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June Vail had worked at the Bureau of Contingent Lives for four years, long enough to develop a private rule about Tuesdays: nothing that happened before ten in the morning could be trusted to matter.

By nine forty, the rule had already been tested. Walt Ferris stood at her desk in a golf shirt that had never once seen a golf course, holding a printout of what he insisted was fraud.

“I want to trade up,” he said.

June set down her stamp. “You want to what?”

“Trade up. I’ve been having the dreams again - the good ones, where I never left the marathon circuit, where I’ve got the townhouse in Denver and the knee that still works. I wake up and I can feel it. The wind. The altitude. And then I look down and I’m forty-one and my knee sounds like a bag of gravel every time I take the stairs.” He tapped the printout. “So I want to know how I file to swap. Him for me.”

This was not, strictly, the strangest thing anyone had asked June this month - that honor still belonged to the woman in March who’d wanted her Variant Edition served with a restraining order - but it was in the top five, and it was barely morning.

“You can’t swap,” June said, for what she guessed was the four hundredth time in her career, “because there’s nothing to swap into. He’s not living that life somewhere you could go get it. He’s not living it at all. He’s a folder in the Stacks. The dreams are bleed, that’s all - a little runoff from a life that never got lived, leaking into the one you’re living now. It happens. It’s not a complaint. It’s Tuesday.”

Walt looked personally insulted by this, same as everyone always was when she explained the Standard to them plainly instead of letting them go on believing there was a luckier, thinner, more accomplished version of themselves out there having the good life without them. Nobody wanted to hear that the better version of themselves was inert. Filed. Sitting in the dark on a shelf that didn’t dream back.

“There has to be a form,” Walt said.

“There’s a form for everything,” June agreed, and got out the form, because there was, and because handing people paperwork was the fastest way she’d found to make them feel taken seriously without her having to rewrite the metaphysics of the city to please them.

He left mollified, or at least tired of standing, and was replaced within the hour by a woman named Patricia Holt, who was convinced her downstairs neighbor was, in fact, her own Variant Edition, moved in specifically to torment her with superior taste in curtains.

“I’ve seen her through the window,” Patricia said, with the flat certainty of someone who had already decided how this conversation ended before she walked in. “Same nose. Same laugh, practically. And her kitchen is spotless, June. Spotless. I want a formal separation order.”

“Variant Editions don’t have downstairs neighbors, Mrs. Holt. They don’t have kitchens. They don’t have curtains to have taste in.”

“Then explain the nose.”

“Some people just have similar noses. It happens more than you’d think, statistically, in a city this size.”

Patricia considered this, visibly unconvinced, and left with a pamphlet on ordinary human resemblance that June privately doubted would change a single thing about how she felt toward her neighbor’s curtains.

June logged both complaints - dream bleed and unfounded-resemblance, category seven and category eleven respectively, the same categories as most of what came through her window on a slow morning - and had exactly eleven minutes of peace before Marnie Okafor came through the Stacks at a dead run with one shoe unbuckled and her coat on inside out.

“I need you,” Marnie said.

“You need a lot of people right now, from the look of it.”

“I have a dentist appointment in forty minutes, and if I miss it they’re charging me for the crown anyway, and I have a Deaccession on my desk that has to close today, it’s already flagged overdue, and if I don’t get it out of my queue by five, Fell is going to ask me about it in the hallway. In that voice.” Marnie didn’t need to explain the voice. Everyone at the Bureau knew the voice. “Please. It’s not complicated. It’s routine.”

June had covered for Marnie before. Marnie had covered for June before that, back when June’s aunt had needed someone at the hospital and there hadn’t been anyone else to ask. This was how the Bureau really ran, underneath the org chart - not through policy, but through favors quietly paid down between the people low enough on the ladder that nobody above them ever noticed the ladder was mostly held together with string.

“Whose file,” June said, already reaching for her badge.

“Calder. Nash Calder.” Marnie was backing away, one arm in her coat, the other flailing for the strap of her bag. “The Variant’s closing out - the one who left Meridian, the accident, you know the file, it’s tragic but it’s routine - and you’ll have his First Edition on the desk too, because that’s just how closings work, you have to reconcile against the active record before you can shelve the paper. It’s two folders. It’s an hour of your life.”

“It’s two folders,” June repeated, mostly to hear if it sounded as strange out loud as it did in her head - being handed both versions of a person at once, the one who’d stayed and the one who hadn’t made it, and being asked to treat it like paperwork. Which it was. Which was the whole trouble with this job, some days: that it was paperwork, right up until it wasn’t.

Marnie was gone before June finished the sentence.

The Nash Calder problem sat on June’s desk for most of the afternoon in the shape of two folders exactly the size and weight of every other set of folders in the building - one on top, one below, an inch of cardstock and pressed fiber standing in for two entire lives - and it said something about how good June had gotten at this job that she didn’t think about that even once while she worked.

The First Edition was simple. A routine six-month update: no change of address, no employment change, just a small amendment to his community-service hours from the shop class he taught two nights a week at the rec center. June had met this Nash roughly four thousand times in her life, most recently on Sunday, buying screws he didn’t need so he’d have an excuse to stand in the hardware store doorway and talk to her for ten more minutes than the errand required. She stamped the amendment in deep blue ink, filed it in the drawer marked ACTIVE, and didn’t think twice.

The Variant took longer, because closings always did. There was a form for how he’d left - nineteen years old, a duffel bag, a bus ticket bought with cash so his father couldn’t trace the card - and a form for what he’d done after, four years of a life June had never lived alongside him, ending in a form for the accident on a coastal highway that had closed the whole account four years back - the paperwork itself was newer, a Deaccession that had sat in a queue behind thousands of others exactly like it until this week, because the Bureau closed accounts on its own schedule, not the world’s. Rust-colored stamp. DEACCESSIONED, PENDING SHELVING. Her job was the last, smallest, most mechanical part of the whole sad business: walk the folder down to the Vault, slide it into a numbered slot among ten thousand other lives that had never happened, and let it stop being anyone’s problem.

She was tired. She would turn this part over so many times later that it would go soft and shapeless in her memory, the way any object does once you’ve handled it too many times: she was tired, and it was four fifty on a Tuesday, and the Vault was two floors down a stairwell that smelled like dust and old glue, and the ACTIVE drawer was six feet from her elbow.

She took the wrong folder down the wrong hallway.

It should not have been possible to make this mistake. The folders didn’t look alike up close - the rust ink was nothing like the blue, and a closed file sat heavier in the hand than an open one - final things always weigh more than things still in motion - but June wasn’t looking at them up close. She was looking at the clock, and thinking about whether she had time to stop for groceries, and holding two folders that had sat stacked together for six straight hours until her hands had stopped registering them as two separate objects at all.

She slid the rust-stamped folder into the active shelf on the third floor, in the slot marked CALDER, N., and for just a second - less than a second, nothing she could have described afterward as more than a kind of warmth, like a radiator ticking on in a cold room - the folder seemed to hum against her palm.

June blinked, shook her hand out, and decided she was more tired than she’d realized.

She closed out her queue. She signed Marnie’s log so it wouldn’t show as overdue. She turned off her desk lamp, got her coat, and was three steps from the door when, somewhere behind her, up in the dark of the third floor where nothing ever rang, the Recall Bell began, very faintly, to ring.

June stood still and listened for almost ten full seconds.

Then she told herself it was the radiator, and went home.
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​Chapter Two
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The bell over Calder Hardware’s door had a crack in it that made it sound less like a bell and more like someone dropping a spoon, and June had loved that sound long before she’d had any reason to walk past this exact storefront every morning of her adult life.

She didn’t go in, most days. She just slowed down enough to see through the window, and today what she saw was Nash up on a step stool in the paint aisle, arguing with a can of something the color of a Creamsicle. It gave her the small, unearned happiness of watching someone she’d known her whole life do something completely ordinary that he was very good at.

He caught her looking and lifted two fingers off the can in a wave. She lifted hers back and kept walking, because if she went in they would talk for twenty minutes about nothing, and she had exactly zero minutes to spare this morning, on account of the previous night, which she had spent lying awake convincing herself that a hundred-year-old brass bell did not talk in its sleep.

At the Bureau, the morning briefing ran nine minutes over because somebody’s overnight motion sensor had logged an anomaly on the third floor, and maintenance wanted it on record that they had checked the wiring and found nothing wrong with it.

“Define anomaly,” said Priya from Processing, not looking up from her coffee.

“A sound,” said the maintenance
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Every life has a thousand stories.

Only one gets to be real.
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