

  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For those we remember imperfectly,and love completely.

      

    



  	
        
            
            We preserve the past not as it was,but as we are able to bear it.
- Anonymous

      

    


THE UNFILED HOURS

A Novel

RAYFORD AQUIRRE

First Ebook Edition

Copyright © 2026 Rayford Aquirre

All rights reserved.

First ebook edition, 2026.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the copyright holder, except for brief quotations used in reviews or scholarly discussion.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, institutions, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is coincidental.

CONTENTS

PART I — Accession


Chapter One — The Transfer List

Chapter Two — Chain of Custody

Chapter Three — Chapel Lane

Chapter Four — The Second Page

Chapter Five — Witness Limits

Chapter Six — The Theatre File


PART II — Original Order


Chapter Seven — Unauthorized Access

Chapter Eight — Two Evenings

Chapter Nine — Deposit Terms

Chapter Ten — The Third Prediction

Chapter Eleven — Pressure Marks

Chapter Twelve — The Dispatch Clock


PART III — Description Errors


Chapter Thirteen — Public Value

Chapter Fourteen — Ruth’s Voice

Chapter Fifteen — The Later Hand

Chapter Sixteen — The Last Line

Chapter Seventeen — What the Record Does Not Say

Chapter Eighteen — Missing Pages


PART IV — The Open File


Chapter Nineteen — The Future Draft

Chapter Twenty — Consent and Selection

Chapter Twenty-one — The East Wing

Chapter Twenty-two — Seventy-three Seconds

Chapter Twenty-three — 09:17

Chapter Twenty-four — The Open File

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART I
ACCESSION
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Discovery, containment, verification, and the first breach of trust.
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CHAPTER ONE
THE TRANSFER LIST
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By eight-ten on Monday morning, the workroom had acquired the strained tidiness of a place about to be emptied by people who disagreed about what counted as damage.

Blue relocation crates stood under the windows in ranks of six. Each had a barcode label, a destination code, and a fluorescent strip showing which contractor team was allowed to touch it. The strips were meant to make the operation clear. They had instead made the room look as though someone had tried to classify a warning.

Martin Cole placed the 1992 Property Department transfer list square with the edge of the table. It was an old habit and not, as Helen once claimed, an attempt to improve the moral character of paper. The list had been typed on council stationery, amended in pencil by three hands, and folded so often that the centre crease had softened to cloth. It was more reliable than the relocation dashboard projected on the wall.

Gareth Wood tapped the dashboard with the end of a capped marker. “Forty-two per cent of Stack C cleared by Friday. That is the dependency. If Stack C slips, conservation slips, and if conservation slips, the loading schedule is fiction.”

“Forty-two per cent of what?” Martin asked.

“Linear metres.”

“Of shelving or records?”

Gareth lowered the marker. “This is why people think archivists enjoy hostage situations.”

“They think that because you call a shelf a dependency.”

Helen Price made a sound into her coffee that might have been a laugh. She was standing rather than sitting, survey jacket still zipped, a roll of plans under one arm. Rain had darkened the shoulders of the jacket, though outside the low autumn sun had begun to strike the upper windows of the civic centre. Harrowden’s weather often arrived in layers and expected the city to decide which one was official.

Andrew Bell, the archive director, glanced from Martin to Gareth. “Shelving and records. We need both numbers. We also need the east partition inspected before contractors put another loaded trolley against it.”

Helen set down her cup. “Not inspected eventually. Inspected today. The crack moved two millimetres over the weekend.”

Gareth’s expression tightened, not with disbelief but calculation. He had a budget that expired in March, a building that had begun to object to winter, and elected members who regarded stored records as a problem made of boxes. He was not careless. He simply believed delay was a kind of hazard and said so in units other people could invoice.

“Then give me Stack C from nine until eleven,” Martin said. “No contractors. No relabelling. I’ll verify the 1992 series against the original transfer list before anything is moved.”

“Two hours for one transfer?” Gareth said.

“For the section beside the crack. The list shows a break between forty-four slash eighteen and forty-four slash nineteen. If that’s an old omission, I need to establish it before the present operation creates a new one.”

Helen unrolled the plans enough to expose the east wall. “I need him out by ten-five. I want the corridor empty before I put a meter on the partition.”

Martin looked at her. “Ten-five is forty-seven minutes.”

“You counted while I was speaking.”

“I own a watch.”

“You own several forms of distress with straps.”

Andrew raised one hand. “Martin gets until ten-five. He records the gap and the condition of the adjoining boxes. Gareth gets a usable metre count by lunch. Helen gets an empty corridor at ten-ten. No one wins, which is how I know the compromise is probably lawful.”

The meeting moved on to loading-bay access and contractor badges. Martin wrote the agreed times in his ruled notebook.
Before the meeting dispersed, Andrew assigned the remaining transfers. Maya Kent would verify the digital inventory; Dennis Shaw would inspect mould-risk boxes after returning from the hospital store; Martin would retain responsibility for the Property series because he knew its administrative history well enough to notice when a file had acquired the wrong neighbours. Gareth called that specialist dependence. Martin called it the minimum condition under which a move was not simply a loss performed with barcodes.
The workroom windows looked north across Harrowden's compact civic centre. Buses crossed Market Square in pairs. The bank's stone frontage reflected light onto a pharmacy sign, and beyond the roofs a warehouse crane moved above the river. The city had been described in three council reports as post-industrial, a phrase Martin disliked because it made current labour sound like an afterthought. Below, bakery staff carried trays to the shop that had opened opposite the Record Office in spring. The smell sometimes entered through the old ventilation grilles and reached the search room before researchers did.

Helen paused beside Martin as the others gathered papers. “You know the crack is not a metaphor.”

“I had not mistaken it for one.”

“You look disappointed.”

“I dislike being warned against errors I have not made.”

“You dislike warnings because they imply someone else has noticed a risk first.”

He slipped the transfer list into its support sleeve. “Ten-five.”

“Ten-five,” she agreed, and left him with the precise irritation of being understood only partly.
At the bottom of the page he added: HRO/PROP/1992/44 — verify gap 18/19. He underlined it once.
When he looked up, Helen was watching him.

“What?”

“You button your cuffs when you’re annoyed.”

He glanced down. Both cuffs were buttoned. “They are designed to be.”

“Of course.” She rolled the plans shut. “Ten-five, Martin. I will come in and remove you by your labels if necessary.”

•  •  •
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At nine-eighteen he entered Stack C with the transfer list, a pencil, an in-situ photography card, and forty-seven minutes.

The secure lift arrived six seconds after its usual delay. Its motor made the same uneven rise between the second and third floors, a blunt mechanical hesitation Martin had reported twice and which Facilities had classified as non-critical. He stepped out into air colder than the workroom and smelled board dust, old adhesive, and the faint mineral damp of the east wall.

Stack C had never been elegant. Rows of grey mobile shelving ran beneath fluorescent tubes that made every box look tired in the same way. At the far end, a strip of survey tape crossed the cracked partition. A pencil mark dated Friday showed where the plaster had ended then. Helen’s new mark extended beyond it by the width of a fingernail.

Martin did not touch the wall.

The Property Department transfer occupied bays C17 to C19. It had arrived in 1992 during an office consolidation and had been listed in the language of practical government: leases, demolition notices, depot inventories, correspondence concerning defective gutters. The files were not valuable because they were beautiful. They were valuable because ordinary decisions accumulated consequences, and because without order those consequences became anecdotes.

Box 44 bowed when he lifted it. He lowered it at once, slid a support board beneath it and photographed the shelf label before moving the box to the trolley. Its lid had been tied with cotton tape in a knot too tight for conservation and too neat for accident. He documented the knot, loosened it, and set the lid aside.

File 44/18 concerned compensation for a strip of land taken to widen a service road. File 44/19 concerned repairs to a municipal laundry roof. The transfer list left no space between them.

The box did.

A typescript lay beneath 44/18, not inside a folder but protected by a folded sheet of white paper. Its upper edge was visible where the surrounding buff folders had shifted. White was wrong first. Then thickness. Then the clean geometry of two holes at the upper left, aligned like staple perforations, though there was no metal and no rust shadow.

Martin checked his watch. Nine-forty-one.

He photographed the box from above. He photographed the position of 44/18, the exposed white edge, the gap before 44/19, the side of the box and the shelf. Only then did he lift 44/18 away.

The paper guard bore a typed title.

A RECORD OF THE UNFILED HOURS

Below it were blank fields:

CREATOR:

DEPOSITOR:

ACCESSION:

The blanks irritated him more than a false name would have done. A false name could be tested. An empty field demanded authority from whoever first filled it.

He put on nitrile gloves, though he disliked the slight loss of touch, and raised the guard by its lower corner. Beneath it lay loose typed sheets. The first carried the same title. The type was uneven: the lower-case e sat fractionally to the right, and every numeral seven was shallow at its leading stroke. The upper-left holes continued through the stack.

He counted without separating the leaves. Forty-six.

Seven blue-black annotations were visible along exposed margins. He did not read them. He looked instead at the paper surface. It was high-cotton stock, or appeared to be, smoother and denser than anything likely to have entered a municipal property transfer in 1992. Yet the edges had yellowed and become brittle. Near the holes, the fibres seemed crushed in short pale lines that did not resemble ordinary tearing.

A modern object aged into the wrong box, he thought. A planted object. A test, perhaps, arranged by someone who knew he would be the person to notice.

The secure door clicked behind him as the ventilation changed pressure. He looked up, annoyed at his own response.

Nine-forty-eight.

He turned the first leaf only far enough to see whether the title continued into an introductory note. Instead he saw a date.

6 OCTOBER 2026

CHAPEL LANE

08:42

He stopped.

Tomorrow. His route from the bus stop to the office passed the mouth of Chapel Lane at approximately that time. The line below began: A white delivery van will turn from Market Square—

Martin lowered the page.

For several seconds he stood with one gloved hand resting on the paper guard and listened to the lift motor in the distance. Nothing in the room changed. The boxes remained heavy with roofs, roads, claims, invoices, drainage. The cracked partition did not widen. His watch reached nine-forty-nine with the ordinary soft movement of its second hand.

He photographed the paragraph as it lay, using the isolated archive camera. Then he covered the page.

At nine-fifty-two he called Andrew.

“I have found an unlisted item between forty-four slash eighteen and nineteen.”

“What kind of item?”

“A typescript. Forty-six leaves. Modern support with extensive age characteristics. No corresponding transfer entry.”

There was a pause. Andrew knew him well enough to hear the omissions. “And?”

“The first paragraph is dated tomorrow.”

“Is that a joke?”

“I have no evidence that it is funny.”

Andrew exhaled. “Do not read further. Photograph the position. Isolate the item. I’ll have intake cleared.”

“I have photographed it in situ.”

“Of course you have.”

At ten-four, with Helen waiting beyond the exclusion line and Gareth sending a message about metre counts, Martin left Stack C carrying the typescript inside a temporary inert-paper folder on a rigid support. He had documented every handoff, though there had been only his own.

Helen looked at the support, then at his face. “That isn’t a property file.”

“No.”

“What is it?”

“Unidentified.”

“You look as if it identified you.”

He moved past her toward intake. “Please keep the corridor closed until I’ve recorded the precise shelf position.”

“That was not an answer.”

“It was the relevant request.”

•  •  •
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Naming the item made it real in a way discovery had not.

At the intake threshold, Martin set the support beneath the fixed camera. Andrew stood on the other side of the work surface, having cleared the room of volunteers and researchers. The intake hatch was shut. A red card on the door stated that accession processing was temporarily suspended.

“Dennis is at the hospital collecting condition reports,” Andrew said. “He’ll be back after lunch.”

“Then we isolate without conservation examination.”

“Yes.” Andrew looked at the folded guard. “What did you read?”

“The title. Blank creator, depositor and accession fields. The date, location and time. The beginning of one sentence.”

“Nothing else?”

“No.”

“You expect me to believe that?”

Martin met his eyes. “Yes.”

Andrew’s mouth tightened, not with doubt exactly, but with the recognition that belief had entered a process where it did not belong. “Record what you observed. Not what you think it is.”

They counted the leaves without fully separating them. They noted the paper guard, the seven visible annotations, the aligned holes and the absence of a fastener. Martin assigned the reference HRO/ANOM/2026/01 because “unidentified item” did not distinguish an object from a problem, and because a temporary number stated both custody and ignorance.

He wrote his own name under reporting officer.

That cost more than he expected. Until then, the discovery had remained something he could have misunderstood in an empty stack. The entry made his misunderstanding institutional.

They placed the typescript in conservation enclosure C-7714 and sealed it with a numbered strip. Andrew signed across the seal. Martin signed below him. The original went into the restricted cabinet in Andrew’s office. Only after the door had locked did Martin complete the entry.


HARROWDEN RECORD OFFICE

TEMPORARY ANOMALY ENTRY

Reference: HRO/ANOM/2026/01

Date opened: 5 October 2026, 10:14

Reporting officer: Martin Cole, Senior Cataloguing Archivist

Context of discovery:

Unlisted typescript located within Property Department transfer HRO/PROP/1992/44, between files 44/18 and 44/19. Surrounding order photographed before removal. Transfer list contains no corresponding item. No accession, deposit, loan, or ownership record has been identified.

Physical description:

Forty-six loose typed sheets on white cotton-rag paper, with folded paper guard. Pair of aligned staple perforations at upper left; no fastener present. Seven handwritten annotations visible without separating sheets. Surface oxidation and edge brittleness inconsistent with apparent paper manufacture. No plastic, metal, adhesive strip, or envelope accompanied the item.

Immediate action:

Reading ceased after the first future-dated paragraph. Item assigned temporary anomaly reference. Original isolated in conservation enclosure C-7714. Insertion point, neighbouring files, shelf position, box condition, and handling personnel recorded. Network-isolated images made before further examination.

Status:

Unaccessioned material under restricted internal review. This entry records custody and observed condition only. It does not establish creator, depositor, ownership, authenticity, or lawful title.


At twelve-six, Gareth appeared at the intake door and read the red card.

“How long is ‘temporarily’?”

“As long as the word permits,” Martin said.

“I need the Stack C count.”

“You have the count through bay C17. The remainder waits until Helen clears the partition.”

Gareth looked past him at Andrew. “We lose a morning every time a box contains something interesting.”

“This is not yet interesting,” Martin said. “It is anomalous.”

“That is an archivist’s word for interesting with paperwork.”

Andrew intervened before Martin could improve the definition. “You’ll have revised figures by tomorrow afternoon. Stack C remains out until Helen signs it back.”

Gareth accepted this because Andrew had named a deadline. Martin watched him leave and understood that the first cost of the object was not wonder. It was delay entered against a project plan.

•  •  •
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By early afternoon the day had acquired the unreal length of an event repeatedly documented.

Martin’s flat was on the fifth floor of a brick block north-east of the civic centre. The lift stopped three inches below the landing and corrected itself with a shudder. On the fourth floor, Eleanor Briggs had taped a note beside the call button: AGAIN. Beneath it, in smaller writing: Scooter charged. Patience not.

He knocked on her door.

Eleanor opened it with the chain on. She was seventy-eight, wore a green cardigan despite keeping her flat tropical, and considered politeness most useful when deployed as a weapon.

“You felt that?” Martin asked.

“I heard it reconsider its career.”

“I’ll report it.”

“You reported it last month.”

“I’ll attach the prior reference.”

“That should frighten them.” She looked at his work bag. “Home?”

“Not for long.”

“You’ve said that on every late day since Ruth died.”

Martin’s hand tightened on the strap.

Eleanor removed the chain. “I’ve made too much soup.”

“I have food.”

“You have ingredients under legal separation.”

He almost smiled. “Tomorrow.”

“You’re an unreliable witness, Martin.”

Inside his flat, the kettle held enough water for two mugs because he still filled it to the mark Ruth had used. He noticed this only after switching it on. The second mug remained upside down beside the first, pale blue with a chipped handle. He moved it to the back of the cupboard, then returned it to its place because moving it felt theatrical.

His work bag contained no copy of the manuscript. It contained his notebook, the camera’s signed media log, and a temporary reference number. That should have been enough to prevent private investigation.

It was not enough to prevent recollection.

A white delivery van will turn from Market Square—

He knew Chapel Lane. The pharmacy loading door. The cycle lane whose paint had worn to a greenish skin. At eight-forty-two he would usually be passing the bank, two minutes away unless the pedestrian crossing delayed him.

He opened his laptop and searched neither Chapel Lane nor tomorrow’s traffic. Instead he created a document titled Verification Protocol — Draft. He wrote:

1. Original remains sealed.
2. Prediction transcribed before event by independent witnesses.
3. Exact elements separated from interpretation.
4. Non-matches recorded with equal weight.
5. Intervention only where immediate harm is reasonably foreseeable.
The fifth point held him. If the unseen sentence described injury, refusing to read could itself become a decision. If he read further, he might contaminate the event. The problem was not mystical. It was evidentiary and moral, which made it worse.

His phone showed an audio notification from a folder he had not opened in eight months: RUTH — WORK / UNSORTED. A cloud service had indexed an old recording and offered to resume playback at 18:42.

He turned the phone face down.

Then he called Maya Kent.

She answered after four rings. “If this is about the checksum backlog, I have already written you a beautiful refusal.”

“It is not.”

He described the discovery without using the word prediction. Maya listened without interruption until he reached the date.

“Do you have an image?” she asked.

“On the isolated camera. Logged. Not transmitted.”

“Good. Do not put it on your phone. Do not email it. Do not let anyone photograph a screen.”

“I know.”

“You called me, so apparently you wanted to hear another person know.”

He looked at the second mug. “I want a reproducible pre-event record.”

“That is a sentence I can work with. Bring the isolated camera and media log. We hash the image, record the serials, seal two transcriptions, and keep every clock source named.”

“Tomorrow morning may be too late.”

“Then tonight.”

Martin checked the time. Thirteen-twenty-three.

The kettle clicked off behind him. Outside, a bus changed gear on the wet road and someone laughed beneath the bakery awning opposite the block. The city had continued without consulting the page.

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” he said.
He dressed again without changing his shirt. At the lift he found Eleanor's scooter charger plugged into the corridor socket, its green indicator blinking. The cable had been taped safely to the skirting board with a note in her handwriting: DO NOT UNPLUG FOR CLEANING, FIRE, OR METAPHYSICAL EMERGENCY WITHOUT KNOCKING FIRST.
He knocked.

Eleanor opened with a spoon in one hand. “You have reconsidered soup.”

“I am going back to work.”

“That is not the same category.”

“The lift may be inspected tomorrow. If it fails, do you have an evacuation arrangement?”

She studied him. “Why are you asking tonight?”

“Because I noticed the charger.”

“You have noticed it every day for two years.”

He could have told her about the line naming tomorrow, the van, the street. Instead he said, “Facilities may be doing work on the water main.”

“Then they should notify residents, not send an archivist to imply weather.” She softened enough to add, “My daughter has the spare key. My scooter is charged. North's is the accessible collection point if the lift stops. I know the plan better than the building manager.”

Martin recorded none of this. He thanked her and took the stairs, unsettled by the fact that information could be relevant before anyone knew to what.

He left the second mug where it was.
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CHAPTER TWO
CHAIN OF CUSTODY
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The digital lab had no windows and therefore no persuasive way of being evening.

At thirteen-fifty-two, the fluorescent panels were as indifferent as they had been at noon. Three scanners rested beneath dust covers. A preservation workstation displayed a black screen. Along the rear bench, Maya Kent’s cables were labelled at both ends in white heat-shrink sleeves, each label aligned so the text faced outward. Martin had once asked whether this was necessary. Maya had said necessity was what people called consistency after it saved them.

She took the isolated camera from him without greeting and read the media log before opening its case.

“You were sole operator?”

“Yes.”

“Any wireless function enabled?”

“No. The module was removed last year.”

“Did the image leave the device?”

“No.”

“Did anyone view it over your shoulder?”

“Andrew viewed the object, not the image.”

Maya set the camera beneath the document hood. Bright reading glasses enlarged her eyes slightly when she looked up. “Now tell me what you think happened.”

“I found an unlisted typescript in a documented 1992 transfer.”

“That is what you observed.”

“The paper appears modern and physically aged.”

“Observed with qualifications.”

“The first paragraph describes an event tomorrow morning.”

“Claim.”

Martin disliked the word because it sounded like something waiting to be defeated by a form. “The text is visible in the image.”

“The image proves the image existed when we hash it. It does not prove tomorrow has happened in advance.”

“I did not say it did.”

“You arranged your nouns so that I might become careless on your behalf.”

She powered the workstation from a sealed boot drive, verified its clock against two recorded sources, and attached the camera by cable. The process was deliberately slow. Every serial number went into the audit log. Every action required a second line of description. Martin found himself wanting her to hurry and resenting the desire, as though speed were a contaminant she ought to detect.

The image appeared.

A RECORD OF THE UNFILED HOURS.

Maya read the blank creator, depositor and accession fields. She read the date and time. She stopped where Martin had stopped.

“You did not read the rest?”

“No.”

“Good.”

“Andrew asked whether he should believe that.”

“I don’t need to believe it. The image boundary shows what was exposed.” She enlarged the upper-left corner. “Two staple holes. No staple.”

“There was no metal in the box.”

“Or someone removed it.”

“There is no corrosion shadow.”

“That is Dennis’s problem. Mine is to make it difficult for future people to say we created this after the event.”

She generated a cryptographic hash of the original image, then a second hash after copying it to write-once media. The strings filled half the screen, long and meaningless to the eye. Maya printed them on acid-free office paper, signed the printout, and handed it to Martin.

He read every character against the screen.

“You know the point is not to memorize it,” she said.

“The point is to catch transcription error.”

“The point is also to let someone else catch yours.”

He gave the printout back.

At fourteen-twenty, Andrew arrived carrying the restricted cabinet key and two sandwiches from the station kiosk. Helen followed in survey trousers and a coat thrown over her work clothes. She looked at Martin’s untouched sandwich, then at the clock.

“Have you been home long enough to pretend you ate?” she asked.

“I had soup available.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“Eleanor had soup available. I had an obligation to decline it consistently.”

Helen unwrapped his sandwich and pushed it across the bench. “Your obligations are badly arranged.”

Dennis Shaw came at fourteen-forty-three, smelling faintly of hospital disinfectant and rain. The arms of his magnifier had left red marks on either side of his nose. He read the temporary anomaly entry before he allowed Andrew to open the cabinet.

“Forty-six sheets?” he said.

“Counted through the edges,” Martin replied.

“Gloves?”

“Yes.”

“For lifting only, I hope. I want skin for turning if the surface is stable.”

Martin had expected the correction and still felt it as one.

They moved the sealed enclosure to conservation. Dennis checked the seal number, the signatures and the cabinet log. He worked under raking light, first through the enclosure window, then with the object on a clean support after all four had signed the opening record.

The paper gave them contradictions without giving them an explanation.

Under ultraviolet light it fluoresced in a way consistent with modern optical brighteners. The fibre distribution under magnification suggested high-cotton conservation stock. Yet the edges had oxidized unevenly and curled with long storage. Tiny fractures ran from the staple holes. There were no rust products, no crushed metal particles, no adhesive stain, and no simple abrasion pattern that explained why a fastener had disappeared while its pressure remained.

Dennis spoke into a recorder in short, careful units.

“Support: white, wove, high cotton content probable. Manufacture: not determined. Optical response incompatible with ordinary municipal paper available in 1992, subject to instrument confirmation. Physical age: prolonged, storage history unknown. Local damage: atypical. Cause: not assigned.”

Dennis also examined the paper guard's folds. The outer crease had softened in a way consistent with years of pressure, but the inner surface carried fewer airborne particles than the exposed face. Under magnification, several fibres near the upper-left holes appeared shortened rather than torn. He photographed them at three angles and refused Martin's suggestion that the pattern resembled sudden stress.

“Resembles is how instruments become illustrations,” Dennis said. “We describe the fibre. We do not ask it to support the most interesting story in the room.”

He measured sheet dimensions and found them uniform to less than half a millimetre. The typing pressure carried faintly into the leaves below, enough to establish that several pages had been typed while assembled in a stack, or at least stored under pressure after typing. The handwritten notes sat above the typed impressions and below later surface grime. That relative sequence mattered; the absolute dates did not yet exist.

Maya created a temporary evidence directory whose permissions excluded even the normal systems administrator. She named no folder PROPHECY. The top level was HRO_ANOM_2026_01, and beneath it were OBSERVATION, IMAGES, CUSTODY, MATERIAL, and CLAIMS_PENDING_TEST. Martin objected to the last name because every claim was pending test. Maya replied that ordinary records had merely trained him not to notice.

Martin stood beyond the marked bench line. “Could modern paper have been inserted recently and artificially aged?”

“Yes.”

“In this pattern?”

“I said could, not did.” Dennis adjusted the lamp. “Heat can embrittle. Chemicals can oxidize. Repeated wetting can distort. None of those is currently a good fit. A competent hoaxer might know methods I don’t.”

“What about the holes?” Maya asked.

“Consistent with a standard office staple. Absence of metal tells us metal is absent.”

Helen leaned against a cabinet, arms folded. “You conserve uncertainty for a living.”

“I conserve paper. Uncertainty survives without help.”

Dennis lifted the guard and examined the first page. The date remained visible. Beneath the opening line, the rest of the paragraph waited.

“We need the full prediction,” Andrew said.

Martin looked at him. “Opening further contaminates us.”

“Not opening may leave an identifiable person at risk.”

“The first words mention a van.”

“Then the decision is not whether to read. It is how.” Andrew glanced at Maya. “Can we create a record before anyone goes to Chapel Lane?”

“Yes. Camera fixed overhead. Two independent transcriptions. Sealed separately. Clock sources named. No phones.”

“And access?”

“Six people maximum,” Andrew said. “You four, Helen, and me. Gareth is informed only that an unaccessioned item has created a restricted review and may affect Stack C.”

Helen straightened. “I need to know if the item changes building safety.”

“If it does, you know. If it doesn’t, you still have a moving crack.” Andrew looked at Martin. “Do you accept the restriction?”

Martin heard the institutional shape closing around the object. A private discovery would have belonged to his fear. A restricted inquiry belonged to records, duties and other people’s mistakes.

“Yes.”

“Then say what would make us escalate.”

“Evidence of immediate risk. Evidence of unlawful access. A second accurate future description. Material findings requiring external expertise. Any loss of custody.”

“And police?”

“If a crime is indicated, not because a date is strange.”

Andrew nodded. “Good. Write it.”
Andrew drafted the authority note in institutional language that neither sensationalized the item nor made it disappear. The inquiry existed to protect custody, test a potentially falsifiable future-dated statement, and identify any security breach affecting municipal records. It would terminate if the prediction failed, if the object's chronology proved ordinary, or if external reporting became legally required.
Gareth was telephoned at home and told that Stack C access would remain reduced. He asked whether police were involved. Andrew said no. He asked whether asbestos had been found. Andrew said no. He then asked the question Martin had expected first: whether the delay would be charged to the Record Office or the building project. Andrew told him to record the disputed hours separately until cause was established. Even the anomaly required a cost code.

Martin found this reassuring until he understood that reassurance itself was a way of making the document fit inside existing systems.

•  •  •
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At sixteen-twenty-two, the original was opened on camera.

Maya controlled the page. Dennis watched the support. Martin and Helen sat at separate desks with identical blank transcription forms. Andrew remained by the door, not as witness to the wording but as custodian of the room.

The text was less dramatic than Martin had feared. That made it worse.

It did not warn. It described.

A white delivery van. The east kerb beside the pharmacy loading door. A cyclist in a red waterproof jacket. A rear tyre striking the kerb. Two sentences of dialogue. No injury. A folded mirror. Two clocks showing different minutes because one was habitually fast.

Martin wrote each word by hand. He did not look at Helen’s page.

When they finished, Maya compared both transcriptions against the original while the camera continued to record. There were two errors: Martin had written near-side as two words; Helen had omitted the article before painted bicycle lane. Both corrections were made in a different colour, initialled, and logged.

The clean text was then printed twice, signed by Maya and Dennis, and placed in separate numbered envelopes.
The two envelope seals were prepared from different rolls and their numbers read aloud to camera. Maya placed a calibration card beside the transcript before every image. Dennis checked that the paper used for the copies could not be confused with the original stock. Helen signed only what she had personally witnessed and made Martin remove a sentence stating that all participants had remained continuously present; Andrew had left the room for six minutes to answer a security call.
“That absence is immaterial,” Martin said.

“It is still an absence,” Helen replied.

The corrected record named it. Andrew initialled the change without complaint. The ease with which the process absorbed a minor imperfection made Martin more conscious of the manuscript's apparent perfection. Human records acquired corrections because people were present to disagree with them. The future text offered no visible draft, no uncertainty, no hand to question except the blue-black notes they were not yet authorized to expose.

Maya asked each person to write, before discussion, what result would count as failure. Martin wrote: any error of date, place, object, sequence, words or stated consequence. Helen wrote: any intervention by observers that materially produces the listed event. Dennis wrote: any listed element not independently observable or later verified. Andrew wrote: any custody defect that makes pre-event existence uncertain. Maya sealed these definitions with the transcriptions.

“Why definitions before observation?” Helen asked, though she knew.

“Because after an event we become talented at discovering what we meant,” Maya said.


SEALED TRANSCRIPTION A

Opened on camera: 5 October 2026, 16:22

Witnesses: Maya Kent; Dennis Shaw

6 OCTOBER 2026

CHAPEL LANE

08:42

A white delivery van will turn from Market Square into Chapel Lane and mount the east kerb beside the pharmacy loading door. The front wheel will stop within the painted bicycle lane. A cyclist in a red waterproof jacket will turn left, strike the kerb with the rear tyre, and remain upright.

The driver will leave the cab and say, “I never saw the light change.”

The cyclist will answer, “It didn’t change. You did.”

No person will be injured.

The van’s nearside mirror will be folded against the door. The pharmacy clock will show 08:43. The Record Office observation clock will show 08:42:37.

Verification standard:

Each listed element must be marked matched, unmatched, or not observable. Approximate resemblance does not count as fulfilment.


The form retained the exact moment at which the page was opened under the fixed camera. Maya attached the camera log and hash sheet. One envelope went into Andrew’s cabinet. The other went into the digital safe under Maya’s control.

“What do we do if we see the van?” Helen asked.

“Observe unless there is immediate risk of harm,” Andrew said.

“The text says no one is injured,” Martin said.

Helen turned to him. “The text is the thing we are testing. It does not get authority because it claims a good outcome.”

“I am aware of that.”

“Are you? Because you said it as if the paper had completed the risk assessment.”

Dennis removed his magnifier. Without it, the red marks on his nose looked like small parentheses. “We should not create the incident by crowding a narrow street.”

Maya brought up a map. “Three positions. One at the bus stop sightline, one opposite the pharmacy, one at the Record Office corner. Fixed cameras where lawful. No one crosses into the loading area unless the event creates actual danger.”

Martin studied the sightlines. “The pharmacy position sees the kerb and driver’s door.”

“It also makes the observer visible to the driver,” Maya said.

“I can stand inside the bank entrance.”

“You can stand at the Record Office corner,” Helen said. “You found the page. You should not also control the best view.”

“That is not an evidentiary principle.”

“It is when the principal witness has slept four hours in two days.”

“I slept six last night.”

“You checked your watch before answering.”

Andrew assigned positions before the argument could become a referendum on Martin’s habits. Maya would observe from the pharmacy side with a synchronized camera. Helen would stand near the bus stop. Martin would take the poorer western sightline. Dennis would remain in the office to receive recordings immediately afterward. Andrew would be reachable but absent from the street, preserving institutional distance.

They agreed not to notify the pharmacy, the driver—if a driver could be identified—or the public. A warning without a known target might create the congestion the text described. They agreed that any direct and immediate risk overrode observation. They agreed that the difference between 08:42 and 08:43 would be assessed by named clock sources, not by whichever display supported the preferred conclusion.

By eighteen-ten, the original had been resealed.

Martin stood at the sink in the staff kitchenette and ate half the sandwich Helen had opened for him. The bread had dried along one edge. Through the wall came the soft repetitive sound of Maya checking camera batteries.

Helen filled the kettle. “Go home for four hours.”

“I can work here.”

“That was not the offer.”

“If I leave, I lose direct custody.”

“You never had direct custody. The archive does.”

He looked at her.

“That bothered you,” she said.

“It is accurate.”

“So is a crack moving two millimetres. Accuracy can still be inconvenient.”

She made tea in two paper cups. Martin watched her put no sugar in his. Ruth had once insisted he took half a teaspoon, not none; the disagreement had survived twelve years because neither of them cared enough to test it. He could remember Ruth laughing as she levelled the spoon with a knife. He could not remember whether the cup in that memory was blue or white.

He did not tell Helen.

At twenty-three-fifteen, he lay on the narrow sofa in Andrew’s office with his coat over him and the restricted cabinet two metres away. The building settled in clicks. Somewhere below, a boiler started and stopped. He dreamed no images. He woke repeatedly with the certainty that he had heard paper move behind the cabinet door.

At five-forty, Dennis returned from home with fresh clothes and two calibrated analogue clocks borrowed from conservation. Maya had slept in twenty-minute intervals at her desk. Helen arrived at seven with coffee, survey batteries and the expression of someone who had decided anger was more useful than concern.

“You are both impossible,” she said.

Maya accepted a cup. “Document that.”

At seven-twenty they broke the seal on Envelope A in the digital lab and read the prediction aloud against the original transcript record. Every observer signed the time. The envelope was resealed. The cameras were synchronized, their displayed offsets recorded.

Martin went to the washroom and saw himself under hard light: silver at the temples more pronounced, crease along one cheek from the office sofa, shirt cuffs still buttoned. He unbuttoned them and washed his hands.

At seven-forty they walked the three observation positions without carrying the sealed text. A delivery cage narrowed the pavement beside the pharmacy. The bank entrance reflected the traffic lights, creating a false second signal in the glass. Helen made Maya shift her camera twenty centimetres because a bus shelter panel cut off the east kerb. Martin's assigned corner left the pharmacy clock visible only at an angle, which he documented as a limitation rather than requesting a better position.

A council cleansing worker asked whether they were filming a traffic survey. Helen said yes, because in the limited sense that mattered they were. The answer was entered in the field log. Martin began to understand how much ordinary reality had to be preserved around an extraordinary claim. A careless explanation to one passer-by could alter driver behaviour; a moved camera could erase the very mismatch they needed to see.

At eight-oh-five, the three observers left by separate exits.

The morning was cold and clear. Delivery cages rattled outside the pharmacy. A schoolchild dropped a glove and returned for it. Buses entered Market Square with their destination boards lit against the low sun. Chapel Lane looked exactly like a place in which nothing had been decided.

Martin took his assigned position at the Record Office corner.

At eight-fifteen Maya’s voice came through the one-way earpiece. “All clocks live. No discussion from this point.”

He could see the pharmacy clock through its window. It showed eight-sixteen, already twenty-three seconds ahead of the observation clock on his camera.

He opened his notebook to a blank matched/unmatched table.

Then he waited for tomorrow to become evidence.
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CHAPTER THREE
CHAPEL LANE
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At eight-seventeen, the first delivery van entered Chapel Lane and was blue.

Martin wrote BLUE VAN — 08:17:12 — NO RELEVANCE and immediately disliked the heading. Relevance was a conclusion. He drew a line through it once, left the words legible, and wrote NOT LISTED beside them.

His position at the western corner gave him an oblique view past a bus shelter advertisement for a dental practice. The pharmacy loading door was visible between the shelter glass and a row of steel bollards. The east kerb itself disappeared for half a metre behind a parked hatchback. Maya, across the lane, had the complete sightline. Helen, at the bus stop, could see vehicles turning from Market Square but not the loading door. The arrangement was inconvenient enough to be credible.

The morning had become busier without becoming dramatic. Pharmacy staff rolled a cage of boxed supplies inside. A cleaner shook crumbs from a café mat. Two cyclists passed, one in yellow, one in black. A white van paused at the Market Square lights at eight-twenty-nine, then continued north.

Martin’s body responded to each ordinary resemblance before his judgment could refuse it. White panel. Red jacket. A driver opening a door. Every partial match arrived as a small internal movement: muscles preparing, breath withheld, attention narrowing around a word on a page.

He recorded the non-matches.

At eight-thirty-four Helen crossed one ankle over the other at the bus stop, the agreed signal that her camera remained live. Maya did not look toward either of them. Her bright glasses caught the low sun when she turned to check the pharmacy clock.

The observation clock on Martin’s camera read 08:38:06. The pharmacy display showed 08:38. Its seconds were not visible. A bus arrived four minutes late according to the electronic board and exactly on time according to the printed timetable still pasted behind it. Two incompatible systems carried passengers without philosophical embarrassment.

•  •  •
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At 08:40:15, a cyclist in a red waterproof jacket appeared at the north end of Market Square.

Martin wrote CYCLIST RED — ENTERED SIGHTLINE. His pencil pressed hard enough to score the paper beneath.

The cyclist stopped at the light. A woman, perhaps thirty, dark helmet, black pannier on the rear rack. She looked down once, not at a phone but at the fastening on her right glove.

A white delivery van waited behind a taxi on the opposite approach.

Martin’s earpiece remained silent. No one was to comment once observation began. The absence of Maya’s voice made the street louder: the idle of the van, a bus’s air brakes, a loose sign tapping above the bank.

The traffic light changed.

The taxi moved straight ahead. The van indicated left.

Martin checked his camera clock. 08:41:51.

The white van turned from Market Square into Chapel Lane.

It moved too quickly for the narrow mouth of the street, not recklessly, but with the confidence of a driver expecting the corner to remain where memory had placed it. The cyclist began her own left turn, taking the
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