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Chapter 1: Intraop


Operative Record (excerpt)

ID: NCC-2026-1017

Patient: Zhao Changhai, male, 54, truck driver

Diagnosis: Drug-resistant temporal lobe epilepsy (left), 14-year course, seizure frequency 3–4×/month

Procedure: Left anterior temporal lobectomy with amygdalohippocampectomy under intraoperative electrocorticography

Anesthesia: General endotracheal anesthesia with awake craniotomy; propofol TCI; BIS 68–75

Surgeon: Shen Yan

First assist: Zhou Yu’an　Anesthesia: Li Guodong　Circulating: Wang Li  

Note (handwritten): 14:07, stimulation of posterior superior temporal gyrus, 6 mA; patient produced unexplained speech content. Full audio recorded. Postoperative patient has no memory of the speech content.



When the electrode strip went in, Old Zhao’s left hand lifted.

Shen Yan pressed his wrist. Not a twitch—he was reaching for something. She had seen it too many times. Epilepsy patients did this before a seizure, as if trying to catch someone falling.

“Don’t move your hand,” she said.

Old Zhao didn’t answer. He was awake. The case had to be done awake—language cortex, motor cortex, both mapped by talking. Anesthesia had the sedation as low as it would go, analgesia only. From incision until now he had been counting, past three hundred, missing twice along the way.

“Three hundred seventeen,” Old Zhao said.

“Good,” Shen Yan said. “Keep going.”

The OR was twenty-one degrees. Gentian violet incision lines on Old Zhao’s scalp had already been opened, pale pink bone underneath. The bone window was clean, four by five centimeters. Dura cut and reflected; the brain surface shone wet under the lights. Vessels like a thin net.

“Impedance,” Shen Yan said.

“All four contacts under five,” Zhou Yu’an said, eyes on the screen.

“Connect.”

A one-by-six cortical strip, six contacts, laid back from the temporal pole. What she wanted was the point—the seizure onset zone. Preoperative SEEG and intracranial electrodes had boxed it into a knuckle-sized patch. Today’s job was to cut it away from language and memory cortex, as much as they could cut, burn what was left.

Stimulation started at two milliamps. Biphasic square wave, one-millisecond pulse width, fifty hertz. Three seconds at each step.

“Two,” she said.

No response on the cortical surface. Old Zhao kept counting.

“Four.”

“Three hundred forty-one,” Old Zhao said. “Three hundred forty-two.”

“Six.”

Old Zhao stopped.

Not a seizure. No afterdischarge on the monitor. Heart rate from seventy-two to seventy-nine. His lips moved, as if he were listening.

“Old Zhao,” Shen Yan said. “What do you hear?”

“Someone singing.”

“Singing what?”

“Don’t know. Just a tune, back and forth.” He paused. “Like a woman, in the next room.”

Shen Yan wrote in her notebook: posterior STG, 6 mA, auditory experiential hallucination. Textbook stuff. Penfield had written it at a table like this in the nineteen-forties. Stimulate the lateral temporal lobe and people heard music, speech, saw people who weren’t there. All real. All from the patient’s own brain.

She moved the electrode one contact back.

“Again. Six.”

Old Zhao turned his head suddenly. His eyes were open, pupils aimed at the shadowless lamp, but his gaze landed on Shen Yan’s face—precise, as if he truly saw her.

“Xiao Yan.”

No one in the OR spoke. Anesthesiologist Lao Li looked up. Circulating nurse Wang Li held gauze frozen in midair. Zhou Yu’an’s hands hung over the keyboard.

Shen Yan did not move.

“Xiao Yan. Don’t sign.”

It was the voice of a woman in her sixties. Dry throat, not enough air, the ending dropping. On the word sign she dragged half a beat, because that word took force, and force made her cough.

Shen Yan knew the voice. She had not heard it in nine years.

“Stop,” she said.

Zhou Yu’an cut the stimulation.

Only the monitor’s ticks remained, and the low rush of laminar flow. Old Zhao’s eyes still open; pupils slowly dilating; focus sliding off her face.

“Who was talking just now?” Old Zhao asked.

“You,” Shen Yan said.

“Me?” He stared. “I heard someone beside me. Right here.” He raised his right hand, pointed at the air to his left. “An old woman. Told me, don’t sign.”

Shen Yan looked down at her hands. Her left little finger was pressed white against the instrument table edge. She had done that for ten years whenever she was tense. She knew it. She couldn’t stop.

“Old Zhao,” she said, voice flat, “do you know me?”

“No.”

“Do you know my surname?”

“No.”

“That name just now—have you heard it?”

Old Zhao thought. He thought hard, brow furrowed, as if balancing a ledger. “No,” he said. “I’ve never heard that name.”

Shen Yan turned.

“Close the window,” she said. “We’re done for today.”



The postoperative debrief started at sixteen-twenty.

Four people in the conference room. Zhou Yu’an played the recording twice. On the second pass, at “don’t sign,” Lao Li set his cup down.

“Classic experiential hallucination,” Zhou Yu’an said. “Posterior STG, auditory association cortex—Penfield’s playbook. Content is the patient’s own memory fragments reassembled.”

“Where did the fragments come from,” Shen Yan said.

“The name? Someone he knows, phonetically close.”

“Say it.”

Zhou Yu’an did. “Xiao Yan.”

“Who does he know by that name?”

“I can’t look that up.”

“I did.” Shen Yan pushed a sheet across. “One hundred forty-seven contacts on his phone—family, fleet, card partners, village doctor. No Yan. Wife Wang Sulan. Mother Zhang Guiying. He runs the Hebei-to-Inner Mongolia line. Fourteen years.”

Zhou Yu’an said nothing.

“Second problem,” Shen Yan said. “‘Don’t sign.’ That’s stopping a signing act. He has to know what you’re about to sign before those three characters make sense.”

“Could be something he saw someone else sign.”

“Then why now,” Shen Yan said. “Why me.”

Silence for a moment. Lao Li cleared his throat. “Director Shen—your mother’s situation. The department knows.”

“I know you know.”

“Under stress, people hear familiar voices in ambiguous sound. There’s a name for it—”

“Auditory completion,” Shen Yan said. “I know it better than you. But the one completing is me, not him. What comes out of his mouth, my ears can’t fill in.”

Lao Li stopped.

Zhou Yu’an said quietly, “Should we file an adverse event?”

“File,” Shen Yan said. “File it straight. Recording goes with it.”

She stood, tugged the hem of her white coat. At the door she stopped again.

“After Old Zhao wakes, don’t mention this to him.”

“Why?”

“If he remembers, he’ll be afraid every seizure.” She said, “That he remembers nothing now is luck.”



The nursing home sat west of the campus, past an iron fence—seven minutes’ walk.

Today was not Wednesday. Shen Yan came Wednesdays: clip nails, read a stretch of One Hundred Years of Solitude, no more, no less. The aides were used to it. Wednesday, three to four, Room 307, no knock.

When she pushed the door today, Aide Xiao Chen was turning Zhou Wenying.

“Director Shen.” Xiao Chen looked flustered. “It’s Thursday.”

“I know.”

“Auntie was fine today. Two hundred milliliters this morning. No aspiration.”

“Mm.”

Zhou Wenying lay there. Sixty-three years old. Nine years. Brainstem hemorrhage—not large, but the location was vicious. No ventilator; she breathed on her own, could swallow; sometimes eyes opened, gaze drifted, never tracked a person. The state had a name: vegetative. Medicine wrote it clear: no consciousness, no cognition, sleep–wake cycles only.

Shen Yan pulled out a chair and sat. She took her mother’s hand. Warm. Nails a little long.

“Ma.”

No answer. Nine years of no answer. That was normal. She always called once, like knocking on a door she knew would not open.

“Someone today,” she said, “on the table, spoke to me in your voice.”

Hearing herself, she almost laughed. A functional neurosurgeon at her vegetative mother’s bedside, saying she had heard a ghost.

“He said don’t sign,” Shen Yan said. “Ma—what am I signing?”

Zhou Wenying’s chest rose and fell. Respiratory rate sixteen. Numbers on the monitor steady.

A pot of pothos on the windowsill, moved here nine years ago. Leaves replaced three times; same pot, white porcelain, a circle of old newspaper under it.

Shen Yan sat forty minutes. She did not read One Hundred Years of Solitude. She watched her mother’s hand—five fingers, the pale lunulae at the nail roots.

Leaving, Xiao Chen said, “Director Shen, you look bad.”

“Didn’t sleep.”



Medical records lived on B2.

Nine years ago was still there. Paper files kept thirty years by regulation; the 2017 batch wasn’t fully scanned; boxes to the ceiling, numbered by year and department. She gave a number. The clerk dug twenty minutes.

“NCC-2017-0431.”

“That’s it.”

A kraft envelope held a stack: admission note, progress notes, consults, consent forms. She pulled the consent.

Informed Consent to Forgo Further Invasive Treatment. Date: 3 November 2017. Family signature: Shen Yan.

She looked at those two characters. Hers. Stroke order fine—horizontal, vertical, the last stroke cleanly finished.

More fields under the signature. Physician. Department chief. Medical affairs stamp.

She turned it over.

Blank. But the paper wasn’t flat. Fingers found a faint rise, as if someone had written and erased.

Shen Yan took a pencil from her pocket. She had learned this as a resident—like rubbing a rubbing, tip on its side, light sweeps.

Characters rose on the paper.

Graphite filled only the recessed grooves, stroke by stroke, slowly visible. Six characters, very small, directly under the signature line.

She is not vegetative.

Shen Yan spread the whole stack by date. Admission: October 28. Progress notes daily until November 2 stopped. After the November 2 note, a neurology consult. In the opinion box, one line: Recommend fMRI for level-of-consciousness assessment; rule out minimally conscious state.

Consultant signature: Zheng Wei’an.

She stared at the name. Zheng Wei’an was now director of her center; nine years ago he was still in neurology. She herself had requested the consult.

The next day, she signed the withdrawal.

Shen Yan sat on the archive room’s iron chair a long time without moving.

She knew that handwriting. The finishing stroke flicked up; the horizontal-to-vertical turn held a tiny pause—writer’s right hand steady, but shaking as she wrote.

It was her own hand.

She had known nine years ago. She remembered none of it.



Chapter 2: Wangshu


Nursing Home West Wing Corridor CCTV Log (auto-generated)

October 24

08:12　Male visitor entered via west gate; unregistered; access log empty

08:14　Visitor sat on third-floor corridor bench (ID C-3)

11:30　Aide passed; no conversation

14:00　Aide passed; no conversation

19:20　Visitor still in place

21:47　Visitor left via west gate; access log empty  

System note: No access record; camera has footage. Reported to IT. IT reply: No such event found; recommend reboot.



Zheng Wei’an’s office was on the fourth floor of Admin, south-facing, a row of succulents on the sill.

When Shen Yan went in he was making tea. He glanced up, set the pot down. “You look bad.”

“Director Zheng. November 2, 2017—you consulted on my mother.”

His hand paused on the cup rim.

“That many years.”

“The consult opinion was recommend fMRI, rule out MCS.” Shen Yan laid the photocopy on the desk. “Consultant signature is yours.”

“It is.”

“Why wasn’t it done?”

Zheng sat. He nudged the tea toward her; she didn’t touch it.

“You signed withdrawal,” he said.

“I signed forgoing invasive treatment. fMRI is noninvasive.”

“It wasn’t called noninvasive then.” Zheng said, “In 2017, machines in China that could assess level of consciousness—fewer than ten nationwide. One scan meant a three-month queue, twenty-eight thousand yuan, all out of pocket. Your mother had resident insurance.”

“I know that.”

“You knew, so you didn’t do it.” Zheng looked at her. “Xiao Shen, you were a resident then—four thousand two a month. Your father’s factory went under that year. I remember all of it.”

Shen Yan said nothing. She did remember. That winter she had balanced the ledger a long time, down to the last column, then crumpled the paper.

“I consulted because I thought it should be done,” Zheng said. “You didn’t do it. I don’t think you were wrong. You couldn’t then.”

“And the line on the back?”

Zheng frowned. “What line?”

“Back of the consent. Pencil. ‘She is not vegetative.’”

The office was quiet a few seconds. Outside, someone pushed a treatment cart; wheels rattled unevenly on the tile.

“I never wrote that,” Zheng said. “I never saw it.”

“The handwriting is mine.”

Zheng took his hand off the cup and leaned back. He looked at her; his eyes changed—not surprise, something more troublesome, as if he were calculating whether this would pull other ledgers open.

“Xiao Shen,” he said. “Do you still remember the project our center took on this year.”

“Which.”

“Bedside rapid assessment of level of consciousness. Equipment imported. Money from outside.”

“Who paid.”

“Wangshu Tech,” Zheng said. “The brain–computer interface shop. They supply gear, money, people; we supply cases. One clause in the contract: all data goes back.”

Shen Yan raised her head.

“Why do they want our cases.”

“Can I see the contract,” Shen Yan said.

“No.”

“Why.”

“NDA. Breach penalty three million.” Zheng said, “Our center’s annual research budget is four million two.”

“I don’t know why they want them,” Zheng said. “I only know when the project cleared, the only ask from above was—pull every case nationwide in the last decade diagnosed vegetative that later showed presentations inconsistent with the diagnosis.”

Shen Yan stood.

“How many pulled.”

“Thirty-seven,” Zheng said. “List submitted yesterday.”



The third-floor corridor of the nursing home was nearly empty at four in the afternoon.

Shen Yan came out of the elevator toward 307. Halfway she stopped.

A man sat on the bench. Gray shirt, cuffs buttoned tight, hair short, posture very straight. A nursing chart on his knees; he was reading slowly, page by page.

Not family. Family skipped ahead—last three days first.

“Who are you looking for,” Shen Yan said.

The man looked up. About fifty, thin face, no hesitation you see when strangers meet. He looked at her as if he had been waiting.

“You,” he said.

“Who are you.”

“Shu Wang.” He closed the chart, set it on the bench. “Shu as in unfold. Wang as in gaze at the moon.”

“You’re not family.”

“No.”

“Then how did you get in,” Shen Yan said. “West gate needs a card.”

“Door wasn’t locked.”

“The door’s broken,” Shen Yan said. “Broken two years. No one fixes it.”

“I know,” Shu Wang said. “I’ve watched two years.”

Shen Yan’s fingers tightened in her pocket. She didn’t step back and didn’t call anyone. Fifteen-odd years as a doctor, she had seen too many people who sat outside a ward all day. They shared one trait: they didn’t lie, because lying cost too much energy.

“What do you want to say,” she said.

“Your mother is not vegetative,” Shu Wang said. “She’s stuck.”

A crack in the window at the corridor’s end; wind pushed the curtain in, then let go.

“Say that again.”

“She is not in a vegetative state,” Shu Wang said. “She is minimally conscious—the kind instruments don’t catch. She can hear. She just can’t come back.”

“Evidence.”

“No evidence,” Shu Wang said. “If you want evidence, wait three months for that machine to queue to your center.”

Shen Yan stared at him. “How do you know our center has a machine.”

“I paid for it.”

She paused. The sentence was too flat to be a lie.

“Wangshu Tech.”

“Yes.”

“What are you. Chairman?”

“Chief scientist,” Shu Wang said. “The chairman is someone else—Cheng, thirty, decent man, listens to everything I say.”

“Why pull thirty-seven cases.”

“Because I wanted to confirm one thing,” Shu Wang said. “Two years confirming. Finished yesterday.”

“What thing.”

Shu Wang didn’t answer at once. He set both hands on his knees, squared. Shen Yan noticed his thumb circling the second joint of his left index finger—slow, loop by loop, as if counting.

“This afternoon at fourteen-oh-seven, on a case, you heard your mother’s voice,” he said.

The corridor was quiet enough to hear the cafeteria range hood downstairs.

“Six people in the OR,” Shen Yan said. “You weren’t one.”

“I wasn’t.”

“How do you know.”

“I wasn’t in the OR,” Shu Wang said. “I was at the Waystation.”

“What.”

“You don’t need to understand that word now,” he said. “You only need to know I didn’t invent it. When it happened, I was three hundred eighty thousand kilometers from here. I was watching.”

Shen Yan’s hands shook. She shoved her left into the coat pocket and held it.

“You’re sick,” she said.

“No.”

“Then I am,” she said. “I’m standing in a hallway listening to a stranger say my mother isn’t all the way dead.”

Shu Wang didn’t argue. He waited for her to finish, then said something quieter.

“Nine years ago you wrote six characters on the back of that form,” he said. “Wrote them and erased them. You don’t remember. But you wrote them.”

Shen Yan stepped half a pace back. Her spine hit the wall.

“How do you—”

“Because those six characters were right,” Shu Wang said. “You knew then. You just had no money, no machine, no one who believed you. So you erased them, signed, and didn’t look for nine years.”

“Get out,” Shen Yan said.

“I’m going.” Shu Wang stood. Half a head taller; standing made no sound.

From an inner shirt pocket he took something and set it on the bench.

A metal flake. Fingernail-sized, dull silver, edges irregular, as if broken from something larger. No writing, no grain. Cooler than room temperature under the finger.

“Keep it,” he said. “When you want to find me, hold it in your palm. Wait two minutes.”

“I won’t find you.”

“Then treat it as scrap iron,” Shu Wang said. “Throw it away if you like.”

He walked toward the elevator. At the corner he stopped without turning.

“Doctor Shen,” he said. “In three months that machine arrives. You’ll assess thirty-seven people. Four of the thirty-seven will wake. They’ll say a few words, then sleep again.”

“How do you know.”

“Because the thirty-seven before them woke the same way.”

“And Old Zhao,” Shen Yan said.

“Who.”

“The one on the table today. What happens to him.”

“He’ll be fine,” Shu Wang said. “That focus isn’t deep. We can resect clean.”

“We.”

Shu Wang glanced at her. “You.”

Shen Yan filed the word. She didn’t know why. She filed it.

The elevator opened. He stepped in. Doors closed.



Shen Yan took the metal flake home.

She lived in the old compound behind the hospital—sixth floor, no elevator. Shoes off, hands washed, flake on the dining table. It didn’t roll, didn’t stick, didn’t jump to a magnet.

She weighed it on the kitchen scale.

3.417 grams.

She stared at the number a while and felt stupid. Scale back in the cupboard. Shower. Sleep.

She woke at six-thirty. Mid-brush she remembered, went to the kitchen, set the flake on the scale.

3.107 grams.

She shook the scale, leveled it, weighed again. 3.107.

She switched scales. 3.106.

A third—pharmacy-grade precision balance she had brought from the center. 3.107.

The wall clock said 7:04.

Shen Yan stood barefoot in the kitchen, holding a metal flake 0.31 grams lighter than last night. She waited ten minutes and weighed again.

3.107.

Eight o’clock: 3.107.

Nine: 3.107.

At noon she came home to eat and weighed on impulse.

3.417 grams.

An object’s mass doesn’t change. Scales do. She had used three.

She took a half-day off from the center. All afternoon in the kitchen: flake on the sill in sun, in the freezer, soaking in salt water. Mass never changed again. 3.417—not a gram more, not a gram less.

Shen Yan sat at the table. About twenty minutes, staring at the flake. Then she picked up her phone, found Zheng Wei’an in recent calls.

“Hey,” she said. “That project—I want in.”

She hung up, put the flake in a drawer. Ten minutes later took it out and slid it under her pillow. She slept lightly that night.



Chapter 3: Thirty-Seven Cases


Project Database Export (de-identified)

Table: MCS-ANOMALY-2016_2026

Fields: ID / Sex / Age / Diagnosis / Anomaly onset / Duration / Speech content (summary)  

A-001／M／61／Vegetative 4 yr／2019-02-19 21:44／6 min 12 s／”The water’s boiling”

A-002／F／34／MCS 2 yr／2019-02-19 22:03／3 min 40 s／”Don’t tell Mom”

A-003／M／47／Vegetative 7 yr／2019-02-19 22:31／11 min 05 s／(no speech; purposeful gaze)

……

A-037／M／54／Vegetative 9 yr／2024-09-18 03:12／8 min 47 s／”I’m not him”  

Record count: 37

Note: De-identified version. Source library has 38 rows; row 38 not exported—insufficient privileges.



The project kickoff ran forty minutes. Cheng Ye talked for thirty-five.

“Principle isn’t complicated.” He stood at the projector, pen in hand. “One TMS pulse into motor cortex; high-density EEG records the echo. A waking brain’s echo is complex—like throwing a stone into a room full of stuff, cluttered return. Deep sleep, anesthesia, vegetative—echo is flat.”

“Perturbational Complexity Index,” Shen Yan said.

Cheng Ye blinked, then smiled. “Right. You know it.”

“Existed since 2013,” Shen Yan said. “I remember the original paper’s sample wasn’t large.”

“It wasn’t. So this decade’s been filling data.” Cheng Ye flipped a slide. “Our unit puts the whole pipeline at bedside—thirty minutes to a result, no pushing the patient into an MRI suite. That’s our only new piece.”

“False-negative rate.”

“Seventeen percent.”

Someone murmured. Shen Yan didn’t turn.

“Seventeen percent means,” she said, “of a hundred people who are awake, seventeen of you call asleep.”

“So we don’t diagnose,” Cheng Ye said. “We output an index. Diagnosis stays with the clinician.”

“Then what are you for.”

“Time,” Cheng Ye said. “And pulling ten years of old cases for a recalculation.”

Zheng Wei’an coughed beside them. “Xiao Shen—data use is compliant, ethics approval in place. Your job is lead bedside assessment, not audit the device.”

“I need raw data.”

“De-id version this afternoon.”

“I want raw timestamps. Minute precision.”

Cheng Ye looked at Zheng. Zheng didn’t object.

“Fine,” Cheng Ye said. “Timestamps don’t touch identity.”



The de-id sheet hit her inbox at four—an Excel file, forty-two rows: thirty-seven records, five header lines.

Shen Yan copied it to her own machine. She didn’t open it on the center system.

First she did something stupid: lined the thirty-seven timestamps by day.

Eleven days. Clustered on three dates.

19 February 2019: eleven. 27 April 2021: thirteen. 18 September 2024: thirteen. Three scattered.

She stared at the three dates, got up for water.

Back, second move: minute-precision timestamps, resorted.

2019-02-19: first 21:44, last 23:57. Span two hours thirteen.

2021-04-27: first 19:08, last 21:40. Span two hours thirty-two.

2024-09-18: first 03:12, last 05:19. Span two hours seven.

Three windows, all night, all about two hours.

She opened a browser, downloaded an Earth–Moon distance ephemeris. Public NASA data, CSV, one value a day. She copied the three dates onto paper.

2019-02-19: 356,761 km.

2021-04-27: 357,309 km.

2024-09-18: 357,286 km.

Shen Yan set the pen down, picked it up, dragged the whole ephemeris into Excel, filtered: Moon distance under 357,500 km.

In ten years: two hundred seventy-four days.

And thirty-seven anomalies fell on only three of them.

She ran the probability. Assume anomalies random; land on three of those two hundred seventy-four days, each concentrated in a two-hour window—the probability was meaningless.

Not coincidence.

Shen Yan sat at the desk and looked at the three windows again. Phone out; lunar calendar.

19 February 2019: fifteenth of the first month—Lantern Festival.

27 April 2021: sixteenth of the third month.

18 September 2024: sixteenth of the eighth month.

All near full moon.

She messaged Zheng Wei’an: On those three days—who first noticed the anomalies?

Ten minutes later: Aides. All said the patients’ “eyes followed people.”



Next morning she dialed the first registered number on the sheet.

A-001, male, sixty-one, vegetative four years. Family field: a daughter’s mobile. Rang seven times before pickup.

“Hello—who is this.”

Shen Yan gave affiliation and purpose. Silence, then: “You’re asking about that again.”

“Someone asked before?”

“Asked. Last year someone from a company asked—very detailed.” The woman said, “My dad died last March.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine,” she said. “What do you want to know.”

“Night of February 19, 2019—did your father speak.”

“He did.” Her voice was flat, as if she had told it many times. “He said, ‘The water’s boiling.’”

“Was water boiling at home.”

“No,” she said. “We don’t use a kettle. Always electric heater—plug in, hot. Dad used to fire boilers at the plant. After it closed he never touched water again.”

Shen
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