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Foreword
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What you’re holding is not a dystopia. It is something rarer: a civic manual smuggled into a novel, a story that asks a simple question and then refuses to let the room sit down until it answers—Who owns the present?

The city in The Present Tense looks like ours after a few design meetings and one bad storm. Its screens are polite; its policies speak in reasonable fonts. Time itself is metered: “stability hours” constrain what can be live; an algorithmic armor—Loop v2—prefers a buffered, finalized past to the noisy, interruptive now. In that world, live minutes are scarce oxygen. They can be taxed, throttled, or dressed up as “Trusted” and delivered later, shinier, softer, safer.

Against that softly totalizing system stands a set of very human techniques. A public librarian who knows that names are infrastructure. A nurse who recognizes that triage is a kind of language. A diner owner for whom soup is policy. A student who discovers that generosity can be taught like arithmetic. And at the center, a neighborhood coordinator—Lena Park—who learns to turn minutes into a commons, not by hacking the network, but by teaching bodies how to hold a window and then let go.

The book’s vocabulary is deliberately physical. Hinge pressure names the strain a person feels while keeping a live “window” open. Triad cadence is a breathing rhythm—twenty seconds on, twelve off—passed across three network anchors so the armor cannot latch. No hero windows is both a safety rule and a politics. These phrases are the author’s way of keeping the reader at the right altitude: close enough to feel the pulse, far enough to see the street.

You will also meet Elise Varga, a public servant who understands systems from the inside and insists that archives are not mausoleums but tools. Holding a double-blind position—unable to admit what she knows in the rooms where it would be useful—she slips the recipe to the people who will pay its cost. Her counterpart, Deputy Commissioner Harold Linden, is a study in institutional courage: he is not redeemed by a speech; he’s cornered by facts and chooses the right failure. Around them move Jun Okada, who learns to make journalism smaller and truer; Nico, who designs a curriculum for Scrap Seconds—the minutes we already waste and can learn to donate; and Mama Wei, who turns feeding volunteers into the most enforceable rule in the book: duty to feed.

The plot’s machinery is public and legible: storms; a closure order; a queue of names flagged for “behavioral review”; a hearing held in the open air; an emergency lawsuit filed by the Exchange; a 48-hour clock for writing a law. We have seen versions of all of these. The difference here is that each escalation is answered with something ordinary and disciplined: rotation instead of bravado; a glossary instead of mystique; a dashboard that shows ranges rather than secrets. The novel’s most subversive move is to insist that stopping on time is part of any honest ritual. When the city’s distributed long window is squeezed to forty-seven minutes by grid pressure, Lena closes on her own terms. The act is small, and therefore it is large.

Readers who fear techno-jargon can relax. The book comes with an Incident Appendix after each chapter—brief, documentary snapshots that audit what the fiction has promised. They are not required; they are there if you want the evidence trail that policy people crave. A consolidated glossary lives at the back. You don’t need to memorize any of it to care. But when the story says quiet words—those first-sentence terms (cooling, shelter, EMS) that nudge the whitelist—the idea will land with the right weight because you’ve already seen a nurse use them well.

What I admire most here is the refusal of theatrical victory. When law finally enters the room—through PSR-1, the Public Safety Real-Time Ordinance—it does not solve everything. It does something better. It makes the decent thing legible and enforceable: ten minutes per hour per anchor reserved for public safety; community real-time redline that bans ads, sponsorships, and data capture; dashboards audited by people whose jobs smell like public; donations decriminalized and tax-exempt, the way blood drives and casseroles already are. The armor is not destroyed; it is taught manners. Commerce does not die; it learns where it is not welcome.

Along the way the book does quiet violence to some cherished myths. There is no genius hacker who saves the city at midnight. There is a librarian who lets go at fifty seconds because rules keep people alive. There is no charismatic livestream that makes everyone behave. There are hundreds of True Time minutes—unsponsored, local, specific—each good enough to knit a small place for a short while. There is no manifesto. There is a field guide with six verbs: Open. Hold. Breathe. Say. Stop. Feed.

If you are reading this as a story, you will get a storm, a trial, a vote, and a ritual. If you are reading it as a set of patterns, you will get something stranger and possibly more durable: a way to think about infrastructure that starts with bodies and only then touches code. You will see how a rule like “no hero windows” travels from a training wall to an ordinance section. You will see how a sentence—“We don’t rent the present back to people”—turns into a clause that keeps ads out of a public safety hour. You will understand why a dashboard should publish ranges instead of numbers, and why the right amount of transparency is the amount that curbs abuse without turning optimization into a sport.

There is tenderness, too. Watch what the book does with teaching: teenagers taping a Scrap Seconds flyer to a pole; a crossing guard’s voice becoming policy; the way a minute spoken by a bus captain can re-center a block better than any statement from a polished podium. Watch how often food appears exactly when the narrative might have asked for a speech. Pay attention to the choice to stop. So much of our current storytelling mistakes endurance for wisdom; this one insists on rest as a civic technology.

Does the novel end? It lands. The door is ajar. There is a cable offshore that smells like a future problem. The cities we live in do not get epilogues; they get maintenance schedules. The Present Tense honors that fact. It lets the good guys win just enough to inherit the next chore.

If you’re here for plot, you’ll be served. If you’re here for a way to speak about the politics of attention, you’ll come away with phrases that behave. And if you’re here because you’ve ever felt that the most honest thing a city can do is make room for one unspectacular minute to be itself, then welcome. This book belongs to you already.

One last suggestion before you start: when you reach a passage that feels like instruction, try it in your mouth. Say the cadence. Read the quiet words out loud. Close the window when the rule says stop. You may discover that the present is heavier than it looks—and that, held together, our hands are plenty.
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Chapter 1 — The Thursday Wind
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The wind that came on Thursdays wasn’t the strongest or the cleanest; it was simply the most particular. It lifted napkins off sidewalk tables and carried them a precise two meters before dropping them at the curb, as if reminding the city that nothing went straight anymore. On weeks when allocations were tight and live windows scarce, the Thursday wind arrived early, flicking grit against the glass kiosks and making the public clocks hum a note half a tone off.

Lena Park kept her back to the grit and her hands inside her jacket, thumbs pressing the smooth oval of the ceramic key through the lining. Her wristband read 08:10:12 and beneath that, in smaller numerals edged blue: Live Balance 00:03:41. Not much, but enough for the morning run.

At Dock Eight she bypassed the palm reader with a slot only couriers knew, slid the key home, and felt the machine take a breath like a diver. The blue numerals on her band shaved themselves down.

“Window in three,” the band chirped. “Window in two. Window in one. You are live.”

A square of dockfront woke. Phones along the railing lifted their faces like sunflowers. The ferry captain across the channel glanced up, surprised and grateful, tapping his cap toward the invisible person who had opened his world for twenty-three seconds. A woman in a hard hat used her brief live to submit a safety video that would have been illegal to send later without edits. Two teens took turns shouting compliments at strangers and laughed when strangers cried; nothing hits harder than kindness without lag.

Lena’s dashboard filled with needles—urgent, urgent, urgent—and her filters did their quiet work. They were good filters; she had tuned them on nights she could not sleep to prefer blood over spectacle, bolts over gossip, true emergencies over performance emergencies. She patched a tug’s diagnostics through intact, nudged a bus reroute around a stalled garbage truck before the delay could ripple, granted an ER nurse three seconds to override a formulary lock for a patient seizing in a hallway.

Then a message slid under everything—thin as a fish and twice as quick:

—help it hurts—

Just that. No origin. No tags. No polite metadata for the polite system to file. She reached for it; it slipped.

“Window closed,” the band said. The dock went gray. Screens dozed. The Thursday wind finished with the napkins and turned its attention to Lena’s hair.

She closed her eyes long enough to let the disappointment pass, then pulled the key free and tucked it back into its pocket. The ceramic was warm from the kiosk like a held hand.

“Next stop?” she said.

“Mama Wei’s,” the band replied. “Priority client. Also: you haven’t eaten.”

“Textbook slander,” Lena said, and took the stairs two at a time.

Mama Wei’s diner was a wedge of chrome between a nail salon and a repair shop that swore it could fix any screen, even those designed not to break. It smelled like ginger steam and steel wool. On Thursdays, Mama served jook until it was gone and scolded anyone who pretended to forget the green onions.

“You’re early,” Mama said, not looking up. “That means either good luck or bad planning.”

“Bad planning,” Lena said. “The city decided to wake up at the dock all at once. I opened a window to let it yawn without choking.”

“What it needs is a nap,” Mama said, sliding a bowl toward her. “Sit. He’s in the last booth.”

“He?” Lena asked, but she knew already; news found couriers the way water found low places.

Booth Four held a man who had taught himself to look less earnest than he was and hadn’t yet succeeded. He held a notebook like a small animal he was trying not to frighten, its pages caged by a binder clip. He rose halfway when he saw her.

“Ms. Park? Thank you for—” He gestured at the booth’s quiet as if it were a favor and not a thing Lena had paid for in seconds.

“Lena,” she said, sliding in. “You’re the one who wants to make enemies before breakfast.”

He smiled. It made him handsomer and also less plausible, which might have been the point. “Jun Okada. Freelance for now. If I’m lucky, freelance later. I cover climate and infrastructure, but I’ve started calling it time politics in my pitches. Editors like the phrase. It sounds like a beat and not a mess.”

“It’s both,” Lena said. She let the steam off her bowl fog her face. “What do you need?”

“A live stream from Anchor Nineteen tomorrow at 08:55,” Jun said, as if reciting a pledge. “Twelve minutes minimum. Real-time timestamp, no buffer disguise. I’ve got sources who will only talk if they can see themselves arrive in the city at the same moment they say the thing.”

“Ambitious,” Lena said. “Nineteen is half the harbor. You know what you’re asking buys you attention from everyone who reads dashboards for a living.”

“I do,” Jun said. “They should have attention on them anyway.”

“Some people work better when no one’s watching,” Lena said, cracking the jook’s skin and watching steam pour out like confession. “Where would I find the key I’d need to open a window that size on that anchor?”

Jun unfolded a napkin. The map on it was careful and tentative, like a plan a boy might show a friend over a lunch he’d packed himself: the harbor, the clustered towers of the Exchange, a line of dots along the shore labeled ANCHOR: 17, 18, 19, 20. He tapped Nineteen with his fingernail.

“You don’t have the key,” Lena said.

“No,” he replied. “You’ll pick it up.”

“From whom? A saint? A regulator who owes your mother a favor?”

“Something like that.” He hesitated. “There’s a group inside the Department who think parts of the Act need daylight. They can lend a blue key as long as it comes home. They don’t do handoffs they can’t log, which is why they want a courier. And—” He swallowed. “—because of what I’m trying to show.”

“What is that?” Lena asked. “Headline version.”

“They’re signing a pilot tomorrow that will slow certain neighborhoods below the legal minimum on heat-dome days to keep the Exchange live,” Jun said. “They’ll call it demand smoothing. The neighborhoods are the ones you can guess without reading. My sources will say quiet parts out loud. But the public will need to see the time map while they say them. Live.”

“That’s not a headline,” Lena said. “That’s a country of sentences.”

“I know,” he said. “I’m a soft man trying to do a hard thing with the wrong tool. But I have to try.”

In the kitchen, Mama laughed at something the dishwasher said and clapped once to mark the punchline. Outside, the Thursday wind sat up and wagged its tail for a drone. The key in Lena’s jacket felt like a small, warm animal. —help it hurts— skittered across her mind—less a memory than a nerve the dentist had brushed.

“Why me?” she asked.

“Because you don’t launder seconds for casinos or ad houses,” Jun said. “Because your filters are blue first. Because you returned a blue key once when you could have made it disappear.” He nodded toward the counter. “Because Mama Wei says you tell the truth about what you can’t fix and try to fix it anyway.”

“She talks too much,” Lena said. Her spoon rattled against the bowl just enough for her to register the tremor and clamp it down. “When does your saint want to meet?”

Jun slid a second napkin across the table, smaller and somehow heavier for being almost blank: an address and two words—midnight, alley.

“She doesn’t call herself a saint,” he said. “She calls herself an analyst with insomnia.”

“Those,” Lena said, “are the most dangerous kind.”

He pushed a thick envelope across the table as if bribing a priest. It clinked. “Half now,” he said. “Half on delivery.”

“Put it under the soy sauce,” Lena said. “I’ll take it if I take the job.”

He obeyed, and for a moment seemed young; then he collected himself and offered his hand as though that too needed to be logged. “Thank you for your time. Literally.”

“Go while there’s still a you to go,” Mama called from the kitchen, and he obeyed like a man who had learned to step when the city said step if he wanted to be welcome on Friday.

When he was gone, Lena finished the jook in three greedy bites and returned the bowl. Mama refilled it without asking, set a dish of pickles beside it, then leaned on her elbows and regarded Lena in the haunted mirror behind the counter, where the
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