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ACT ONE — THE RESURRECTION
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Chapter 1 – The Last Show
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The spotlight found him the way it always did — like an accusation.

Tyler Malone stood at the lip of the stage at the Copper King Casino, Laughlin, Nevada, guitar slung low, hat pulled down, and for the three hundred people seated at slot-machine-themed tables eating chicken fingers and drinking well bourbon, he was Rex Malone. He had Rex's stance — weight on the left heel, right boot turned out at twenty degrees. He had Rex's drawl, that molasses-slow vowel-stretch that took a word like darlin' and made it last half a measure. He had the laugh. The shrug. The way Rex would drop his chin and look up at the crowd like they'd caught him doing something he wasn't quite sorry for.

What Tyler had that Rex didn't was a raw patch the size of a thumbnail on the back of his throat.

It had been there for three years, maybe four. A friction burn, the ENT in Phoenix had called it. Vocal misuse. He'd handed Tyler a laminated sheet about hydration and rest and something called glottal attack, and Tyler had thanked him and driven four hours to a casino in Tucson and done two shows that weekend. Rex's voice sat about a third below his natural register. Night after night, song after song, he was reaching down for something that wasn't his to reach for, and his body was starting to keep the bill.

He closed his eyes for the bridge of Midnight Radio — always the third song, always — and he could hear his father.

Not the way you hear a memory. The actual sound. His dad's voice carrying up through the floorboards of the garage on a Saturday morning, singing off-key to the truck radio while oil drained black into the pan. This one right here, Ty. Listen to this part. The way he'd point a wrench at the speaker like he was conducting something sacred. Rex Malone songs were the soundtrack to every car they'd worked on together, every burned knuckle and stripped bolt and hour that passed without either of them needing to say much of anything. His dad had loved Rex Malone the way some men love God — quietly, without explanation, as though the feeling was too large to fit inside regular words.

Tyler had been twenty-six when the heart attack happened. Overnight. Clean. The doctors said his father likely felt nothing, which was the kind of thing people said when they had nothing useful left to offer.

Six months later Tyler had taken the tribute gig.

He'd told himself it was temporary. He'd told himself a lot of things.

Midnight Radio ended to a scatter of applause — a few tables clapping, most of them not — and Tyler tipped his hat and reached for his water bottle. Warm. He drank it anyway and looked out at the room. A bachelorette party in matching sashes occupied three tables near the back and were paying him approximately zero attention. A man in a motorized scooter near the aisle was asleep. The cocktail waitress crossing stage-left looked up at him briefly with an expression that was somehow both professional and exhausted at exactly the same time.

Rex would've made her laugh, Tyler thought. Rex would've caught her eye and said something from the stage and she'd have smiled for real.

That was the thing about Rex. The man had been incapable of performing at people. Everything he did came across as performing with them, like the audience was in on something. It was a gift Tyler had studied for years and could replicate technically and had never once genuinely felt.

He launched into Cotton Road and let muscle memory carry him through the first verse while his mind went somewhere else. He thought about the drive up from Phoenix this morning — windows down, coffee going cold in the cupholder, the Mojave opening up flat and pale on both sides of the highway. He thought about a song he'd been writing in his head for two years, a song with no Rex in it at all, with his own voice and his own cadence and a melody that had come to him one night at three a.m. and which he'd never written down because writing it down would make it real, and making it real would mean admitting something he wasn't ready to admit.

That he'd wasted something. That there was a version of himself that had never gotten started.

Cotton Road ended. Applause, slightly warmer. The bachelorette party had turned around.

He was reaching for the mic stand to announce the next number when he saw her.

She was standing at the back of the room near the entrance, arms crossed, watching him with the particular stillness of someone who is not watching the show — someone who is watching him. Dark blazer, dark hair, a posture that said she hadn't come in for the chicken fingers. She was young, younger than he'd expected, though he didn't know why he'd expected anything at all. She was just a woman standing at the back of a casino in Laughlin.

She didn't applaud. She didn't look away.

Tyler adjusted the mic and heard himself say, in Rex's voice, in Rex's drawl: "This next one was the first Rex Malone song I ever learned. My daddy taught it to me."

The room liked that. They always liked that line.

He hated it every single time.

He started playing. The woman in the dark blazer uncrossed her arms. From three hundred feet away, Tyler couldn't read her expression. But she was still watching, and she wasn't watching Rex.

He finished the set at nine forty-seven. Ninety minutes, fourteen songs, two encores that the crowd had asked for with the mild, polite energy of people who were mostly just not ready to go back to the slots yet. He thanked them in Rex's voice, tipped Rex's hat, and walked off stage into the corridor that smelled like fryer grease and carpet cleaner and the specific brand of desperation that all casino back-of-house areas shared regardless of the state.

He leaned against the cinder block wall and just breathed for a minute. His throat felt like he'd swallowed gravel. He pressed two fingers against his neck, just below the jaw, the way the ENT had shown him — checking for swelling, for the kind of inflammation that would someday, if he wasn't careful, become the kind of damage that didn't heal. Nothing yet. Just the dull familiar ache.

You're fine, he told himself. You're always fine.

He was working the guitar strap over his head when he heard footsteps in the corridor — purposeful, not the shuffle of a casino employee. He turned.

She was shorter than she'd looked from the stage. The blazer was well-made, charcoal gray, the kind of thing that cost more than his cut from tonight's show. She was carrying a business card between two fingers like she'd had it ready for a while.

"Tyler Malone," she said. Not a question.

"Depends who's asking."

She smiled at that — a small, controlled smile that didn't reach a full commitment. "Olivia Grant. I work for a company called Eternity Entertainment." She held out the card. He took it. Heavy stock, simple design. A logo he didn't recognize. "I've been watching your shows for about three weeks."

"Three weeks." He looked at the card. "You could've just bought a CD."

"We're not interested in your music," she said. "We're interested in you. Specifically in what you know about Rex Malone."

The corridor felt smaller than it had a moment ago. Tyler turned the card over. Blank on the back.

"Rex has been dead for eleven years," he said.

"Yes." She didn't elaborate, and the way she didn't elaborate had a weight to it, like a door held deliberately shut. "That's actually why we want to talk to you. We have a project — it's easier to explain in person, with our team, in a proper setting. But I can tell you the broad strokes right now if you'd like."

He should have said no. He'd been in this business long enough to know what a too-smooth pitch in a casino corridor felt like. He'd been approached before — a documentary filmmaker once, a podcast twice, a man in Reno who'd wanted him to license Rex's likeness for a line of hot sauce. He knew how to end these conversations.

Instead he said, "What kind of project?"

Olivia Grant tilted her head slightly, like she'd expected the question but was pleased by it anyway. "The kind that would make Rex Malone relevant again. Not as a memory. As a presence." She paused. "I know that sounds vague. I promise it isn't, once you see what we've built."

"And what do you need from me?"

"Everything," she said simply. "Everything you've spent the last seven years learning."

He looked at her for a long moment. Behind them, down the corridor, he could hear the casino floor — the electronic jingle of machines, the low ambient murmur of people spending money they probably shouldn't. He thought about the song he'd never written down. He thought about his father pointing a wrench at a truck radio on a Saturday morning.

He thought about the raw patch on his throat that was never going to heal if he kept doing this.

"I'm in Phoenix through Thursday," he said.

"We know." She reached into her blazer pocket and produced a second card — a hotel keycard this time, the Copper King's logo on the front. "Room 412. There's a flight booked for Friday morning if you decide you want to come to Nashville. No obligation. All we're asking for is a conversation."

He took the keycard. She nodded once, professional and final, like a deal had been concluded rather than offered, and then she walked back down the corridor the way she'd come.

Tyler stood there for a while after she was gone.

He turned the business card over again. Eternity Entertainment. He'd never heard of them. He thought about looking them up right now, standing here in this corridor, pulling out his phone and running a search. He thought about what he'd probably find — a website, a mission statement, the kind of corporate language that explained everything and said nothing.

He put both cards in his pocket instead.

He picked up his guitar case and walked toward the exit, and when the desert air hit him outside — cool now, the way Nevada nights go cold fast once the sun is gone — he stood in the parking lot for a moment looking up at a sky that was more stars than he ever remembered from Phoenix.

Everything you've spent the last seven years learning.

He wondered what she'd meant by presence. He wondered what kind of company books a flight before they've been given an answer.

He wondered, not for the first time, what Rex Malone would have done.

Then he got in his car and drove back to his hotel, and he didn't call anyone, and he didn't write anything down, and he lay on top of the comforter in the dark for two hours before he finally slept.

* * *
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Chapter 2 – The Offer
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Her text came at seven forty-three in the morning.

Breakfast buffet off the main floor. Take your time.

Tyler read it twice, put his phone face-down on the nightstand, and stared at the ceiling for a while. The room was a Copper King standard — beige walls, blackout curtains doing their best against the Nevada sun leaking in at the edges, an air conditioning unit that cycled on and off with the commitment of someone who didn't really want to be at work. The digital clock on the nightstand said 7:44. He hadn't slept well. He hadn't expected to.

He showered, dressed, and told himself he was going down for the eggs, not the conversation.

* * *
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THE COPPER KING BREAKFAST buffet occupied a low-ceilinged annex off the main casino floor, separated from the slots by a half-wall of frosted glass that did nothing to muffle the sound. Even at this hour the machines were going — that looping, tuneless jingle that the casinos engineered to be just musical enough to keep you from noticing how long you'd been sitting there. The breakfast crowd was sparse and looked, to a person, like they were reconsidering their choices. A man in a Cowboys jersey was eating scrambled eggs with the focused silence of someone trying not to be sick. Two women in last night's clothes shared a booth without speaking, working through plates of fruit that neither of them seemed to want. A family of four near the window had the hollow, over-bright expressions of people who had driven through the night and were now pretending everything was fine.

Olivia Grant was at a corner table with a laptop open and two cups of coffee already poured. She was wearing a different blazer than last night — navy this time — and looked like she'd slept eight hours and reviewed a briefing document before coming down. She looked, in short, like she was from a different world than the rest of the room, and Tyler suspected that was not accidental.

"You came," she said.

"You said there was breakfast."

He pulled out the chair across from her and sat. The coffee was the buffet's — burnt, thin, served in a mug that advertised the casino's loyalty rewards program — but he drank it anyway because it was hot and he needed something to do with his hands.

"How'd you sleep?" she asked.

"Like a man who was handed a mysterious hotel keycard by a stranger."

She smiled the same controlled smile from last night. "Fair."

He looked at the laptop screen. A logo — the same one from the business card, a stylized infinity symbol rendered in a clean sans-serif — sat centered on a dark background. A loading screen, or a title card. Something waiting to be opened.

"Before you start," he said, "I want to know how you found me."

"That's not a complicated answer. You're the best Rex Malone tribute act working. Anyone who's looked seriously at Rex's legacy for more than twenty minutes finds you."

"How many tribute acts did you look at?"

"Eleven." She said it without hesitation, which meant she'd expected the question. "You weren't the first one we approached."

That landed somewhere in his chest in a way he didn't entirely want to examine. "And?"

"And the others were performing Rex. You're something different." She paused, seeming to choose the next words carefully. "You understand him. There's a distinction."

Tyler looked at his coffee. Outside the frosted glass partition, a slot machine played its little fanfare — someone somewhere winning something small. "You said last night you wanted everything I've spent seven years learning. I need you to be more specific than that before I sit through a pitch."

"That's fair." Olivia turned the laptop toward him slightly and typed something. "But I think it's better if you hear it from the person who built it. He's been up since four. He tends to get excited about this part."

She hit enter. The screen opened into a video call.

The man on the other end looked like he hadn't slept at all, but not in the way the Cowboys-jersey man three tables over hadn't slept. This was a different kind of awake — the wired, forward-leaning alertness of someone mid-thought, someone for whom sleep was an interruption rather than a destination. He was maybe forty, maybe younger, with the kind of face that was hard to age because it hadn't fully committed to any particular expression. He was in what looked like a server room or a studio, blue-lit, with equipment Tyler didn't recognize stacked behind him.

"Tyler." He said the name like they'd already met. "Evan Cole. I've been wanting to do this for about six months."

"Do what, exactly?"

Evan leaned forward. "Show you what we built."

He typed something off-screen, and the video call split — Evan on the left, a media player on the right. A stage appeared. Empty at first, just a spotlight on a mic stand, the kind of setup Tyler had stood in front of a thousand times. Then the figure walked on.

It walked like Rex. Exactly like Rex — that loose-limbed, unhurried amble, the slight forward lean like he was always just about to tell you something. It was wearing Rex's clothes from the 2009 Cotton Road Tour, the ones Tyler had seen in a hundred photographs. It reached the mic, adjusted it with Rex's left-handed two-finger grip, and looked out at the empty house.

Then it opened its mouth and Rex Malone's voice came out of Tyler's laptop speakers in the breakfast buffet of the Copper King Casino while a hungover man in a Cowboys jersey ate scrambled eggs eight feet away.

"Good evening."

Two words. Tyler felt the hair on his arms stand up.

"That's not a recording," Evan said from the left half of the screen. He was watching Tyler the way scientists watch instruments. "That's a fully generative system. It can speak, sing, move, respond in real time. What you're seeing is a live render."

"How," Tyler said. It wasn't really a question. It came out as the only word he had.

"Three years of work. Every recording Rex ever made, every interview, every piece of footage we could find. Motion capture from his archived concert films. Voice modeling from over four thousand hours of audio." Evan paused. "But here's the thing, Tyler. Here's why you're sitting at that table and not someone else. We have all the data. What we don't have is the interpretation. The data tells us what Rex did. It doesn't always tell us why. It doesn't tell us what he meant by the pause before the chorus of Midnight Radio, or why he always touched the brim of his hat before he told a story from the stage, or what that particular thing he did with his right hand during a guitar solo actually felt like to watch in person." He stopped. "You know those things. You've spent seven years figuring them out. We need that."

The figure on the right side of the screen was still standing at the mic, patient and still, waiting.

Tyler looked at it for a long moment. It looked back with Rex's eyes — or what the system had constructed from Rex's eyes, which in the video was functionally the same thing. He felt something he couldn't immediately name. Not quite awe. Not quite revulsion. Something that lived between them, in the territory where a thing is simultaneously remarkable and deeply, profoundly wrong.

"What's the plan for it?" he asked.

"A world tour," Olivia said. "Fifty cities. Holographic performances, full production, living band. A new album of AI-generated material in Rex's style. A documentary. A streaming deal that's already been negotiated pending the project's completion." She folded her hands on the table. "The announcement alone is projected to generate two hundred million in media value. The tour itself—"

"I'm not asking about the money."

She stopped.

"I'm asking what you think this is," Tyler said. "A concert? A museum exhibit? What are people supposed to feel when they watch that?"

Evan answered before Olivia could. "They're supposed to feel like Rex Malone is still here." He said it without apology, without any of the hedging Tyler had expected. Just the plain statement of a man who had decided something was true. "That's what people want. They want the ones they lost to not be gone. We're giving them that."

Tyler looked at the figure on the screen again. It had shifted its weight slightly, a micro-adjustment, the kind of unconscious movement that living bodies make. He knew that movement. He'd studied it. He'd put it in his own body and carried it onto a hundred stages.

"How long would you need me?" he said.

Evan smiled for the first time. It transformed his face — sudden, genuine, the smile of a man who had been waiting a long time for a particular door to open.

"Come to Nashville," he said. "See the facility. Meet the team. Three days, and if you want to walk away after that, you walk away."

Olivia slid a folder across the table. NDA, confidentiality agreement, standard language — he could see the header from where he sat.

"No obligation," she said. "Just a conversation."

She'd said that last night too. He was beginning to think Olivia Grant said things more than once when she wanted you to believe them.

Tyler looked at the folder. He looked at the laptop screen, where Rex Malone stood in a spotlight in an empty room, waiting with infinite patience for an audience that wasn't there yet.

He thought about his father. About a wrench pointed at a radio. About this one right here, Ty, listen to this part.

He thought about what it meant that somewhere in all of Eternity Entertainment's four thousand hours of audio, his father's voice was not.

He reached across the table and picked up a pen.

* * *
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Chapter 3 – Nashville
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The flight was an hour and forty minutes, which was not enough time to sleep and too much time to think.

Tyler sat in a window seat over the wing and watched the desert give way to scrubland and then to the slow green roll of the mid-south and tried to remember the last time he'd been to Nashville. A showcase, maybe 2015 or 2016 — he'd driven up from Memphis with a guitar and three original songs and played for a room of twelve people including a label scout who'd shaken his hand afterward and said you've got something, man and then never called. He'd driven back to Memphis that night and two months later taken the Rex Malone tribute gig because the money was real and the showcase hadn't been.

He'd told himself it was temporary.

He had a window seat and a carry-on and the Eternity Entertainment NDA folded in his jacket pocket, signed at the bottom in his own handwriting. He'd read it twice in the buffet and once more in his hotel room the night before and it was what it appeared to be — confidentiality, non-disclosure, a clause about media contact that was standard enough, another about intellectual property contribution that was slightly less standard but not unusual for a consulting arrangement. He'd signed it because he was going to Nashville anyway and because the image of Rex Malone standing patient and still in that spotlight was living in his head now and he needed to understand it before he could decide what he thought about it.

That was what he told himself on the plane.

Below him Tennessee opened up brown and gold in the October light.

* * *
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OLIVIA MET HIM AT BAGGAGE claim with the efficiency of someone who had met many people at many airports and had refined the process to its essential components: his name said once, a handshake, a car waiting at the curb. The car was black, unremarkable, driven by a man who didn't introduce himself. Nashville moved past the windows — the honky-tonks on Broadway giving way to midtown giving way to the kind of corporate campus architecture that looked the same in every city, glass and steel and landscaping that was too neat to be natural.

"How was the flight?" Olivia asked.

"Fine."

"Evan's been in the facility since six this morning. He tends to—"

"Get excited. You mentioned."

She smiled the controlled smile. "Yes."

They drove for another ten minutes and then turned off a main road into what looked like a converted industrial complex — low brick buildings, a security gate, a parking lot that was fuller than Tyler expected for a company he'd never heard of. The signage was minimal. ETERNITY ENTERTAINMENT in small sans-serif letters beside the gate, nothing else. No logo. No billboard. The kind of place that was confident enough in what it was doing that it didn't feel the need to announce it.

The guard at the gate checked a list and waved them through without a word.

Inside, the lobby was different from what the exterior suggested — clean lines, warm lighting, the faint hum of serious climate control. A receptionist who looked up and smiled. A wall of framed photographs that Tyler clocked immediately: Rex Malone in concert, Rex Malone at award shows, Rex Malone backstage in some venue Tyler recognized as the old Ryman configuration. Rex young, Rex at his peak, Rex in the last years before the crash. Seven photographs, arranged chronologically, ending with the 2007 tour. Nothing after that.

"Mr. Malone."

He turned.

She was standing near the corridor that led away from the reception area, holding a tablet she wasn't looking at, watching him instead. She was in her mid-thirties, dark-haired, with the kind of composed, careful posture that Tyler associated with people who had spent their lives being looked at and had learned to manage it. She was wearing a blazer that fit like it had been made for her and shoes that had not been purchased at an airport gift shop, and she was looking at him the way he'd been looking at the photographs — with the particular attention of someone taking inventory.

"Rachel Malone," she said. She crossed the lobby and extended her hand. Her grip was firm and businesslike. "I've been following your work for a while."

"Your father's work," Tyler said. "I just copy it."

Something moved across her face — too fast to read, gone before he could name it. "That's one way to put it." She glanced at Olivia briefly, then back to him. "Evan wants to start in the capture stage. I'll take you through the rest of the facility after."

"I didn't realize you were running it."

"I manage my father’s estate." She said it cleanly, no hesitation. "CEO of the Malone Estate, executor of the legacy trust. I’m embedded with Eternity to oversee how his likeness is used. Nothing involving my father moves forward without my approval."

"Before that?"

"Before that I was learning what the estate was worth — and what it would cost to protect it." She turned toward the corridor and gestured for him to follow. "Come on. Evan will start without us if we give him the chance."

* * *
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THE CAPTURE STAGE WAS larger than Tyler had expected — a black-box room the size of a small theater, with a grid of cameras mounted at every angle and a raised platform in the center ringed by motion-capture sensors on tall poles. The whole apparatus had the feeling of a scientific instrument, precise and purposeful, and in the middle of it Evan Cole was standing with a coffee cup and a laptop, talking at high speed to a young woman in a headset who was nodding along with the focused expression of someone who had learned to keep up.

He saw Tyler and stopped mid-sentence.

"There he is." He crossed the room and shook Tyler's hand with both of his, which was either warmth or salesmanship and possibly both. He looked the same as the video call — slightly unslept, slightly ahead of wherever the conversation currently was. "What do you think of the space?"

"It's impressive."

"It took fourteen months to build out. The camera array alone—" He stopped himself. "I'm going to do the thing where I explain everything before you've asked any questions. Olivia keeps telling me not to."

"He does," Olivia confirmed from behind Tyler.

"Walk me through it," Tyler said. "That's why I'm here."

Evan looked pleased in the way that people look pleased when given permission to talk about the thing they love most. He set down the coffee cup and pulled up a display on one of the monitors along the wall — a wire-frame model rotating slowly, roughly human-shaped, unmistakably Rex.

"What you're looking at is the base model. Four years of data, two of construction. Every piece of footage we could legally license, every concert film, every interview, every award show appearance. We extracted movement data from all of it — not just the big gestures, the signature stuff, but the micro-movements. The way he shifted weight between songs. The thing he did with his left hand when he was listening to a monitor mix. The way he breathed before he started talking." He paused. "You know the thing I mean. The breath before."

Tyler knew exactly the thing he meant. It was a half-second pause, barely perceptible, that Rex took before he addressed a crowd. Like he was pulling the room toward him rather than projecting outward. Tyler had spent six months learning to replicate it.

"We can generate it," Evan said simply. "We can generate all of it. And we can do it in real time, responsive to input, to crowd noise, to the live band. It's not a recording. It's a performance."

He typed something and the wire-frame model was replaced by the figure Tyler had seen on the video call — fully rendered, photorealistic, Rex in the 2009 tour clothes. It turned to face the camera. It looked, for a moment, directly at Tyler.

Tyler held the gaze for two seconds and then looked away.

"The voice system is in a separate room," Evan said, watching him. "We'll go there next. But I wanted you to see this first because—" He paused, and for the first time since Tyler had met him the forward momentum slowed down. "Because I need you to understand what we're missing. The model is extraordinary. But it has edges. Places where the data runs thin and the system has to interpolate and sometimes it gets it slightly wrong in ways that are hard to articulate. Not wrong enough for a casual viewer to notice. Wrong enough for someone who really knows."

"Wrong how?"

"Little things. The weight transfer on the second verse of Midnight Radio — something is slightly off in the timing. The way he holds the guitar during the guitar breaks, there's a stiffness that isn't right. And there are moments between songs — the transition moments, when Rex was just standing there being Rex before the next thing started — where the system doesn't quite know what to do and it defaults to something that looks like a very good impression of Rex Malone instead of Rex Malone himself." He looked at Tyler steadily. "You know the difference."

Tyler did know the difference. He'd spent years living inside it.

"That's what you need me for," Tyler said. "Not the performance. The between."

Evan pointed at him. "Exactly."

* * *
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RACHEL TOOK HIM THROUGH the rest of the facility alone. The voice lab, which was smaller and quieter and had the particular acoustic dampening of a professional recording space. The archive room, where the data lived on servers behind glass in a cool blue light that made the whole room feel like something preserved. A conference room where the deal terms would be negotiated, she explained, if he decided to stay.

She showed him things and explained them with the practiced efficiency of someone who had given this tour before, and Tyler walked beside her and asked the occasional question and watched her in his peripheral vision. She was good at her job — clear, organized, never overselling. She had her father's precision without his showmanship, which was either something she'd worked at or something she'd been born without or something she'd deliberately set down at some point.

In the archive room she stopped in front of a monitor displaying a waveform — a long, scrolling audio signature that Tyler recognized after a moment as a voice pattern.

"That's him," she said, quieter than she'd said anything else in the facility.

"Yeah."

She looked at it for a moment. The waveform pulsed slowly, a visual record of every word Rex Malone had ever committed to tape, compressed into a single image. "They asked me once if it bothered me," she said. "Building this."

Tyler waited.

"I told them no." She turned away from the monitor. "Which was the right answer for the job and the wrong answer for everything else." She looked at him directly for the first time since the lobby, with an assessment in it that was more personal than professional. "You knew his music better than most people who actually knew him. That's a strange thing to carry around."

"It was my dad's music first," Tyler said. "I inherited it."

Something settled in her expression — not softness exactly, but a loosening of the precision, a small acknowledgment of something they shared without having to name it. She nodded once.

"Dinner tonight is with Evan and the legal team," she said, returning to the professional register. "I'll send you the details. Your hotel is the Hermitage — car picks you up at seven." She turned toward the corridor. "One more thing before I leave you with Olivia."

She stopped walking but didn't turn back around.

"He was a good father," she said. "Not a consistent one. But when he was present he was completely present, and there weren't enough of those days and I've spent a long time making peace with that." A pause. "I say that because you're going to be around this project for a while, and people are going to ask you questions about him, and I want you to know that the real answers matter to me. Not the legend. The real ones."

Tyler stood in the blue light of the archive room and thought about that.

"I never met him," he said.

"I know." She glanced back at him over her shoulder. "But you've thought about him more than almost anyone alive. That counts for something."

She walked out. Tyler stood alone in the room with the waveform and the hum of servers and the compressed voice of a dead man, and he stood there long enough that the monitor's screensaver kicked in and the waveform disappeared into darkness.

Then he went to find Olivia.

* * *
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Chapter 4 – The Machine
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The Hermitage Hotel was the kind of place that had been grand for a hundred years and knew it. Dark wood paneling, high ceilings, a lobby that smelled like old money and fresh flowers. Tyler's room was on the fourth floor — large by hotel standards, with a writing desk he wouldn't use and a view of the capitol dome lit gold against the October night. The bed had four pillows. The minibar had been stocked.

He sat on the edge of the bed and didn't open the minibar and looked at the ceiling for a while.

Dinner had been two hours — Evan, Olivia, two attorneys whose names Tyler had already half-forgotten, a woman from the production team named Sasha who had talked about the holographic rig with the focused intensity of someone who built things that had never been built before and knew it. The food was good. The conversation was mostly business — tour logistics, consulting fee structures, a timeline that assumed Tyler would say yes and was already accounting for his schedule in ways that made him feel like the decision had been made before he'd been asked.

He'd said very little. He'd watched.

Rachel had not been at dinner.

He'd noticed that, and then noticed that he'd noticed it, and then let it go.

Now it was ten forty-seven and the capitol dome was gold outside his window and he was sitting on the edge of a very good hotel bed thinking about the motion capture stage and the wire-frame model and the thing Evan had said about the between.

The system doesn't quite know what to do and it defaults to something that looks like a very good impression of Rex Malone instead of Rex Malone himself.

Tyler had spent the afternoon in the capture stage with a technician named Drew who had walked him through the data architecture with the patience of someone who had explained complicated things to non-technical people many times and no longer found it tedious. The system ingested movement, Drew had explained. It ingested voice, cadence, phrasing, the micro-expressions that a camera close enough could catch. It ingested everything that could be recorded and it built a model and the model could perform.

What the model couldn't do, Drew had said carefully, was know what it didn't know. It could replicate. It couldn't originate. The gap between those two things was where the work lived, and the work was what Tyler was here to help with.

Tyler had asked what that meant practically.

Drew had pulled up a session log — hours of footage from the existing data set, Rex in concert, Rex in interviews, Rex in the two or three behind-the-scenes documentaries that existed from the peak years. He'd flagged the moments where the model's output diverged from what a trained observer would expect. The weight transfer on Midnight Radio that Evan had mentioned. A particular way Rex had of going still just before a key change, a held breath that the system rendered as a slight lag, technically accurate and emotionally wrong. Small things. Things that only someone who had studied Rex Malone at close range for years would catch.

Tyler had caught all of them.

Drew had not seemed surprised. He'd made a note on his tablet and moved on.

* * *
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THE ROOM WAS QUIET. The capitol dome was gold.

Tyler got up and went to the writing desk and sat in the chair and did not write anything. He put his hands flat on the desk surface — the wood was cool and smooth — and looked at them for a moment. Hands he'd used for seven years to play another man's songs. Calluses in the places Rex's calluses would have been, or close enough. His left hand had a small scar along the index finger from a guitar string that had snapped during a show in Albuquerque three years ago and caught him across the knuckle. Rex had a scar in almost the same place from something Tyler had read about in a 2004 interview — a mishap during a recording session, a cable clamp that had given way. Tyler had read that interview so many times he could have quoted it.

He thought about that for a moment.

He thought about how much he knew. The 2004 interview. The weight transfer. The breath before. The left-handed two-finger grip on the mic stand. The set lists from the major tours, committed to memory not because anyone had asked him to but because knowing them
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