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​Chapter One - Two Degrees Off
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The flight from Seattle landed eleven minutes early, which Ida had not accounted for.

She sat in the back of a rideshare with her carry-on between her feet and her laptop bag on the seat beside her, watching the Bay slide past the window in the particular gray-gold of a November late afternoon. The extra eleven minutes were not a problem. She simply noticed them, the way she noticed most things that deviated from a predicted value, and filed the notation away: flight time, actual versus estimated, minus eleven. It was a small, clean discrepancy that meant nothing except that the model had been slightly wrong.

She had been at the conference for two days. She had delivered her session on supply chain anomaly detection to a room of about ninety people and answered twelve questions afterward, three of which were good. She had eaten adequately. She had slept six hours the first night and five the second, which was not her baseline but was acceptable for a conference. She had exchanged thirty-one business cards and would follow up on four of them. The trip had been, by every metric she typically applied, unremarkable and worthwhile.

She texted Daniel when the car turned onto their street.

Five minutes out.

He replied immediately. Perfect timing. Just finished.

She looked at the message for a moment, then put her phone in her coat pocket. This was normal. He was almost always home before her, and he almost always had dinner ready, and he almost always texted her something like this. The data was consistent with itself.

The house looked the same as it always looked when she came home in November: the small front garden in its end-of-season state, the porch light already on because Daniel set it to come on at four-thirty, the window of the front room casting yellow light across the path. She thanked the driver, took her bags, and walked up to the door.

Daniel opened it before she reached the step.

This was also normal. He had heard her on the path—the porch boards had a particular sound, and he had always been attuned to it. But something in the rhythm was different. Not wrong. She did not have a word for it yet. He was already in the doorway, already smiling, and his arms came around her in the way they always did when she came home from a trip, pulling her close with the ease of someone who had done this a thousand times and still meant it.

The hug landed half a second too fast.

She counted time by instinct, the way others read body language. A normal welcome-home hug had a particular tempo: the approach, the arrival, the settling. His had arrived before the settling. As if he had been waiting closer to the door than he usually would stand. As if the waiting had wound something tighter than normal.

She returned the hug. She did not analyze it in real time. She simply noted it: a deviation, small and unclassified, and moved past it.

"How was the last session?" he asked, stepping back to let her in.

"Adequate. Good questions at the end." She set her bags down in the hall and looked around the entryway in the way she always did when she came home from anywhere: a quick, total inventory. The same coats on the hooks. The same stack of mail on the console table. The small blue bowl they kept keys in, both sets present.

"Seattle weather?"

"It rained."

"Of course it did." He took her coat before she had fully shrugged it off, an automatic gesture, and hung it on the third hook from the left, where it always went. "Dinner's ready. Nothing complicated—I found the pasta in the back of the cupboard."

"Which pasta?"

"The pappardelle."

"That's been there since March."

"It was within date." He was already moving toward the kitchen. She followed, pulling the elastic from her hair and setting it on the console table beside the mail. The house smelled like garlic and something herby, rosemary or thyme, and the kitchen was warm the way it got when the stovetop had been running for a while.

She stopped at the doorway and looked at the thermostat.

She did this every time she came home. Not from anxiety. It was a maintenance habit, checking the systems she maintained, the way she checked anything she was responsible for. The smart home thermostat was set to display the current temperature alongside the target, and she had set the target at 21°C for this time of year, this time of evening.

The display read 19°C.

She looked at it for one second, two. The display was not malfunctioning. The sensor was calibrated, she had calibrated it herself two months ago. The temperature in the house was two degrees below her preference.

Not two degrees below what Daniel preferred—he ran warmer than she did, and his preference was always to drop the temperature when he first came in from outside. He had always done this. She had always raised it back when she arrived. The pattern was so established that the smart home had, over two years, begun to learn it: her arrival would trigger an automatic increment of one degree, and she would manually add one more, and this would result in the target temperature.

But the system had not incremented. And the display read 19°C.

Which meant the system had either failed to log her arrival—unlikely, the door sensor was the most reliable component in the array—or the incrementation had not been triggered.

Or the system had been accessed since she left, and the settings had been altered.

She looked at it for one more second, then turned away. Daniel was at the stove. The pasta water was already drained. She picked up the glass he had set out for her and filled it from the tap.

"Did you mess with the thermostat?" she asked. Her voice was even. She had not decided yet whether the question mattered.

"I turned it down when I got home." He turned to look at her. "Habit. I forget you keep it up when you're traveling."

"I don't keep it anywhere different."

"I mean you haven't been home to raise it."

She considered this. It was a reasonable explanation. It was the correct explanation, in every ordinary circumstance. He had come home, he had turned the thermostat down two degrees from her setting of 21°C to his preference of 19°C, and the smart home's arrival trigger had not re-incremented because she had not been home to trigger it. The system had behaved correctly. Daniel had behaved in the way he always behaved.

She drank her water and watched him finish plating the pasta.

"Good trip overall?" he asked.

"Yes. I need to follow up with someone from the SoCal consortium about the supply chain paper. Otherwise it was productive."

"Did you eat enough?"

"I ate appropriately."

He laughed—the easy, uncalibrated laugh she had always associated with him being genuinely amused rather than socially lubricated. "I know what that means."

"It means I ate."

"Sit down."

She sat. The kitchen table was the same as she had left it: her usual place setting to the left of center, because she was left-handed and they had worked this out years ago, the small wooden salt box at the top, the cloth napkins folded in thirds. She unfolded hers and set it in her lap and looked at the bowl of pasta he put in front of her.

Everything was in order. Everything was correct.

She was aware, at a register just below conscious attention, that she was running an inventory. That she was looking at her own kitchen the way she looked at a new dataset: systematically, from the top, noting the shape of things against the shape she expected them to have. She recognized this as a habit that could shade into something she did not want it to be. She set the awareness aside.

"There was a power flicker while you were gone," Daniel said, sitting down across from her. "Tuesday night, I think. The living room lamps blinked."

"Was anything affected?"

"I don't think so. The router rebooted itself."

She set down her fork. The motion was small and deliberate, and she picked it up again immediately, so it did not look like anything. "How long was it down?"

"A few minutes. Maybe five. I wasn't really paying attention." He twirled pasta around his fork in the untidy, practiced way he always did. "I checked your plants. The humidifier didn't lose its settings."

She thanked him. She ate the pasta, which was good—not his best, but good. They talked about the conference, about a news story he had been following, about a problem with the car he thought he should have looked at. The conversation was the same conversation they always had when she came home from a trip: easy, undemanding, catching up in the incremental way of two people who kept each other current but did not require drama to feel connected.

After dinner he cleared the table and she went to the spare room to put her carry-on away. She did not take out her laptop. She was tired, and the sensible thing was to rest.

She opened the carry-on to pull out her toiletry bag, and she saw the small external backup drive she carried to every conference, tucked into the front pocket the way she always kept it, black and the size of a deck of cards. She picked it up, turned it over. It looked the same as it always looked.

She plugged it into the spare room desktop to verify the backup had synced correctly during the flight. This was habit. She did it every time she traveled, cross-checking the backup against the master copy on the home server to confirm nothing had dropped.

The sync log opened. She scrolled to the summary.

The total file size was 4 megabytes larger on the drive than on the server.

She read this three times. 4.3 MB, specifically: the drive showed 4.3 MB more data than the corresponding directory on the home server. This was either a sync error—the kind of thing that happened when a session was interrupted mid-transfer—or it meant the drive had data that was not on the server. She checked the timestamp of the last successful sync: two nights ago, during the conference. The sync had completed. The log reported no errors.

4.3 MB. Not a lot. A few photos, a folder of documents, a short video. Small enough to be nothing. Large enough to be something.

She closed the sync log. She did not investigate further tonight. She plugged the drive back in to let it finish a fresh sync and went to the bathroom to wash her face.

Later, lying in the dark beside Daniel—he had fallen asleep quickly, the way he always did, with his arm across the pillows in the loose, unself-conscious sprawl of someone who was comfortable in his own bed—she ran the items in sequence, the way she ran anomalies in her work. Not analysis. Inventory.

The hug, half a second too fast. The thermostat at 19°C. The router reboot from the power flicker. The 4.3 MB discrepancy on the backup drive.

She assigned each one a probability. The hug: high probability of nothing, she had been tired and he had been eager, the timing was inside normal variation. The thermostat: clear and simple explanation, she accepted it. The router reboot: consistent with the power flicker, no anomaly. The backup drive discrepancy: most likely a sync interruption from the router reboot, artifact of the flicker, would resolve on re-sync.

There was no pattern here. There was a list of small, ordinary things that had found each other in her mind because she was tired and because coming home from travel always made her attend more closely to her own space, the way a person noticed their house more on return than in residence.

She recognized this. She named it. She let it go.

She did not go to sleep for another two hours.
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