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  Dedication


For everyone who has ever wondered... 
What if the life I remember isn't the one I actually lived?
May we never stop asking difficult questions, never surrender our curiosity, and never allow convenience to become more valuable than truth.
Because every choice shapes a future.
Every memory tells a story.
And sometimes the greatest act of courage is refusing to let anyone else decide which version of your life survives.
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  Chapter 1: Clean Work


The woman on the couch was crying about an hour that hadn’t happened yet, and Rhys was already forking it. 
He kept his hands off the console and let the edit-core do the work. Under the bench the core ran hot, a fist of black glass wired into the clinic’s spine, and the hum of it climbed a half-step as the fork took. That climb was the only sound in the room that meant anything. When it settled, there were two of the last night running side by side in the machine, identical down to the rain, and only one of them would live.
“You’ll feel a pull,” he said. “Like standing up too fast. Then nothing.”
“That’s it?” Her name was Sennah. She had the raw eyes of someone who’d already decided she was a coward for coming. Undercut clients always did. The Shelf could buy this without ever meeting the person who ran it.
“That’s it. I don’t touch you. I touch the hour.”
She nodded like the words were a railing. Rhys turned back to the readout and let her stop existing to him for a while, because the next part needed all of him and none of her.
The span sat open on the glass. Nine forty to ten forty, last night, her flat two tiers down where the lakebed crust glowed up through the floor seams like something breathing under the concrete. He’d pulled the whole evening to be safe, seven hours of it, but she only wanted the one. She’d said a thing to the man she lived with. Rhys didn’t need to know what. He never asked what. He’d built a career on the exact size of that not-asking.
He scrubbed to nine thirty-eight and watched it once at speed, hands flat on the bench. There they were, the two of them, small and grey in the core’s flat render, moving through a kitchen. There was the moment her shoulders went square. There was her mouth opening. He froze it before the sound.
“I’m going to patch from here,” he said, not to her, to the room, the way a surgeon narrates to no one. “You get quiet instead of loud. You go to bed early. He wakes up tomorrow with a wife who was tired, not a wife who said what you said.”
“Will he know?”
“He won’t have anything to know.”
The honest answer was worse and he didn’t give it. The man wouldn’t know because the man who’d heard her wouldn’t be the man who woke up. That version got closed. Rhys had stopped saying it out loud years ago. You learned to talk about the hour and never about the people inside it, because the people inside it were the part you were being paid not to count.
He built the patch small. That was the whole craft, and the reason people two tiers up paid an Undercut nobody to do it. Amateurs rewrote the fight. They gave the client a triumphant evening, a perfect line delivered late, a slammed door with dignity in it, and the branch strained under all that new weight and merged back full of scars. Rhys changed the least thing that would hold. A yawn instead of a sentence. A hand that reached for a glass of water and not for the wound.
The branch fought him a little, the way they all did. When he swapped the sentence for the yawn, the render hiccuped and gave him two glasses on the counter where there should have been one, the old evening and the new one both insisting they were real for a half-second before the core picked. Doubling. Renn used to call it the branch’s stutter, the timeline trying to say a thing twice and choking on it. Most editors bulled through and let the merge sort it out. That was how you got scars a client could feel, a morning where a cup was in the wrong hand and a marriage that never quite sat level again.
Rhys slowed down instead. He took the doubled glass and thinned the losing branch by a breath, gave the winning evening a hair more weight, and let the render settle until there was one glass, one counter, one true thing. Renn had spent two years teaching him that. Read the seam before you trust the merge, the old man used to say, hands shaking over the bench by the end. Anybody can cut. The craft is in the healing.
He seeded it and let the forked branch run forward on its own to see if the change survived contact with the next ten hours. This was the part clients never watched, because there was nothing to watch, just a man staring at a bar of light while it decided whether a lie could become a life.
It held. The kitchen went soft. She went to bed. The morning came up grey and ordinary in the branch, and nowhere in it did the thing she’d said leave a mark. Clean. He’d known at nine thirty-eight it would be clean, but knowing wasn’t the job. Proving it to the branch was the job.
“Okay,” he said. “I’m going to merge you now. Hold still, which is stupid advice, but hold still anyway.”
Sennah gripped her own knees.
He brought the two branches together. The corrected one won because he’d built it to win, lighter and more stable than the truth it was replacing, and the core took the heavier version and overwrote it, quietly, the way water takes a footprint. The hum dropped back to its resting note. Somewhere in the render a woman who had said the unsayable thing stopped having ever said it, and stopped, and Rhys watched the merge close over the seam like skin over a splinter.
“Done,” he said.
She blinked at him. “I don’t feel different.”
“You’re not supposed to. Different is the failure mode.”
That got a wet laugh out of her, which was the closest thing to a thank-you the trade allowed. She’d remember coming here. She wouldn’t remember why she’d needed to. In a week the visit itself would sand down to a story about a strange evening she couldn’t place, and that was mercy, or the shape mercy took down here.
He walked her to the front, through the dead laundry that fronted the clinic, past the row of machines that hadn’t washed anything in years and existed to explain the water and the power draw to anyone who asked. At the door she pressed the cores of payment into his hand, three of them, small and warm from her pocket. He didn’t count them in front of her. You didn’t.
Then she was gone into the wet neon, and Rhys stood in the doorway of a laundry that laundered hours, and he let himself feel, for about four seconds, that he was good at this.
He went back to close out the bench, and that was when he saw it.
The merge had left a seam. They all did. A seam was just the scar where the corrected hour met the hours on either side of it, a place where cause and effect didn’t quite line up, and a good editor left one so fine you’d need a good editor to find it. Rhys found his own by reflex, the way you run your tongue over a filled tooth. Nine forty. A hairline. Textbook. He’d have graded it a nine.
But there was a second one.
It sat off to the side of his, earlier, back at seven-ten in the span, hours before anything he’d touched. He hadn’t forked that far in. He’d pulled the evening to be safe, but he’d only patched the one hour, and the merge should have left one scar, at the one place he’d cut. Scars didn’t grow where the knife hadn’t gone.
He leaned in. The core rendered it for him small and cold, a fault in the grain of the evening, the faint stutter of a span that had tried to happen twice. Seven-ten. Her flat. Nothing in the footage there but a woman making tea in a kitchen that wasn’t on fire yet.
He pulled the seam up to full and read it the way Renn had taught him, not the shape of it but the making of it. His own seam at nine forty had the loose, forgiving grain of a small honest edit, a scar that admitted it was a scar. This one didn’t. It was tight. Precise. Someone had cut here with a very steady hand and closed it down to almost nothing, and the almost was the only reason he could see it at all.
That was the part that wouldn’t sit right. A sloppy seam in an old evening was decay, the city coughing up its history. A clean one was work.
Rhys sat very still and did the thing his mentor had beaten into him, which was to not immediately explain it away.
A seam here meant a merge here. A merge he hadn’t made, in an evening no one had hired him to touch, sitting quiet in the client’s own hours like a coin at the bottom of a glass. It could be nothing. Cores caught echoes. Old edits bled. The Undercut sat on decades of do-overs and the whole tier leaked seams the way the lakebed leaked light. Continuance said so on every screen in the city. Natural decay. An honest cost of a miracle.
He knew all the reasons it was nothing. He was very good at seams, which was exactly why the nothing sat wrong in his chest.
He flagged the coordinate out of habit, seven-ten, a string of numbers he’d forget by morning, and he closed the bench, because a flagged seam that wasn’t his problem was the definition of not his problem, and because he had a debt that was.
* * *
He locked the clinic at the back, through the alley where the crust came up brightest, a cold mineral glow like buried frost, and he climbed two tiers on foot because the lifts down here charged by the descent and he was counting cores again.
The Undercut never slept because it never fully woke. Merge-clinics ran their cores behind laundries and noodle windows and nail bars, and the low hum of all of them together sat under the tier like a second heartbeat, felt more than heard. Higher up, on the Shelf, they’d engineered that hum out of existence. Up there a man could live a whole clean life and never once feel the floor of it stutter. Down here the sound was your own pulse, and you noticed, always, when it changed.
Emory lived above a noodle window that never closed, in a room Rhys paid for and pretended he didn’t. Rhys let himself in. His brother was awake, which was bad, and dressed, which was worse, and there was a man sitting in the good chair with his coat still on.
“Rhys,” Emory said, too bright. “This is, um.”
“Halloran,” the man said. He didn’t get up. He had the soft, unbothered face of someone who’d never once had to raise his voice to be obeyed. “You’re the brother. The one who fixes things.”
“I’m the brother.” Rhys stayed in the doorway. He’d counted the exits before he’d finished the word, the window, the man, the six feet of floor. Old habit from a life that had taught him rooms could turn on you. “Emory doesn’t have business this late.”
“Emory has business that’s late,” Halloran said, and smiled at his own small joke. “That’s the trouble with a soft loan. It gets harder.”
Rhys looked at his brother. Emory was twenty-four and built like their mother, all quick hands and no armor, and he was doing the thing he did when he was scared, which was smile more. Rhys had signed off on a merge once that cost a stranger their continuity and lost his license for it, and he’d told himself for years that he’d never spend a person to buy his own comfort. He’d built the whole house of who-he-was on that. And here was the mortgage on it, sitting in the good chair with its coat on.
“How much,” Rhys said.
Halloran told him. It was not a number you climbed to two tiers on foot to save. It was a number with a wall behind it.
“He borrowed against work that didn’t come through,” Halloran said, mild. “It happens. I’m not an animal about it. But the people I answer to price things by the day now, and the day has a floor under it.” He glanced at Emory, fond, terrible. “Nine days. After that the debt stops being money.”
“What does it become.”
“Leverage.” Halloran stood, finally, and buttoned nothing because nothing was unbuttoned. “There are people in this city who buy debt like his for what they can do with the person attached. You’d know better than me. You’re in the do-over trade.” He said it without accusation, the way you’d note the weather. “A man who owes and can’t pay is very editable. Nine days, Mr. Cardew.”
He let himself out. The door didn’t slam. Halloran wasn’t a slamming kind of man, and that was the part that put frost in Rhys’s spine, colder than the crust in the alley.
Emory started talking before the latch caught. He always did, the words tripping out ahead of the fear, it wasn’t supposed to go like this, the job fell through, he’d fix it, he’d get the cores, Rhys shouldn’t worry, Rhys always worried. Rhys let it wash and didn’t hear it. He was looking at his brother’s hands, quick and useless, and doing the only math he ever really did, the size of the smallest change that would hold.
“Don’t take work from anyone,” Rhys said, when Emory ran out of air. “Not a courier run, not a lookout job, nothing. You don’t sign anything and you don’t owe anyone a favor. You go nowhere. You let me count this.”
“You can’t fix a number, Rhys.”
“I fix things for a living.”
“You fix hours.” Emory’s voice cracked on it, and for once he wasn’t smiling. “You can’t fork us out of this.”
He was right, and Rhys hated that he was right, and he said nothing, because saying nothing was the one thing he was truly built for. He put his hand on the back of his brother’s neck the way he had when they were small and the tiers had felt like the whole world falling inward, and he held it there until Emory’s breathing went even.
Then he went out to find Kettering, because nine days was a wall, and Kettering was the only man Rhys knew who sold ladders.
* * *
Kettering ran his business out of a booth at the back of a bar called the Undertow, where the crust glow came up through a glass floor panel and lit everyone from below like a bad conscience. He was already watching the door when Rhys came in, which meant he’d been waiting, which meant he already knew.
“Sit,” Kettering said. “You look like a man who did his arithmetic.”
Rhys sat. He didn’t ask how Kettering knew about Halloran. Kettering knew things the way the lakebed held water, which was to say it didn’t, it just remembered where the water had been. That was the whole of his trade. He brokered edits for clients he never met and sold what he learned in between.
“I’ve got a job,” Kettering said. “Been sitting on it for you specifically. Didn’t want to hand it to a butcher.”
“I don’t want a job. I want a number.”
“Same thing tonight.” Kettering turned a payment core over in his fingers, slow, letting the glow catch it. “It’s a single edit. One span, one merge, clean as anything you’ve done. Client’s blind to me and I’m blind to them, the way you like it. Courier brings the core in, you do the work, courier takes it out. You never meet a soul.”
“What’s the span.”
“Does it matter?”
“It always matters.”
Kettering smiled, and there was something under the smile that Rhys would think about later, when later was a country he couldn’t get back to. “Standard length. Nothing you can’t hold. I wouldn’t put you on something that’d strain, Rhys, you’re the reason people still think this trade has craftsmen in it.”
He set the core down on the glass, in the light, so the number in it was the only thing at the table.
“That’s the pay,” Kettering said. “For the one edit. Tonight’s rate, tonight only, because the client wants it done before their week turns.”
Rhys looked at it. He was good with numbers, better than he was with people, and he didn’t need to touch the core to read the size of what was in it. He’d walked into the Undertow owing a wall, and here on the glass was every brick of it, the whole of Emory’s debt, in a single clean merge.
“Why me,” he said. “You’ve got a dozen editors who’d take a rate like that and not ask you the length of the span.”
“Because a dozen editors would strain it,” Kettering said, “and this client can’t afford strain. They want it invisible. That’s you. That’s the only thing that’s you.” He leaned back out of the underlight so his face went dark. “And I’m doing you a kindness. You’ve got a wall and I’ve got the one door in it. Nine days, isn’t it.”
Rhys hadn’t told him nine days. But Kettering carried the length of every debt in the Undercut without being told, and Rhys filed the small cold fact next to the seam, in the drawer of things he’d deal with when he could afford to, which was a drawer that never opened.
He thought about the second seam. The hairline at seven-ten that grew where no knife had gone, still sitting flagged in a coordinate he’d meant to forget. He thought about it for exactly as long as a man can afford to think about a thing he’s already decided to ignore.
Then he picked up the core.






  
  Chapter 2: Manifest


The core rode in the small of her back, sealed and warm against her spine, and Delphine had counted three ways out of the office before the man behind the desk finished reading her manifest. 
Window, the door she’d come in by, the service hall behind the plant she could smell was plastic. She counted exits the way other people breathed. It wasn’t fear. Fear was for people who hadn’t already decided what they’d do.
“Marsh,” the man said. He had a Shelf accent, all the corners sanded off it. “You’re early.”
“I’m on time. You’re slow.”
He didn’t like that, which she’d known he wouldn’t, which was half the reason she’d said it. A courier who let a client set the tempo was a courier who got told where to stand. She stayed on her feet and let the office be his problem, all that clean glass and the view down the tiers going soft and expensive in the evening haze.
Up here on the Shelf you couldn’t feel the edit-cores at all. No hum under the floor, no stutter in the light. They engineered the tremor out for people who paid to never know their city ran on do-overs. Delphine had run cores up here for nine years and the silence still felt like a held breath. Down in the Undercut you could feel the trade in your teeth. Up here they’d paid to forget it existed, which was its own kind of tell.
He thumbed the manifest closed and slid a fresh sheet across the desk. “Destination’s on there. Single handoff, no relays, no cold storage. You carry it the whole way yourself.”
“That’s not how I run cores. I hand off at tier lines, keeps the trail clean.”
“Not this one.” He said it flat, and something in the flatness made her look at him properly for the first time. He wasn’t nervous the way clients got nervous. He was nervous the way people got when they’d been told to be somewhere and hadn’t been told why. “Whole way yourself. Client’s paying for a single set of hands.”
Delphine picked up the sheet. Origin here, the Shelf address she was standing in. Destination three tiers down, a border block where the Shelf money thinned out and the Undercut started swallowing the light. One handoff. A time window that closed inside the hour.
She read the destination twice, because the second read was where she caught the things the first read wanted her to miss. The address was a real number on a real tier. It just sat in a part of the block she couldn’t picture, and she could picture most of the city with her eyes shut.
“Fine,” she said, because a courier who couldn’t picture a block still knew how to walk to one. “The seal’s mine until the handoff. Anybody touches it before then, the run’s void and you eat the fee.”
“Nobody’s going to touch it.”
“That’s what the fee’s insuring against.”
She signed. She always signed. The manifest was the one thing in the trade you could trust, a clean chain of custody that said who’d held a core and when, and a courier who trusted the manifest over the person handing it to her tended to keep all her fingers. She trusted paper. Paper didn’t get scared and lie to you.
She’d been licensed once, before the license stopped meaning anything down the tiers. Nine years of clean manifests, not one core lost, not one seal broken on her watch. Other runners kept a knife or a favor or a name to drop. Delphine kept a record. A perfect chain of custody was the only armor that had ever held, because it made her a set of hands and nothing more, and hands were cheap and boring and not worth the trouble of stopping. The trick to staying alive in the do-over trade was being too clean to be interesting.
She was starting to feel interesting. She didn’t like the feeling at all.
The core went into the carry at the base of her spine, under the jacket, where she could feel it and nobody else could reach it. Sealed. She didn’t know what was on it and she didn’t want to. That was the whole of the rule, the first thing anyone taught you and the last thing the careless ones forgot: never read the cargo. A core was a sealed thing you moved from one set of hands to another. The second you knew what was inside it, you became someone worth stopping.
“One set of hands,” she said, at the door. “You keep saying that like it’s for my benefit.”
He didn’t answer. She took the silence as payment and left.
* * *
The first lift down was clean. The second was where she picked up the tail.
She didn’t see him so much as feel the shape he made in the crowd, a stillness that moved when she moved. Tall, grey coat, the kind of forgettable face that took work to build. He got on two cars behind her at the tier line and he didn’t look at her once, which was the tell. Everybody looked at everybody in a transit car. The only people who didn’t were the ones who already knew where you were.
Delphine didn’t speed up. Speeding up told a tail you’d made him. She kept her pace bored and her hands loose and ran the geometry instead, a habit built out of a whole living spent inside other people’s straight lines. She could lose him at the market tier, where the stalls broke sightlines into confetti. She could lose him on the stairs if she took the ones the map didn’t love. She had four ways to shake one man and she’d used all four before, and the fact that she was already picking between them meant her body had decided this was a problem a while before her head caught up.
She took the market tier.
It should have worked. She went in at the fish stalls where the ice smoke hung low and the crowd knotted tight, and she cut left at the stall that sold nothing but batteries and cut left again where there wasn’t supposed to be a second left, and she came out at the far rail with her pulse even and her tail nowhere.
Then she looked back, and the grey coat was standing at the battery stall, not hurrying, watching her the way you watch a clock.
She’d cut a corner he couldn’t have followed. She’d built that corner herself, ten years of building corners, and he’d been on the other side of it before she got there. That wasn’t a good tail. A good tail lost you sometimes. This was something else, and her body knew the name for it before she let herself think it, so she didn’t think it. She thought about the stairs.
She tried one more thing first, because you always tried one more thing before you admitted a man couldn’t be shaken. She doubled back. She walked straight at him, into the crowd, the way a courier never does, and she let the knot of bodies swallow her and came out where she’d gone in, and she watched to see which way he’d turn to keep her.
He didn’t turn. He was already facing the rail she came out at, patient, like he’d read the ending of the move off a page she hadn’t written yet. She’d spent nine years learning that people were predictable and she was not. Standing there with the ice smoke curling around her boots, she had the cold thought that maybe it was the other way around, and she put that thought in the drawer with the rest and clicked it shut. Later. She’d panic later, on her own time, off the clock. Right now she had a core to move and a window closing on it.
She thought about the stairs.
The stairs were where the map first lied to her.
She knew this descent. Four flights of salvage-metal switchback down to the border tier, a left at the bottom onto the walk that ran under the old spillway. She’d run it a hundred times. She counted the flights on the way down out of habit, one, two, three, and put her hand out for the fourth landing, and there wasn’t a fourth landing. There were five flights. She came out one tier lower than the map said the stairs went, onto a walk she knew, that ran the wrong direction under a spillway that shouldn’t have been there.
Delphine stopped. She stood very still on a landing that had one more flight than it was allowed, and she made herself breathe, and she made herself not look for the grey coat, because looking for him would tell her something she wasn’t ready to be told.
A seam. She knew what a seam was, everybody in the trade knew, the little scars where the city’s do-overs didn’t line up. In the Undercut you saw them all the time, a doubled doorway, a room whose exits had wandered, the reek of the same minute trying to happen twice. Couriers laughed about them. You learned the stable routes, the ones that hadn’t been edited to death, and you ran those. She’d built her whole map out of stable ground.
She hadn’t known the Shelf stairs could grow a flight. Those were supposed to be the clean tiers. Those were supposed to be the ones nobody touched.
She checked the manifest on instinct, thumbed it open in the stairwell light. Origin, destination, one handoff, time window closing. The paper was calm. The paper didn’t care that she’d come out a tier wrong. She trusted the paper, so she walked the way the paper told her to walk, down the last flight that shouldn’t exist, toward an address that didn’t want to be pictured.
* * *
The border block was where the seam stopped being something she could walk past.
She came off the spillway walk into a street she half knew, the Shelf’s clean edges gone furred and salvage-lit, neon bled down to its cheapest colors. Her destination sat at the end of it. She could read the number from here, stenciled on a roll door, exactly the number on her manifest.
She walked toward it and it stopped being there.
Not all at once. That was the thing nobody told you about a seam you were standing inside instead of stepping over. It stuttered. The roll door was at the end of the street, and then the street was longer and the door was farther, and then she was almost at it and the number on it was a different number, and then it was her number again and the door beside it was also her number, two of the same address breathing next to each other, each one certain it was the real one.
She stopped and looked at her feet, because your feet don’t lie even when the geography does. She was standing on wet concrete. The concrete was there. She counted it, one street, one set of feet, one core warm against her spine, and she used those true things to walk the last twenty feet by touch instead of by sight, one hand on the wall, ignoring what the wall’s numbers did under her fingers.
Runners had a name for this, for walking a route that wouldn’t hold still. Threading. You didn’t trust your eyes, you didn’t trust the map, you trusted the count and the wall and the one true weight against your back, and you moved slow enough that the street couldn’t get ahead of you. Delphine had threaded seams before, small ones, a doubled step here, a doorway that swapped sides. She’d never threaded one this wide. This wasn’t a scar in the ground. This was the ground not sure how many of itself there were, and her in the middle of it, counting, refusing to let it vote her out.
Her breath stayed level. She was almost proud of that, in a distant way. Her hands stayed steady while everything they held shook. Professional calm was a thing you did with your body while the rest of you screamed where no one could hear it.
The dead drop was a slot in the roll door, and it wasn’t on any map she carried.
She knew that the way she knew the exits. She’d run this border a dozen times and there had never been a delivery slot in a roll door here, because there had never been a reason for one, because the address on her manifest was an address that existed the way a held breath exists, only while someone needed it to. The seam ran straight through it. She could feel the doubling in her back teeth now, the low wrong hum the Shelf had paid to forget, running under this street like the tier was trying to be two tiers at once.
Cores carried edits. Everybody knew that, a fixed span of somebody’s day, forked and patched and merged. But there were other things a sealed core could carry, and every courier had heard the stories even if none of them would say them out loud in a lit room. Cores that weren’t edits. Cores that were records. A sealed core that held not a fixed day but a true one, a record of what a merge had taken, the kind of thing that only mattered because someone had gone to the trouble of making it not exist.
You didn’t ask which kind you were carrying. Asking was reading, and reading was the one rule. Delphine had never once wanted to know what rode in the small of her back.
Standing in front of a slot that wasn’t on any map, in an address that existed and didn’t, she wanted to know. She hated that she wanted to know. She put the want away in the same place she put the grey coat and the fifth flight of stairs, a drawer she was filling faster than she liked, and she did her job.
The seal came off clean under her thumb. The core came out of the carry warm as a live thing, and for the length of one breath she held it in the open, in her bare hand, the only time on any run a core was hers to look at. She didn’t look. Looking was reading and reading was the rule, and the rule was the last clean thing she had left tonight. She fed it into the slot with her eyes on the middle distance.
Something on the other side took it, a soft mechanical draw, hands or a machine, she’d never know and that was the design. The slot pulled it from her fingers a beat sooner than she let go, or she let go a beat sooner than it pulled, she couldn’t have said which, and the seam ran through even that, through the simple fact of a thing leaving her hand. The manifest in her other hand ticked the handoff closed. Delivered. Chain of custody intact. The paper was satisfied.
She should have felt satisfied too. A closed run was a good run, and a good run was the whole point, and she was three tiers deep with her fee earned and both hands still attached. She stood in the stuttering street with the empty carry light against her spine and she felt the opposite of satisfied. She felt watched, and delivered-of, and about a half-second behind her own life.
She turned to go. The grey coat wasn’t in the street. That was worse than if he had been.
* * *
She got back up two tiers before she let herself stop, in a stair-hall she trusted, on ground that stayed one flight per flight. Above the border the hum fell away and the light held still, and she stood in the ordinary quiet of a tier that didn’t know what lived under it, and she waited for her hands to remember they were steady. They took their time about it.
She ran the run back in her head, the way she always did, checking it for the loose thread. The client who’d said one set of hands like it was a mercy. The tail who got to her corners first. The stairs that grew. The address that existed only while it was needed. Any one of them was a bad night. All of them was a pattern, and patterns had authors, and she didn’t like that the run kept pointing at a hand she couldn’t see. She put her back to the wall so nothing could stand behind her and she took out the manifest to close it properly, sign-off and time-stamp, the last clean ritual of a run.
That was when she read the whole sheet, which she never did, because you read the origin and the destination and the handoff and you didn’t waste your eyes on the rest. Tonight she read all of it. Tonight the rule about not looking felt like the rule that had walked her into this, and she wanted, just once, to see the whole of a thing before it saw her.
There were two lines under the delivery she’d just made.
The first was the run she’d just closed, timestamped and done. Origin the Shelf office. Destination the address that existed and didn’t. Her signature. All correct.
The second line was another delivery. Origin blank. Destination blank. A time window that opened tomorrow. And her signature under it, her own hand, the loop she put on the M that no one else put there.
She read it three times, the way she read everything three times, and on the third read it was still there and it was still hers. A run she hadn’t taken. A run she hadn’t been offered. A delivery she had, by the one document in the world she trusted, already agreed to accept.
Delphine did not remember signing it.






  
  Chapter 3: Quick Hands


Rhys carried the job core two tiers back up and did not go to the clinic, which was the first sign that some part of him had already decided to break its own rules. 
He told himself he was checking on Emory. It was true, and the trueness of it was the tell. A man who needed to check on his brother at four in the morning was a man looking for a reason not to start a job, and Rhys had spent his whole life reading the small print under his own reasons. The core sat warm against his ribs where the payment cores usually sat, and it was the same size and the same weight, and that was the part he could not stop feeling. The thing that would clear the debt was exactly as heavy as the debt.
The noodle window under Emory’s room never closed, and the old woman who ran it lifted a hand to him without looking up from her pot, the way she did whether it was noon or the dead middle of the night. Rhys climbed the outside stair. The light was on under Emory’s door. It was always on. His brother had never learned to be in the dark on purpose, which was a thing you could only afford not to learn if someone else had done the learning for you.
He let himself in.
Emory was on the floor with a heater in pieces around him, and he did not look up either, because his hands were inside the thing and his hands were the part of him that concentrated.
“Don’t say it,” Emory said. “I know what you’re going to say. You’re going to say it’s four in the morning.”
“It’s four in the morning.”
“You said it anyway.” Emory had a coil of element wire pinched between two fingers and a look of pure calm on his face that he never wore anywhere but over a broken machine. “Mrs. Okonkwo’s been running it cold for a week because the regulator’s shot and she won’t buy a new one on principle. I told her I’d have it warm by morning. So.” He fed the wire through a gap Rhys could not see and something in the heater clicked. “Morning’s a real deadline. Yours can wait behind it.”
* * *
Rhys stood in the doorway and watched his brother work, and cataloged the room before he let himself feel it, because feeling it first was a luxury he had never learned.
The room was small and warm and Rhys paid for it and pretended he didn’t. There was a bench along one wall that Emory had built out of salvage, and it held the whole of what his brother owned, which was tools. Not many tools. Good ones, kept clean, laid in their order the way Rhys laid out span markers, and Rhys had always known where his brother got that from and had never once said it, because the last thing Emory needed was to be told the careful part of him was borrowed.
The heater came back together under Emory’s fingers in a way Rhys couldn’t have followed if he’d been graded on it. That was the thing nobody up on the Shelf would ever have believed about the brother with the debt. Emory’s hands were not useless. Rhys called them useless in his own head, quick, useless hands, because it was easier to carry a brother you had to save than one who was good at something the city had no slot for. A man who could fix a dead heater by feel at four in the morning was worth a great deal, in a city that ran on things breaking. He was worth nothing at all in a city that ran on things being unmade. There was no debt clock in the world that cared how warm Mrs. Okonkwo’s room got.
“There,” Emory said. He thumbed the regulator and the element ticked and began, slowly, to glow. He held his palm over it and grinned at the heat like it was a personal victory, which, down here, it was. “Told her. Warm by morning.”
“You should sleep.”
“You should sleep. You look like the wrong end of a run.” Emory finally looked up, and whatever was on Rhys’s face made his own go careful. “Halloran,” he said. “You went and did something about Halloran.”
“I went and did my job.”
“That’s not an answer, that’s you not answering.” Emory sat back on his heels. He was twenty-four and built like their mother, the same long hands, the same way of going still when it mattered, and he was doing the thing he did when he was frightened, which was get quieter instead of louder, the opposite of what a stranger expected from him. “You’ve got the face. The one from when I was a kid. The one that means you already decided something and you’re not going to let me vote.”
* * *
They had not had a mother since Rhys was nineteen and Emory was nine, and Rhys had never told his brother the whole of how she went, only that she went, because the whole of it was a thing he kept in the drawer that never opened. What Emory remembered was that one day there was a woman who sang badly over the noodle pot two tiers down, and then there was Rhys, and the singing stopped, and Rhys had made a decision with his face that Emory was too young to vote on, and they had both lived inside that decision ever since.
“I’m not deciding anything,” Rhys said. “I took a job. A clean one. It pays the number.”
“The whole number.”
“The whole number.”
Emory went still in the particular way that meant he was doing math he didn’t trust, and Rhys watched him not ask the question, watched him decide not to ask it, and hated that his brother had learned that from him too. In their family you did not ask what a thing cost. You accepted the warm room and did not ask about the singing.
“Rhys.” Emory’s voice was low. “I don’t want you to fix this one.”
“It’s already fixed.”
“That’s not what I said.” He set the regulator down, careful, in its place on the bench, because even now his hands wanted their order. “I don’t want to be the number you paid. I’ve been the number my whole life. I was the number when you took the license job, and I was the number when they took the license, and I’m the number now, and I’m tired of being the thing you spend.” He looked at his own hands. “I could take work. Real work. There’s a man on the ninth tier who fits out clinics, benches and cores and cold-rooms, and he needs somebody who can wire a slot so it doesn’t leak. I could do that in my sleep. I could pay Halloran down myself, a bit at a time, and you could just, for once, not.”
“No.”
“Rhys.”
“You don’t take work.” Rhys heard his own voice go flat and cold and could not stop it, because the fear underneath it was not a thing he could let into the room. A man on the ninth tier who fit out clinics was a man one favor away from a broker, and a broker was one favor away from a person-job, and Rhys was not going to let his brother wire a single slot in this trade, because he knew exactly what the trade did to the people who wired the slots. “You take nothing. You owe no one. You fix Mrs. Okonkwo’s heater and you fix the nail bar’s sign and you stay a man who owes nobody a favor, because a favor down here isn’t a favor. It’s a lever. And the second you owe somebody a lever, you stop being my brother and start being editable.”
The word landed the way it had landed when Halloran said it. Rhys watched it land and wished he could take it back and could not, because it was the true thing, and he had promised himself long ago that when it came to Emory he would always choose the true thing over the kind one.
* * *
Emory was quiet for a while, and the heater ticked and glowed between them, and the noodle pot hissed under the floor, and Rhys let the silence do what silence did, which was carry more than either of them would say.
Then Emory got up and put a pot on his own small ring and made the thin sweet tea their mother used to make, badly, the way she’d







