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  For the people who wrote the report. Who filed it correctly, followed the process, waited for the response, and received, in return, an acknowledgment and a direction to continue monitoring.

Who continued monitoring. Who wrote it again.

This is for the version of you that did not stop asking even when stopping would have been the easier thing and no one would have blamed you for it.

You were right about the problem. That has always mattered. Even when it did not feel like it. Especially then.
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This book began with a question I could not answer and ended with the same question, which tells me I was writing about the right thing.

To the people who work quietly inside institutions, raising concerns through the correct channels, watching those channels produce the wrong results, and showing up again the next morning: Diane is for you.

To everyone who has ever been told to continue monitoring when what the situation required was something else entirely: I heard you.

And to the readers who will sit with the silence of this novel and resist the comfort of a clean resolution: thank you for being the kind of person who can hold two true things at the same time.

That is the only kind of person this story knows how to trust.
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The first thing she is aware of is the light.

Not sunlight. Something colder and more deliberate, the flat blue-white glow of screens, many of them, close and far, bouncing off marble and concrete and the still surface of a puddle near her left hand. She is on the ground. She registers this without urgency, the way you register weather. The ground is paved. There are cracks in it running northeast to southwest, she can see them because the light is very good, better than it has any right to be at what her body tells her is early morning, except her body is also telling her almost nothing else, so she files that detail carefully and moves on.

She sits up.

The plaza around her is wide and federal in its proportions, the kind of space designed more for photographs than for people. Broad paving stones in grey and pale granite. Young trees planted at measured intervals, their roots caged in iron grates set flush with the ground. Flagpoles without flags. A reflecting pool that is not running, its surface flat and dark and holding the glow of the screens around it like a second sky. In every direction there are buildings, federal and monumental, all stone and glass, and in every window and on every outdoor screen and on the sides of what she can now see are four large public display panels mounted at the corners of the plaza, the same image is playing.

She stands.

Her legs work. She notes this. Her hands are not shaking. She notes this also. There is no pain anywhere in her body that she can locate and she finds this more unsettling than pain would have been, because pain would have explained something about how she came to be on the ground in an empty federal plaza at what her body, with its limited remaining reliability, is suggesting is somewhere around six in the morning.

She turns to face the nearest screen.

A corridor. Institutional, fluorescent-lit, the walls painted the particular shade of off-white that exists only in government buildings and federal facilities, the colour of decisions made in rooms without windows. A timestamp in the bottom right corner reads 06:03. The footage is high-resolution and the camera angle is slightly elevated, pointed downward from the left corner of the corridor ceiling, the way security cameras always are in buildings where access is controlled and events need to be reconstructable. She can see a door at the end of the corridor. She can see a keypad beside the door. She can see a woman standing at the keypad.

The woman’s back is to the camera. She is wearing a dark jacket, the kind with no particular style, functional, the sort you wear when you are going somewhere before anyone else arrives. Her hair is pulled back but not carefully, the way you pull your hair back when appearance is not relevant to what you are about to do. Her hands are at the keypad. She is entering something. A code. Her posture is straight. There is nothing in the set of her shoulders or the angle of her head that reads as hesitation.

She watches the woman enter the code.

The door opens.

The woman walks through it.

The timestamp reads 06:04.

The screen goes dark for two seconds. Then it resets. 06:03. The corridor. The woman. The code. The door. 06:04. Dark. 06:03.

She stands in the plaza and watches it loop three times before she looks away. Then she turns and looks at the screen on the far panel, forty metres north, and it is the same footage at the same point in its cycle. She turns east. Same. She turns south and there is a building there with what must be a lobby full of screens because the light from inside it pulses in the same rhythm, same interval, same two seconds of dark before the reset.

She counts the reset interval more carefully. Eleven minutes of footage. Two seconds of dark. Eleven minutes. Two seconds.

She walks to the nearest panel and stands close enough to see the timestamp numbers clearly. She watches the whole eleven minutes from the beginning. The corridor is empty when the footage starts. It remains empty for four minutes and twelve seconds. Then the woman enters from the left side of frame, walking at a pace that is purposeful but not rushed. She reaches the keypad. She enters the code. The door opens. She walks through.

The footage does not follow her through the door.

In the remaining six minutes and forty-eight seconds of the clip the corridor is empty again. The lights do not change. Nothing moves. The camera continues to record an empty corridor until the timestamp reaches 06:14, and then the screen goes dark, and then it is 06:03 again.

She takes a step back.

She is looking for the thing she knows she has to look for, even though some part of her, the part that is managing her body temperature and her breathing and the steadiness of her hands, would prefer she not look for it yet.

She waits until the woman enters the frame again and she watches the woman’s hands at the keypad. The fingers. The movement. Then she looks at her own hands. Then she looks at the screen. Then she looks at her own hands again.

She has a small scar at the base of the right thumb, a thin crescent, old and white, that you would only notice if you were looking for it. The woman in the footage has the same scar at the base of the right thumb. She can see it because the camera resolution is excellent and the corridor lighting is clinical and the woman’s jacket has short enough cuffs that her wrists are visible as she reaches for the keypad.

She stands with this for a moment.

Then she says, out loud, to no one, because there is no one: “All right.”

Her voice is steady. She is pleased to find this, in the way you are pleased when a piece of equipment you were uncertain about turns out to be functioning correctly. She says it again, softer. “All right.” It sounds like the beginning of a checklist. Maybe that is what it is.

She does not know her name.

She discovers this now, reaching for it the way you reach for something in a familiar pocket, and finding the pocket is not there, and then standing with that absence and understanding that it is larger than it first appeared. She does not know her name. She does not know how she came to be in this plaza. She does not know what city she is in, though the architecture is unmistakably federal, unmistakably Washington, the stone and the scale and the geometry of a city built to mean something from above, and she can construct a partial answer to that last one from the shapes of the buildings alone. She does not know what day it is. She does not know what the footage is or why it is playing on every screen in this plaza or why the woman in it has her scar.

These are the things she does not know.

She turns her attention to the things she does.

She knows how to stand. She knows how to breathe at the correct rate. She knows that the stone under her feet is Vermont granite, common in federal construction from the early twentieth century onward, and she knows this the way she knows which direction water flows, without being able to account for the knowing. She knows that a security camera at that angle in that corridor suggests a high-security interior area, probably server infrastructure or classified records, because that angle is chosen specifically to capture both the individual at the keypad and the keypad itself, a dual verification that is only worth the expense in areas where access events need to be both recorded and reconstructed.

She knows that the woman in the footage is pressing each key with the same pressure and the same interval. Not entering a code from memory with the small variations in timing that come from genuine recall. Entering it the way you enter something you have entered hundreds of times, until it has become a physical habit rather than a cognitive one. Until your fingers know it before your mind does.

She knows this because she recognises the movement.

She knows it from the inside.

She walks the perimeter of the plaza. She does this in a deliberate way, not pacing, measuring. The plaza is approximately two hundred metres on each side, which means she is somewhere close to but not precisely in its centre. The reflecting pool in the middle is dry and has been dry long enough for a fine layer of grit and dust to settle on the basin floor, carried in by the wind off the Mall. The trees are bare-branched, the season somewhere in the grey ambiguity between late fall and early winter, but alive, the bark dark with recent moisture, which means rain has come in the past few days at least.

The city is quiet.

She stops walking.

It is not the quiet of early morning, which has a texture to it, an anticipatory quality, the low hum of a city getting ready to start. This is a different quiet. She stands and listens and there are no vehicles on Constitution Avenue, which she can see from the south edge of the plaza, six lanes of road completely empty. No Metro sounds from underground. No helicopters, which over Washington is its own category of wrongness, there are always helicopters over Washington, agency flights and news crews and restricted airspace transits, always something overhead. There is none of that. There is the sound of wind moving across the open plaza and the sound of the footage cycling on the screens and nothing else.

She counts the screens she can see from her current position. Eleven. Seven outdoor panels, two lobby windows in the building to the east, two interior screens visible through the glass of what appears to be a visitor centre to the west. All playing the same footage. All cycling at the same interval.

She wonders briefly how far this extends. Whether the next block over also has every screen playing the same eleven minutes. Whether you could walk far enough in any direction to find a screen showing something different.

She decides she will find out. But not yet.

She goes back to the nearest panel and watches the footage one more time, this time tracking different things. The woman enters at four minutes twelve. She reaches the keypad at four minutes thirty-one. Nineteen seconds to walk from the left edge of frame to the keypad. She enters the code and the door opens at five minutes nine. Thirty-eight seconds to enter the code. That is a long time for a code entry. The average person entering a memorised pin of six to eight digits takes between four and nine seconds. Thirty-eight seconds suggests something longer. Or something more complex. A passphrase rather than a numeric code. A biometric component with a secondary sequence. A multi-stage federal authentication protocol.

The woman walks through the door at five minutes fourteen. Five seconds to push the door open and step through. She does not look back at the camera.

The door closes.

She watches the empty corridor for the remaining six minutes and forty-eight seconds. She watches it closely, now that she has the movements catalogued. She is watching for variations. Whether anything in the environment changes between the moment the woman enters and the moment the footage ends. She is watching because sometimes what matters is not the event but what the event displaces.

Nothing changes. The corridor remains a corridor. At 06:14 the screen goes dark.

She looks down at her own clothing. Dark trousers, flat shoes practical enough for walking, a jacket. The jacket has an inside pocket and she checks it now. Empty. The outer pockets: empty on the left, and on the right a folded piece of paper and what feels like a keycard. She takes them out and looks at them.

The keycard is plain. A pale grey colour, no agency logo, no name, no visible number. A magnetic strip on the back and a small chip embedded in the front. The kind of card that tells you nothing about what it opens but that has the weight and finish of a federally issued access credential rather than a hotel room key.

The paper is a printed map. A section of streets she can identify immediately as northwest Washington, the grid of lettered and numbered streets interrupted by the diagonal avenues, Pennsylvania and Constitution and Independence. No title or legend, but a route marked in blue ink that has bled slightly into the paper, suggesting it was drawn some time ago. The route ends at a star, also in blue ink, at what appears to be a residential building four blocks north and two blocks east of her current position. She can triangulate her current position because the map includes the plaza she is standing in, which is marked but not labelled, and which she can now, looking south toward the long grey rectangle of the Mall and the distant pale spike of the Washington Monument just visible through the morning haze, confirm without difficulty.

She is in Washington D.C.

She has known this. The granite and the geometry and the scale of the buildings told her within thirty seconds of waking. It is still different to have it confirmed by landmarks. Washington. She stands with the name of the city and waits to see if anything attaches to it. Any street she loves, any route she drives, any place she goes on Sunday mornings before the city fills up.

Nothing attaches.

She refolds the map along its original creases and puts it and the keycard back in her pocket. She checks her remaining pockets and finds nothing else. No phone. No keys beyond the keycard. No identification. No wallet.

She looks at the footage again. She does this the way you return to a piece of evidence you have already catalogued, not because you think you missed something but because you want to confirm that what you saw is still what you see, that it is stable, that it does not change on second viewing. It does not change. The woman enters. The woman enters the code. The woman goes through the door.

She counts the screens again. Eleven.

She thinks about the word radius. The specific quality of a space that has a centre and an edge. She has been in this plaza since she woke and she does not yet know whether the plaza is the centre or whether she is, whether the footage is playing everywhere in this part of the city or only within a certain distance of this particular dry reflecting pool.

She walks north.

She walks slowly because she is paying attention to the screens as she goes. The panel at the north end of the plaza: the footage. The lobby of the first federal building on the street beyond the plaza, its glass front revealing a bank of monitors at the security desk: the footage. A mounted screen on the exterior wall of what appears to be a parking enforcement kiosk: the footage. She continues north, counting. The second building. The third. A large outdoor advertising panel on the corner, the kind that usually cycles through tourism promotions and transit announcements: the footage, playing at a scale that makes the woman at the keypad very large, her hands enormous, the scar at the base of the right thumb visible from fifteen metres away.

She stops.

She looks at her own thumb.

She looks at the enormous hand on the screen.

She turns around and walks back the way she came, counting the screens in the opposite direction, south this time, past the plaza, down the wide empty road that leads away from the federal buildings toward the Mall. A screen in the window of a closed gift shop near the museum entrance, small and tourist-oriented and still plugged into something, still powered, playing the footage at a quality that makes it slightly pixelated but entirely recognisable.

She continues south until she reaches a point where the screens stop.

There is a clear boundary. The gift shop has the footage. Twenty metres further south there is a larger screen mounted outside one of the Smithsonian buildings, switched on, and this screen is showing a static image, a frozen frame from whatever it was displaying when the Silence came, a promotional graphic for an exhibition that will not open now. She stands on the pavement between the two screens, the footage behind her and the frozen promotional image ahead, and she estimates the distance back to the plaza.

Close to four hundred metres. Maybe four hundred and twenty.

She turns around and walks east to check the boundary there, and then west, and in each direction she finds roughly the same distance from the plaza before the screens change, before the footage gives way to static or frozen images or simply dark screens that have lost power. A circle of approximately four hundred metres in which every functioning screen is playing the same eleven minutes.

She stands in the centre of the plaza, at the dry reflecting pool.

She is inside a circle approximately four hundred metres in radius. Every screen inside the circle is playing eleven minutes of footage showing a woman with her scar entering a code at a keypad at 06:03. The footage loops every eleven minutes and two seconds. It has presumably been looping since 06:03 on whatever morning this is, which means the number of times it has looped since then depends on how much time has passed, which she does not know because she does not have a phone or a watch and the sky is the uniform grey of a Washington winter and is giving her nothing useful.

She sits on the edge of the reflecting pool basin.

She watches the footage on the nearest panel from this distance, the woman reduced to a small figure in a bright rectangle, performing the same action in the same way, entering the code, going through the door, and then the long empty corridor, and then the dark, and then the same action again.

She is not afraid. She examines this, the way you press a bruise to understand its extent. She is not afraid. She is not calm in the way that calm usually presents, with looseness in the shoulders and slow breathing. She is something else. She is organised. She is running a process, or multiple processes, and they are taking up the available space where fear would otherwise be, and she is aware that this is not a permanent state but a temporary one, that the organisation is doing work that will eventually stop needing to be done, and then there will be room for whatever is underneath it.

She is not in any hurry to find out what is underneath it.

She has a map with a route marked on it. She has a keycard that opens something. She has approximately four hundred metres of screens all showing her the same thing, which is herself, or a version of herself that existed before this morning, entering a door she does not remember.

She looks at the footage.

She has watched the clip enough times now that she can see it in the dark of her eyelids if she closes them: the corridor, the timestamp, the woman, the hands, the scar. She can construct the eleven minutes from memory with reasonable accuracy. She does not need the screen anymore.

She still watches it. She watches it because it is the only thing in this plaza that is moving, the only thing with sequence and causation, something happening and then something else happening as a result. The rest of the plaza is static. The city around her is static. The screens are moving, the footage is moving, and she finds she is anchored to it the way you are anchored to the one light source in a dark room.

The woman goes through the door.

The corridor is empty.

The screen goes dark.

The woman enters frame from the left.

She watches the reset. She watches the woman walk those nineteen seconds from the edge of frame to the keypad. She watches the thirty-eight seconds of code entry and notes again that this is too long for a standard pin. She watches the door open. She watches the woman step through without looking back.

She picks up the map from her pocket and unfolds it again. She traces the route marked in blue ink with her finger, from the plaza where she is sitting, north and then northeast, to the star marked at the end of the route.

She does not know what is at the star. She knows she has a keycard in her pocket and she knows she can feel, when she holds it, something that is not quite recognition but is adjacent to it. The weight of it in her hand is familiar. That is all.

She refolds the map.

She looks at the footage one more time.

The woman at the keypad does not hesitate. In thirty-eight seconds of code entry she makes no errors, no pauses, no corrections. Whatever she is entering she knows by hand, not by mind, the way you know a route you have driven so many times that your body makes the turns before you think about them.

She puts the map back in her pocket.

She stands up from the pool’s edge and her legs are steady and her hands are not shaking and the footage is playing on eleven screens around her and the city beyond the four-hundred-metre circle is silent in a way she has not yet fully categorised because she has been busy with other things, with the footage, with the map, with the measurement of the circle, and she is aware that the silence is waiting for her, that it will require its own examination in time, but not yet.

She adjusts the jacket. She checks her pocket for the map and the keycard. She looks north, in the direction the map’s blue ink route begins.

She says out loud, to no one, “All right,” and she means it differently this time, less like the beginning of a checklist and more like permission.

She starts to walk.

Behind her, on eleven screens, the woman enters the corridor. Walks nineteen seconds to the keypad. Enters the code. Walks through the door.

The corridor is empty.

The screen goes dark.
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The route on the map takes her north.

She walks it the way she has been doing everything since she stood up from the reflecting pool: steadily, paying attention, not hurrying. The streets outside the circle are wide and federal in their planning, the kind of streets that exist to move large numbers of people between important buildings with the minimum of confusion, broad sidewalks and traffic lights timed for volume and buildings set back from the road with the deliberate authority of a city that was designed to look permanent from the first day. She has been in cities like this before. She knows this the way she knows the Vermont granite under her feet, without being able to say when or where or under what circumstances she learned it.

The city is empty.

She had known this from inside the circle, from the quality of the silence, but she had been busy inside the circle and had not given the emptiness her full attention. Now she gives it her full attention and she understands that empty is not the right word, not precisely. The city is present. Everything is where it should be. Cars are parked along the side streets in the patient way that parked cars have, not abandoned, parked, as though their owners stepped away briefly and will return. The shop fronts are intact. A coffee shop on the corner has its door propped open with a rubber wedge, the way you prop a door when you are taking a delivery and expect to be back in two minutes. A paper cup sits on the top of a trash can with a plastic lid still on it, the contents long cold, the sleeve still dry enough to read the handwritten order on its side.

She does not read the name on the sleeve. She is not ready for that yet.

There are no people.

She walks for seven minutes before she finds the first evidence of interrupted life that stops her. A dog, a medium-sized brown dog of no particular breed, sitting on the steps of a townhouse with its leash still attached to the railing, the leash fully extended, the dog at the end of its reach, sitting with the patience of an animal that has been waiting long enough to stop expecting and has arrived at something beyond expectation. The dog looks at her. She looks at the dog. The dog is thin but not critically so, which means it has found water somewhere, or rain has come recently enough, and this tells her something about the timeline she has not yet been able to establish.

She walks to the dog and she crouches and she lets it smell her hand and it does, and then it leans its head against her knee with the weight of an animal that has been alone for a significant amount of time.

She stays there for a moment longer than is strictly necessary.

Then she stands and she checks the water bowl on the top step, which is empty, and she looks at the door of the townhouse, which is closed, and she tries the handle and it opens and she goes inside and she finds the kitchen and she fills the bowl from the tap and she brings it out and puts it on the step and the dog drinks from it with the focused urgency of real thirst.

She checks the map. She is still on the correct route.

She walks on.

The route the map gives her takes her through a residential block of the kind that exists in the northwest quadrant of Washington, rowhouses in dark brick with white trim, shallow front gardens behind low iron fences, the kind of neighbourhood that has been expensive for long enough that it no longer needs to announce it. The trees here are older than the ones near the federal plaza, their roots more insistent on the sidewalk, the canopy in summer she imagines substantial, but now in the grey of the season bare and structural against the sky, the branches holding the light rather than filtering it.

She reads the map again.

One more turn. Left at the intersection ahead, and then the star is on the right side of the street, mid-block.

She makes the turn.

The street is narrower, more private in character, the rowhouses here slightly larger and set further back, with proper front steps and window boxes that in another season would have something growing in them and are now empty and waiting. She counts the buildings from the corner. The star on the map puts her at the fifth building on the right side of the street.

She slows as she approaches it.

The building is a three-story rowhouse in the same dark brick as its neighbours, with a black front door and a keypad entry system mounted beside it, the kind installed at some point in the last decade to replace a conventional lock, a small screen and a card reader and a numeric pad. There are three names on the intercom panel beside the entry system but she does not read them yet. She is aware of something happening in her body as she stands on the sidewalk in front of this building, something below the level of thought, a small adjustment in the quality of her attention, a slight slowing of pace that she did not instruct.

She knows this building.

Not the way she has known other things this morning, from the outside, by inference, by the application of knowledge she cannot remember acquiring. She knows this one from somewhere closer. The specific angle of the front steps, three steps with a slight list to the left that someone has filled with concrete at some point and not quite corrected. The window box on the second floor with a dead plant in it that she can see has been dead long enough to become structural, its stems hardened into something that will be there in spring if spring comes.

Her feet have already started up the front steps before she has consciously decided to climb them.

She stands at the keypad.

She takes the card from her pocket and holds it against the reader and the small screen wakes and considers and then the door clicks and she pushes it open.

The entry hall inside is dim, a single overhead light on a timer that clicks on when she enters. Mailboxes on the left wall, three of them. Stairs ahead leading up. The floor is hardwood, old and dark and well maintained, the kind of floor that has been refinished enough times to carry the marks of its history in a way that is pleasant rather than shabby. There is an umbrella stand near the door with two umbrellas in it. She looks at the umbrellas. Black, both of them, the collapsible kind that fit in a bag. One is slightly larger than the other.

She looks away from the umbrellas.

The smell of the building reaches her now that she is inside it. Old wood and something that has been cooked in the past few days, not recently but recently enough to still be present at the edges of the air, something with onion and warmth in it, and underneath those things a smell that is closer and more specific, a soap or a lotion, something with a light clean scent that is neither floral nor chemical but somewhere between the two.

She stands in the entry hall and breathes it and something in her chest does a thing she cannot name. Not pain. Adjacent to pain. The way a sound can be adjacent to a frequency you can hear without quite being audible itself.

She climbs the stairs.

The map does not tell her which floor. Her feet take the first flight without hesitation and stop on the second floor landing in front of a door with a brass number two on it and a small mat in front of it that says nothing, no welcome, no instruction, just a plain mat in a sensible dark colour for wiping feet.

She tries the keycard on the door.

The lock disengages.

She pushes the door open.

The apartment is dark, the curtains drawn on every window, and the smell is stronger here, this is the source of it, this is where it lives. She stands in the doorway for a moment and then she finds the light switch on the wall to her left, reaches for it without looking, her hand going to exactly the right spot on the wall at exactly the right height, and turns on the light.

The apartment is one large main room with a kitchen along the left wall and a living area that has been arranged around a desk rather than around a sofa, the desk the largest and most central piece of furniture in the room, a good desk, solid wood, with a task lamp and a laptop and a notepad on it, and around it the supporting infrastructure of a person whose life is organised around work. A sofa against the far wall with a reading lamp beside it and a stack of books on the floor next to it rather than on a shelf, the kind of stack that means you are reading all of them at once and have stopped pretending otherwise. A low coffee table with a coaster on it and a ring stain beneath the coaster that is older than the coaster, suggesting the coaster was acquired after the habit was already established.

Everything is tidy in the way that things are tidy when the person who keeps them tidy has not been there for a while. There is no active disorder, no jacket thrown over a chair, no dishes in the sink. But there is also no current life, no coat on the hook by the door, no keys on the counter, no sense of someone about to return.

She walks to the desk first.

The notepad on it has handwriting on the top sheet. She looks at the handwriting. Dense, compressed, the kind of handwriting that has been trained smaller than it wanted to be by years of writing in margins and on small notepads in meetings. Lists, mostly, items prioritised by a numbering system in the left margin, a system of her own invention she can see, with sub-items indicated by letters and further sub-items by small dashes. The handwriting leans very slightly to the right. She looks at it for a long moment and then she picks up the pen beside the notepad, a plain black ballpoint, government-issue quality, not expensive, reliable, and she signs her name in the top corner of the page.

She has written nothing. Her hand made a shape and stopped.

She does not know her name.

She puts the pen down in the exact position she found it. She stands at the desk and she looks at the handwriting on the notepad and she tries again to reach for her name, and again the reaching finds nothing, not a block, not a locked door, but an absence, the architectural absence of a thing that has been removed rather than hidden, the way a load-bearing wall that has been taken out leaves a room that is structurally wrong in a way you can feel before you can identify.

She turns away from the desk.

She looks at the kitchen.

It is efficient and small, the kitchen of a person who cooks enough to be competent and not enough to require more space than this. A drip coffee maker with a glass carafe. A knife block with good knives, the kind that have been sharpened enough times to have lost a millimetre of width. A dish rack beside the sink with nothing in it. Shelves with provisions, organised not alphabetically but by frequency of use, the things reached for most often at eye level, the things used occasionally above and below. She reads the shelves without moving toward them. Ground coffee. A row of canned goods. Pasta in three shapes. Olive oil and a pepper grinder and a salt cellar that is the old-fashioned kind, ceramic with a wooden lid.

Her eyes move to the counter beside the sink.

There is a mug on it.

It is a large mug, the kind that holds a serious amount of coffee, ceramic in a deep navy blue glaze with a handle that is slightly thicker than standard, the kind of handle you choose when you pick up a mug in a shop because it fits your hand correctly. It has been washed and left to air dry. She can see the watermarks on the outside where it was not towelled off but set on the counter to dry on its own, which is a small habit, the habit of a person who dries the dishes that need drying and leaves the rest.

Across the side of the mug, in white lettering that is slightly uneven, the unevenness of something hand-applied rather than factory-printed, it says Diane.

She crosses the kitchen in three steps and picks it up.

She holds it in both hands.

The weight of it is correct. That is the first thing. The weight is not just familiar in the way that things can be familiar without meaning anything personal. It is correct in the way that only your own things are correct, the things you have used enough times that the fit between you and the object has become specific, irreducible, not interchangeable with any other mug of the same size and material.

Diane.

She says it once. Quietly. To the kitchen.

It lands the way your name lands when someone who knows you well says it, with the texture of being known, with the weight of having been said many times in many tones, some professional and some impatient and some warm and some, she thinks, with the particular quality of someone saying your name when they are relieved to see you, or frightened for you, or both.

She says it again. Diane. Testing whether it will open anything.

Some things shift. Not memories, not images or sequences or faces. Textures. The physical memory of sitting for long periods in front of a screen in a room with air conditioning set too cold. The sensation of a lanyard around her neck, the specific weight of a federal ID badge. The way a particular kind of institutional coffee tastes at seven in the morning when you have been in the building since six and the first pot has been sitting on the burner too long. These things arrive not as memories but as sensations, residue, the physical record of a repeated life.

She puts the mug down.

She goes to the bedroom.

It is at the back of the apartment, a room of modest size with a bed that has been made with the same functional neatness as everything else, no decorative elements, just a pillow and a folded blanket, a nightstand with a lamp and a glass of water that has been there long enough to be room temperature and to have collected a faint trace of dust on its surface. A closet along one wall. A dresser. A window with the curtain drawn.

She opens the closet.

The clothes inside are hers. She knows this before she touches them. Dark colours, mostly navy and charcoal and black, with a few things in grey. Several blazers of the same practical cut as the jacket she is wearing, the kind with interior pockets and no particular fashion commitment, chosen for utility and a kind of anonymous professionalism. Dress trousers on hangers. Folded sweaters on the shelf. Shoes on the floor in a row, flat and practical, good leather, the kind bought for people who stand and walk on hard floors for long hours.

She closes the closet.

She opens the top drawer of the dresser.

Inside: folded things, and beneath them a torch, a small one, a spare set of keys on a plain ring with no fobs or tags, a compact first aid kit, a backup battery for a phone she does not have, and at the back of the drawer, under a folded scarf in dark green, a federal government identification card in a plastic sleeve.

She picks it up.

The photograph is her. She can confirm this even without a mirror to compare against, because she has been watching the footage long enough to have assembled a partial picture of her own face from the angles the camera offered, the jaw, the forehead, the set of the eyes, and the photograph is consistent with what she has assembled.

She reads the card.

Price, Diane Ellen.

Below the name, in smaller type: Office of AI Systems Oversight. Department of Homeland Security.

Below that: a staff identification number. A clearance level indicator she recognises as significant without being able to immediately articulate why. An expiration date that has not yet passed.

She looks at the clearance level indicator for a long time.

Then she reads the department name again. Office of AI Systems Oversight.

She says it quietly, not as a question. Office of AI Systems Oversight. It arrives in her mouth with the ease of something said many times, the specific rhythm of an institutional name you have given out on the phone and written at the top of documents and introduced yourself with in rooms full of people who were either very interested in what you did or very uninterested in discussing it with you, and rarely anything in between.

She puts the identification card in her jacket pocket.

She goes back to the main room and she sits in the desk chair and it fits her in the way that a chair fits when you have sat in it enough times















































