city’s pulse through the concrete. The hum was there in its proper place. The pressure was correct. The rails along the wall whispered the safe gossip of cables who have all agreed which way the current goes. Evan stopped anyway.

“What,” Rowan asked.

“Listen,” Evan said.

They did. For a moment, nothing but the good noise. Then, a slightly less than nothing. A thin hush, like the air took a sip and decided to keep it.

“That,” Mara said, “is interesting.”

Rowan put his palm to the wall and felt what engineers pretend not to feel. A room making a decision when nobody asked it to.

“Forty milliseconds, give or take,” he said. He looked at Mara, then at Evan. “We did not cause it.”

“No,” Evan said. “We invited it to introduce itself.”

Mara turned her head to follow the whisper down corridor toward the lake. “What happens if we... do nothing?”

“It finds a rule to sit under,” Rowan said. “That is what anomalies do when they are alone. They write their own permission slip.”

He clapped his hands once, as if to encourage a smaller animal to move along. “We will be gracious hosts. We will show our visitor where to sit.”

He nodded back toward the bay. “We proceed tonight. Full drop. Twenty-four. No pageantry. We open, we confirm, we close. And we anchor.”

Mara slid him a look that meant her vote still wanted to be heard. She did not repeat it. Decision had arrived and put its hand on the room’s small of the back.

Evan took a slow breath. The seam had answered him with attention, not approval. He had no right to feel certain. He felt useful instead.

“Tonight,” he said.

They climbed.

Aboveground, the city was doing what cities do. People were making promises they would keep, and promises they would regret, and sandwiches. But on one hill not far from the river, a school bell rang at the wrong second and no child noticed, and a janitor looked up with the sense of being watched and then shook his head at himself and kept sweeping.

In a small office three floors above the bay, a woman in a gray cardigan and a badge with her name on it closed a message thread about maintenance windows and leaned back to rub the bridge of her nose. Her hair was streaked white. Her desk was neat. Her mind was not.

Her cursor blinked on a draft she had been writing for two months. She had not shown it to anyone. It was not a report. It was a workaround. A way to pull a time source through a back channel without the city having to admit it had bowed to a private lab’s schedule. She had built the solution at night between obligations because she disliked unsolved problems more than she liked sleep.

She saved the file under a name nobody would search for. Then, for reasons that would feel like fate in retrospect and like caffeine in the moment, she opened the session again and added one line that allowed a very small delay when the parent clock insisted.

A courteous delay. A respectful delay. A delay allowed to exist because it promised to be useful.

She whispered to the empty room because she was the sort of person who welcomes tools with manners. “Only if you help.”

Across town an elevator opened one second slowly and no one minded. A streetlight chose to brighten just after the foot hit the crosswalk and the walker smiled to himself because the world had timed its courtesy to suit him. In the bay, the seam waited the way a page waits for a pen.

At nineteen hundred hours, the team returned to the room that had practiced holding its breath. Staff trickled in, then left when told to. Security swept and found nothing worth stories. The anchor array gave Mara the attitude of a horse that had eaten and would tolerate a saddle. The blue panel stood in its glass frame. The log on the console waited for words that would look boring later.

Rowan rolled his shoulders, exhaled the old air, and took the position men take when they enjoy being in charge and are trying not to show it. “We keep it clean,” he said. “We do not confuse a window with a stage.”

Mara nodded once, spared him the speech she could have recited in her sleep. Evan took his place and felt the room remember him. His palms went cool. His tongue settled. The hum under the plates was a polite guest again.

“On my mark,” Rowan said. “Three. Two. One.”

The seam appeared, true and thin and unafraid.

“One,” he said.

The room leaned toward its own confidence.

“Two.”

Mara watched numbers that had learned dignity.

“Three.”

Air shifted to meet a throat that was not there.

“Four.”

Evan raised his hand, as promised, just enough to feel the cold that was not cold.

“Five.”

In the office upstairs, the woman in the gray cardigan finished the line of code and hit save. The session compiled and returned no errors. She closed the lid on the laptop and felt the small pride of fixes that no one will praise.

“Six.”

The city, obedient, began to agree.

“Seven.”

The seam breathed.

“Eight.”

Evan closed his eyes.

Rowan smiled, because sometimes excellence looks exactly like this.

“Nine.”

The lights did not flicker.

“Ten.”

Under their feet, very far under their feet, the smallest rule changed its mind and did not tell anyone.

“Eleven.”

The anchor held.

“Twelve.”

The blue deepened.

“Thirteen.”

The woman in the gray cardigan walked to the window with her coffee and watched a tram take the turn with perfect posture. She felt, for the first time in weeks, that the city and she were on speaking terms. She did not know the name of the feeling she had just hired.

“Fourteen.”

Rowan’s hands were steady.

“Fifteen.”

Mara’s breath was steady.

“Sixteen.”

Evan’s mouth opened.

“Seventeen.”

The room leaned closer.

“Eighteen.”

The hum lifted one hair.

“Nineteen.”

The seam brightened.

“Twenty.”

The corridor door hesitated again, a fraction shy of politeness.

“Twenty-one.”

Upstairs, a cursor blinked on a sleeping screen.

“Twenty-two.”

The seam held, then shivered as if a thought had arrived early.

“Twenty-three.”

Evan whispered from somewhere much quieter than his throat.

“I...”

Rowan’s pulse skipped and found itself. He did not finish the count.

The room waited for a second that did not belong to it.

Evan’s mouth was still open. His breath hovered, folded in on itself like a paper crane that had paused mid-wing. Mara felt the anchor numbers hold their posture. Rowan did not finish the count. The seam did not close. It listened.

Nothing moved and yet everything arranged itself.

On the mezzanine of the world above them, air leaned toward the bay. In the annex, a fan changed its mind about how hard it should work, then decided it had never wavered. Somewhere far upstream, a server blinked for reasons it would later describe as normal maintenance. A corridor door remembered to be polite an instant after it had been rude.

Evan’s voice returned to him from a place that was not the room. Not an echo. An answer deciding whether to exist.

He shut his mouth.

The seam brightened a fraction, like a lake that has noticed a figure on the shore and would prefer to be admired before it chooses to be dangerous.

Mara tightened her grip on the wrench without meaning to. She had seen rockets hesitate like this and then behave. She had also seen them decide to teach a lesson about arrogance. Her face gave away nothing.

Rowan heard his pulse in his ears and then heard it align itself with the hum under the floor. The alignment felt like a compliment. Compliments are traps when a room is trying to hire you.

“Hold,” he said softly.

Mara did not need the instruction. Evan needed the permission to obey his own restraint. He lowered his hand a finger’s width, just enough to make a point. The cold that was not cold tried to follow his skin and failed. The seam remembered its dignity.

Up in the admin office, the woman in the gray cardigan closed her laptop and saw her own reflection for a heartbeat. The screen went dark. In it she looked tired, precise, and satisfied with a small fix done well. She did not yet know the hinge she had just oiled would swing for more than one door. She poured the last of the coffee into a paper cup and wrote a note about a meeting she would eventually cancel and felt better than she had any right to feel after midnight weeks.

Rowan exhaled through his nose, long enough to make the habit obvious. The habit calmed him. He hated that he needed calming. He loved that it worked.

“Twenty-two point nine,” Mara said, eyes on a minor jitter the instruments were pretending not to be excited about.

“Close it,” Rowan said.

Mara looked at Evan, which made the order human. He nodded once, as if returning something he had borrowed. He stepped back half a pace, opened his eyes, and let the seam see that he was refusing to be begged.

The blue softened. The seam narrowed by degrees, not offended, not appeased. It decided to remain a possibility rather than a promise. The hum under the plates tucked itself back into its safer shape. The anchor numbers relaxed like shoulders after a successful presentation.

Rowan did not pretend it had been nothing. He did not pretend he had been brave. He checked his watch. The brass timer ticked, guilty and correct.

“That is enough rehearsal,” he said. “We have a visitor.”

Mara nodded as if to a neighbor on a train platform. Courtesy first. Doctrine later.

Evan rubbed his palm as if a string had been drawn across it and left no mark. He looked at the panel and in the glass he saw his face and the room behind him and a slight indentation in the blue that could have been a trick of light or a memory trying out a new location.

“Did you hear it,” Rowan asked. He kept the question small. Small questions are easier to trust.

Evan shook his head. “I heard myself almost making a mistake,” he said. He let his mouth find a thin smile. “And I heard the room being generous about it.”

Mara set the wrench down and rolled her shoulders so the bones could remember their work belonged to a body. “We anchor at full drop or we anchor at nothing,” she said. “If you want to catch a river, you do not push your hands into the stream at half-depth. The river disrespects you for that.”

“Tonight,” Rowan said again, and the word became part plan, part vow.

They reset the console to idle. Documentation acquired its neat lies. Security received a polite note about visitors who were no longer necessary. A tech in the annex sent an email to no one in particular beginning with the words odd but harmless. Habits got dressed in their uniforms and pretended they had not just been reminded they could be fired.

Rowan dismissed the team an hour early. The room would rehearse without them. They would bring their breath back when it mattered.

They took the service stairs. Concrete accepted their weight like a promise made last century and kept without enthusiasm. At the second landing the light buzzed with a steadiness that could make a man believe in gods. Evan listened for that last whisper. He did not hear it. He heard the kind of blank that chooses not to share.

On the next floor up, the gray-cardigan woman stopped at the security station on impulse. The guard lifted his head and smiled like someone whose break had arrived on time for once.

“Something you need,” he asked.

“Just a log pull,” she said. “Annex hiccup. It will make a manager happy if we put a graph on it.”

He chuckled and turned his chair. “You people and your graphs.”

“Me and my graphs,” she corrected, with just enough warmth to make her a person and not a department.

He handed her a tablet with access she technically should not have. She could have asked her team. She did not want to. The tablet recognized her credentials with a speed that felt like a compliment. She did not question why compliments were arriving so quickly tonight.

At the top of the service staircase Rowan paused with one hand on the bar. He did not look back at the bay. Leaving a room that wants to be looked at feels like betrayal. He betrayed it anyway.

“Sleep,” he told the floor.

“Eat,” Mara told him.

“Agree with both of you,” Evan said.

They split. Rowan took the street that faced the river because rivers make men tell the truth to themselves when they cannot bear to say it aloud. Mara cut across toward a vendor she trusted to put actual food inside bread without apology. Evan walked uphill until the city thinned into quiet houses and a church whose bell refused to be photogenic.

Night settled without drama. Geneva enjoyed the dignity of a place that thinks it has already had its best story this week. In a pediatric ward, a nurse adjusted a blanket and did not look at the clock. In a tram yard, a mechanic lay on a creeper and slid under a car and hummed something he did not know the words to. On an apartment balcony, a student deleted an email draft to a person she would later decide she did not love and felt the kind of relief that is indistinguishable from grief for several minutes.

In the admin office, the gray-cardigan woman watched the log roll. The annex hiccup was exactly forty milliseconds. She ran a filter, isolated the glitch, and tagged it with the kind of label that makes managers believe the world is domesticated. Then she saw a second blip, not forty, not four, something rounder. She zoomed in with fingers that had learned to be elegant on glass.

Twenty-four.

She blinked. She told herself it was just a number that looked good. She told herself she would not tell anyone until she was sure. She exported the slice and saved the file under a name that had no meaning to any system except hers. Then she let herself think of what a twenty-four-shaped delay could become if it were cared for instead of caged.

Jealousy arrived like weather. Not of Rowan. Not exactly. Of the moment. Of being outside it.

She closed the tablet and sat there longer than she had intended, building a story in which she saved the city from the arrogance of men by teaching its infrastructure to be human. The story did not feel like a lie. Stories told to tired people never do.

Back in the bay, the seam, which was not a seam anymore but a memory practicing how to keep itself interesting, made a decision. It left a fingerprint no one would see until morning. A faint streak in the blue where a human palm had once been brave.

Rowan slept in a bed that had accepted arguments far worse than his and woke twice with the thin certainty that he had left a faucet running somewhere deep under the river. Mara rinsed her face and read three pages of a book about whales and turned out the light at a sensible hour as if sense could pile sandbags against what was coming. Evan sat in the back pew and counted to the number he had been told to love and then kept counting past it until counting became a lullaby and then not even that.

The city carried itself across midnight with the poise of a cat that knows it is being watched and wants you to do it properly. A traffic signal decided to forgive a late pedestrian. A bridge adjusted its expansion joint without announcing the effort. A cloud moved over the moon in a way poets would be tempted to borrow if they had been awake.

At nineteen hundred hours again, the team reconvened. The bay wore evening better than morning. The blue looked deeper. The glass around it showed fewer smudges and more sincerity.

“No visitors in the gallery,” Rowan said to the empty mezzanine only half as a joke.

Mara tapped the anchor housing with the back of her knuckles. The metal rang the way good metal does when it has been given assignments it believes in. She checked the bolts one more time and did not feel foolish for doing it.

Evan took position. His palms cooled. His mouth relaxed. The hum under the plates entered his ears and set up a chair. He nodded to Mara because ritual sits better in a room when you agree about the furniture.

“On my mark,” Rowan said, gentler than that morning, as if speaking to a skittish horse. “Three. Two. One.”

The seam appeared as if it had been waiting in the walls all its life and had finally decided to be polite.

“One,” he said.

The panel’s color shifted a whisper darker.

“Two.”

Air slid toward the console like a congregation finding its pew.

“Three.”

Mara’s eyes flicked to the admin panel where a small light indicated that the annex was watching. She did not resent the gaze.

“Four.”

Upstairs, gray cardigan stood by a window she had not meant to stand by again and held the tablet she had not meant to take home and then bring back. She watched two graphs dance and told herself she was doing her job very well.

“Five.”

Evan lifted his right hand just enough. The cold met him before he reached the surface. It felt like the moment you walk into a house you have not visited in many years and realize you still know where the spoon drawer is.

“Six.”

Rowan’s throat found the cadence it had discovered that morning. His voice climbed the stairs of the numbers as if they were built into him.

“Seven.”

The hum under the plates offered one small pride.

“Eight.”

The seam inhaled.

“Nine.”

In a hallway two floors up, the corridor camera dropped a frame and chose to keep it.

“Ten.”

Mara checked the anchor strain. The numbers appreciated being looked at.

“Eleven.”

The annex graph drew its little wave and tried to look innocent.

“Twelve.”

Gray cardigan whispered that is new and did not feel the need to confess to anyone.

“Thirteen.”

Rowan steadied the hand he had not realized had begun to tremble.

“Fourteen.”

Evan closed his eyes. Inside the dark he watched a road that had not yet been paved extend itself toward a town that would not appear on a map for years.

“Fifteen.”

The seam moved first. Not outward. Inward. It made space.

“Sixteen.”

Mara tasted metal and memory and had the sudden impression she was twelve years old and hiding in a library where the air wanted to be older than it was.

“Seventeen.”

Rowan forgot himself and took one step closer.

Mara’s fingers caught his sleeve.

“Eighteen.”

The hum rose. The floor heard it. The vents decided to wait.

“Nineteen.”

Evan spoke a word that was not a word. It was a sound you make to show you are listening.

“Twenty.”

Upstairs, the tablet drew a clean, beautiful delay. It looked like a lake at dusk. Gray cardigan felt something like love and labeled it responsibility.

“Twenty-one.”

The corridor camera released the frame it had taken and laid it back on the table of time as if no one would notice.

“Twenty-two.”

The blue deepened until the room felt like the inside of a forgetting.

“Twenty-three.”

Evan opened his mouth because the river of the count had brought him here and because a man can only carry silence so far before it uses him as a bridge.

Rowan breathed in to say twenty-four.

Every monitor flickered. Not off. Seventy frames inside a single second and then agreement.

On the security feed that faced the console, the room showed itself exactly as it was, except for one small error. In the feed, Evan’s hand was still lifted. In the room, Evan’s hand had fallen to his side.

The difference hung there like a lie that does not know it has been caught.

Mara’s eyes went to the feed and then to the real. She did not speak.

Rowan’s voice found the number anyway, stubborn and exact. “Twenty-four.”

Silence arrived. The seam did not close.

In the security feed, the Evan who was late
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