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To you, before we begin:

Raise a glass to every part of you that refuses to be
simple.

May you never become easy to explain.

May you contradict yourself, change your mind, love
what has hurt you, grieve what you chose to leave,

and carry parts of yourself that refuse to fit neatly
together.

May no one, not even you, mistake your
contradictions for defects to be corrected.

Here’s to remaining gloriously nonlinear.
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ABSTRACT

Sync is a 65k-word psychological science-fiction tragedy about the hidden cost of making
a human mind linear. It is set in a near-future city where SynCore, a widely respected
medical institution, treats trauma by modeling the subconscious with calculus and
entering it through Old English inflectional grammar.

After his estranged father Elias dies under suspicious circumstances, Alden Gray, a
young scholar of Old English, enters SynCore, eager to be told by an institution he
can respect that he is useful. Alden’s unusual compatibility with Zlfric’s Key, at once
a physical artifact, a computational interface, and a cognitive map, makes him heir
to work his father tried to destroy. At first, the results look miraculous: fear quiets,
nightmares stop, and patients return home. Gradually, Alden sees what the clean reports
omit. Memory can survive while its emotional meaning disappears; anger can be reduced
into compliance; a relationship can be erased so precisely that a living person becomes
a fact without significance. The novel concerns a system that truly reduces pain and, in
doing so, quietly produces “linear people”: polite, stable, employable, and flattened of
contradiction, resistance, and attachment.

Beneath its structure, Sync stages a war between the conscious and the subconscious
mind. SynCore is built on the conviction that the conscious mind should govern: what
can be measured, predicted, and corrected is treated as the correct self. Yet every time
the system flattens someone Alden loves, the subconscious answers. Clara, no longer able
to recognize her son, still hums an old lullaby and sweetens his tea. Evelyn, emptied of
the memory of their love, folds the corner of a chocolate wrapper. Marcus, optimized
to obey, is ironically pulled back by a friendship the system had considered as a usable
function, and redirects the final compression onto himself. They serve as the mind’s own
testimony that a person is governed less by what they can state than by what they cannot
surrender. Alden, however, must bear this proof alone. Each demonstration costs him
someone, and each arrives too late to be shared with the person it belongs to. The novel’s
deepest tragedy is that he comes to understand what the brain really is only after he has
spent the people who could have taught him, and that understanding cannot be given
back to them.

The novel’s mathematics is also its moral architecture. Calculus measures local
change; topology asks what remains connected after the shape is altered. Old English
slows meaning before it resolves, and gemynd becomes memory as an act of return rather
than storage. Through these systems, Sync refuses both to glorify pain and to accept that
pain is merely defective code. It asks who has the right to decide which part of another
person is unbearable, and whether a cure remains merciful when it removes the capacity
to grieve, resist, or love.
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WHAT WAS

CHAPTER ONE

WHAT WAS

THE first thing Alden Gray heard after the river was a machine
counting for him.

Beep.

Beep.

Beep.

Each sound arrived through water. It moved slowly, as if it had to swim
through the dark before it reached him. His lungs burned. His throat
tasted of metal, mud, and winter.

Someone pressed two fingers against his neck.

“Pulse.”

The word broke open above him. More voices followed, layered and
urgent, but Alden could not hold any of them. A plastic mask covered
his mouth. Cold air pushed into him. He coughed so hard that pain lit
through his ribs.

The world came back in pieces.

Red light on wet pavement. White light against rain. A black river
folding under the bridge. The smell of rubber gloves. A hand gripping
his sleeve.

For one breath, he was still under the water. A man’s arm had hooked
around his chest from behind. Alden remembered the drag of fabric, the
pressure of fingers under his armpit, a face blurred by river water and
streetlight. Round, maybe. Familiar, maybe.

He opened his eyes.

The paramedic above him was young and pale from the cold. Water
dripped from the edge of her hood onto Alden’s cheek. She said some-
thing to him, probably his name. He knew it was his name because his
body tried to answer.

“Alden Gray,” another voice said near his feet. “Twenty-five. Found
in the river. Hypothermic. Responsive.”
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His thoughts slid away whenever he reached for them. He knew he
had been walking. He knew the river path had been almost empty. After
that came water, a shove of darkness, and the old animal terror of the
body learning how much air mattered.

Alden turned his head.

People had gathered behind the ambulance line. Office workers under
black umbrellas. A cyclist with one trouser leg clipped tight. Two students
filming until a police officer told them to lower their phones. Their faces
blurred into a single wet shape.

At the edge of the crowd stood a woman with a dark coat with the
collar turned up against the rain. Her hair was pinned cleanly at the back
of her head. She looked older than Alden, perhaps in her early forties,
though the ambulance lights kept changing her face. Red lights made her
severe. White made her almost kind.

Her right hand was closed around something small.

Alden could not see what it was. A stone, maybe. A coin. A dark piece
of metal slick with rain. She held it so tightly that the tendons showed
along the back of her hand.

Their eyes met.

For a second, her expression changed. It happened too quickly for him
to name. Recognition. Concern. The words came and failed.

Then the paramedics lifted the stretcher, and the woman disappeared
behind the closing ambulance doors.

Inside, the vehicle smelled of antiseptic and river water. Alden shivered
beneath a silver thermal blanket while a paramedic clipped a sensor to his
finger. The small red glow made his hand look borrowed.

“Stay with us, Mr. Gray.”

He tried to ask what had happened. The mask turned his voice into
breath.

The paramedic leaned closer. “You fell in. Someone pulled you out.”

On the ambulance ceiling, a small screen played hospital intake notices
between public health messages. A clean blue advertisement appeared for
a few seconds while the vehicle turned.

SynCore trawma recovery partnership.

Rest, restored.
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Below the words, a woman sat beside a child on a park bench, both of
them laughing in the kind of sunlight advertisements knew how to find.
Alden stared until the screen changed to a flu vaccination reminder.

The name meant nothing to him then.

At St. Jude’s, doctors checked his lungs, his blood oxygen, his pupils,
his memory. They asked him the date. He missed it by one day. They
asked who the president was. He answered correctly after an embarrassing
pause. They asked if he had meant to hurt himself.

That question made him angry before it made him sad.

No, of course not. He had been walking. That was all.

They kept him for observation for a bit. A nurse brought him paper
socks and a cup of tea that tasted like cardboard disguised as herbal. His
clothes hung in a plastic bag near the bed. One sleeve had a long tear near
the shoulder.

Alden touched the tear and felt the river close over his head again.

His tablet had survived in a waterproof inner pocket, which seemed
unfair when the rest of him had not. It still turned on. There were no
missed calls from his mother.

Outside the hospital entrance, morning had turned the city gray and
practical. Taxis idled along the curb. Across the street, a digital billboard
changed from a bank advertisement to another SynCore message.

Thousands are finding sleep again. Ask your physician about partici-
pating clinics.

Alden watched the sentence while cold moved through his hair. The
woman’s face from the river flashed behind it, then vanished. He could
not decide whether he had truly seen her or invented her from shock.

He went home in a taxi and did not tell the driver about the river.

Home was a narrow attic apartment above a dry cleaner that never
managed to smell dry. The ceiling slanted over the bed. In summer, heat
collected there like a grudge. In winter, the radiator knocked all night and
produced very little warmth.

Alden had moved there after Marcus left the old shared dorm room
and found a real job. That was how Alden thought of it, with an envy he
tried to not make obvious A real job. Real shoes. Real dental insurance.
Marcus had texted him a picture of an office badge six months ago and
then, some weeks later, a photo of a kitchen with marble counters. Alden
had sent back a joke about landlords and capitalism. Marcus had answered
with three laughing icons and an invitation to visit soon.
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Soon had stretched, as it usually did.

Alden lowered himself onto the mattress and sat there in his hospital
socks, too tired to undress. He was twenty-five and felt both young
enough to be embarrassed by his life and old enough to suspect it would
not change.

His face in the dark window looked thinner than he expected. Damp
black hair clung to his forehead. His eyes had the unfocused look of
someone caught between fever and sleep. He had his mother, Clara’s
mouth, which softened too easily when he was worried, and his father,
Elias’s tendency to go very still when feeling fear. He disliked that second
inheritance.

The apartment looked exactly as he had left it. Overdue library books
on the desk. Job applications open on the tablet. A stack of translated Old
English fragments held down by a chipped mug. Two shirts on the chair,
both clean enough for remote interviews and too wrinkled for hope.

Old English had seemed like a rescue once.

At nineteen, he had chosen it partly because no one sensible did. His
father had filled the house with equations and closed doors, the latter
mostly to him. By then, old English words carried longing without asking
him to explain himself. They had survived conquest, copying errors, bad
weather, worse kings. A useless language, people said, and Alden had loved
it for that. Useful things had always belonged to his father.

Now the usefulness problem had returned.

His inbox held seven rejection emails. One university archive wanted
someone with two additional degrees and the salary expectations of a
houseplant.

By noon, the hospital tea had curdled in his stomach. He heated soup
on the small burner and forgot it until the smell turned flat and salty. He
ate three spoonfuls anyway. Then he slept.

The dream began with the river.

Water covered his ears. Lights bent above him in red and white strips.
He reached for the surface and touched a page instead. Ink ran across it in
black threads. The words were old, almost readable, then no longer words
at all. A small metal thing turned in someone’s closed fist. Somewhere
above him, a woman watched without blinking.

Then a voice spoke from very far away.

Gemynd. Memory.

Alden woke with his jaw clenched and his hand gripping the blanket.
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The room was dark. Rain tapped the slanted window. His tablet
glowed on the desk beside the job applications.

Still no message from Clara.

Clara Gray had never been silent. She sent voice messages about
grocery discounts, weather changes, fake news over the phone, and books
she never reads. She asked if he had eaten. She asked if he had slept. She
asked whether his father had called.

For the past few weeks, there had been almost nothing.

Alden opened his message thread with her.

Monm, are you okay?

The cursor waited after the question mark. He had typed versions of
the sentence all week and deleted them because they sounded childish.
Tonight the hospital smell still clung to his hair. Childish seemed less
important.

He sent it.

No reply.

The next three days blurred into a monatone routine. Alden cataloged
medieval prayer books at the university library with a bruise blooming
along his ribs. He told his supervisor he had slipped on wet pavement.

He submitted more job applications. He watched SynCore’s name pass
through the city in small, respectable flashes. A transit screen mentioned
expanded mental health access. A podcast host praised the company for
giving trauma care a future tense. Someone at the library circulation desk
said her cousin had joined a SynCore waitlist and sounded hopeful in a
way that made Alden lower his eyes.

The company seemed to be everywhere once he had seen the name.

On the fourth night, he stood in the tiny bathroom and looked at the
bruise across his side. Purple at the center. Yellow at the edges.

He remembered the woman’s hand closing around the dark object. He
remembered a man’s arm pulling him through water. He remembered
nothing before the fall.

His tablet chimed from the other room. Clara had replied.

It wasn’t the reassuring email he was hoping for. There was no warmth,
no usual “Hi Alden”, no greeting words. The stark words stared back at
him, cold and tired:

Your father is dead.
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CHAPTER TWO

ERASE IT BEFORE IT ERASES US ALL

ALDEN read it twice, then once more.

Your father is dead.

Four words. No greeting. No explanation.

His father had always existed at a distance. Elias Gray was the study
door at the end of the hall, the light beneath it at two in the morning,
the low murmur of equations spoken to an empty room. Alden had spent
years telling himself that distance made loss easier. You could not miss
what you had never been allowed to hold.

The message proved otherwise. Something opened in him, though he
could not yet call it grief. All Alden had was a hard, stunned pressure
beneath his ribs.

The tablet washed his hands in blue light. He opened the message field.

Mom, what happened?

No reply came. He called. The connection rang until a recorded voice
offered to take a message. Alden ended the call before the tone. He tried
once more, listened to the same empty ringing, then pulled his duffel bag
from beneath the bed.

He packed without order. Two shirts. Socks. His charger. The sweater
Clara had mailed him last winter. He placed the sweater in the bag and
stood there holding one sleeve.

For a few seconds, he could not remember what came next.

The flight left before noon. Alden moved through security, found his
gate, showed his identification, took off his shoes, put them on again.
Around him, people argued over luggage space and bought coffee with
both hands full. A child cried because his family would not let him
carry a glass snow globe onto the plane. Somewhere near the windows, a
television praised expanded access to trauma care.

Alden sat beneath it and watched rain crawl down the glass.
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His phone remained silent.

By the time the taxi left him in front of the Gray house, the day had
thinned into evening. The driver lifted the duffel from the trunk and
asked whether Alden needed help carrying it to the door.

“No, thank you.”

The house looked stubbornly unchanged. White paint peeled from the
brick in narrow curls. The garden had gone wild around the path, the
weeds tall enough to catch at his trousers. Elias had once trimmed them
every Sunday. Then one summer he had stopped. Clara had threatened
to replace the whole garden with concrete. She never did.

Alden stood at the gate with his bag over one shoulder and remembered
being eighteen, leaving through it without turning around.

The memory lasted until he saw the grass. It had been pressed flat
in several places near the porch. Recent rain had softened the ground,
preserving partial shoeprints among the weeds. One narrow heel. Two
broad soles. Another mark blurred beyond shape.

He looked toward the dark windows. No one moved behind them.

The porch steps complained under his weight. He knocked once and
waited. When Clara did not answer, he tried the handle.

The door opened.

“Mom?”

His voice entered the hallway and seemed to lose confidence there.

Something scraped in the kitchen. Alden dropped his bag by the door
and followed the sound.

Clara stood at the stove with a wooden spoon in one hand. A pot
simmered in front of her, filling the room with the smell of overcooked
onions. Elias’s favorite chicken dish. She had made it for birthdays,
apologies, and the occasional Sunday when all three of them managed
to sit at the same table without the study calling his father away.

Now the onions were beginning to burn. Clara stared into the pot. Her
hand kept moving after there was no reason to stir.

“Mom.”

The spoon stopped. She turned.

Alden had prepared himself for tears. He had not prepared for how
much smaller she looked. Her bloussers hung loosely from her shoulders.
Her hair had been gathered at the back of her head and left unfinished,
strands falling across a face drained of its usual color. The skin around her
eyes was swollen, but her eyes themselves were dry.
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The spoon slipped from her fingers.

“Alden.”

She crossed the kitchen before it struck the floor. Her arms closed
around him with enough force to hurt his bruised ribs. He felt the pain
and held her tighter. Her breath caught against his shoulder. The first sob
seemed to surprise her. The next one did not.

“You're here,” she said. “You're here.”

“I came as soon as I saw your message.”

Clara gripped the back of his coat. Tears soaked through the fabric
near his collar. Alden rested his cheek against her hair and looked over
her shoulder at the pot.

The spoon lay on the floor. The onions continued to burn.

He reached past her and turned off the stove.

For several minutes, they stayed where they were. Alden had imagined
that seeing Clara would tell him what to feel. He wanted his father back.
He wanted a different father to come back. He wanted Elias alive long
enough for Alden to decide whether he could forgive him.

None of those wants had anywhere to go.

Clara drew away first. She wiped her face with the heel of one hand,
then looked down at the dark wet patch she had left on his coat.

“You should take that off,” she said. “You’ll catch cold. Have you
eaten?”

“On the plane.”

“I’ll make something.”

She turned toward the stove and stared at it.

“You were already making something,” Alden said gently.

Clara looked at the pot as though someone else had placed it there.

“Yes,” she said after a moment. “Of course.”

She bent to pick up the spoon.

“Leave it.”

“It’s dirty.”

“I’ll get it.”

He picked it up and set it in the sink. The spoon rack beside him had
been arranged from shortest to longest. Clara had never arranged anything
by size. She kept the tools she used most within reach.

Alden looked around the kitchen. The counters had been wiped bare.
No grocery list beneath the sugar bowl. No half-open cabinet waiting to
strike Elias in the forehead.
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He turned back to her.

“What happened?”

Clara’s hands closed around each other.

“It was a chronic disease.” The answer came at once.

“What disease?”

“Chronic.”

“I heard you. What was it called?”

She blinked.

“They said it happened quickly.”

“Who said? His doctor?”

“The doctor.” She nodded, relieved to have been given the word.
“Yes. The doctor said it was a chronic disease. It happened quickly. I did
everything I could.”

Clara looked down at her own hands.

Alden pulled out a chair. “Sit down.”

“I'm fine.”

“Mom.”

She sat.

He took the chair across from her. The kitchen table had a pale ring
near the center where Elias once set down a hot pan and refused to admit
it for six years. Someone had scrubbed at the mark. It remained faintly
visible, a mistake resisting correction.

“Were you with him?” Alden asked.

Clara looked toward the ceiling. “Your father is in the study.”

The house went very quiet.

“Was,” she said quickly. “He was in the study.”

“When he died?”

“I don’t know.”

“You just said he was there.”

“Did I?”

Fear moved across her face. It disappeared so quickly.

Clara reached for the edge of the table. “I was downstairs. I think I
was downstairs. There were people.”

“What people?”

“They came to help.”

“Before he died or after?”

She pressed two fingers against her temple.

“It was a chronic disease,” she said again. “It happened quickly.”
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Alden stared at her.

Clara had forgotten appointments, names, groceries, the location of
her glasses while they were resting on top of her head. She had never
forgotten the shape of a terrible day. She could still describe the rain at
her brother’s funeral, the coffee served after Alden’s first school play, the
red scarf a nurse wore when Clara broke her wrist at sixteen.

Now her husband was dead, and the hours around his death had no
edges.

“Mom, did someone tell you not to go upstairs?”

Her head lifted.

“Why would you ask that?”

“Because you keep looking at the stairs.”

She glanced toward the hallway and immediately looked away.

“There’s nothing up there.”

“His study is up there.”

“I know where his study is.”

The sharpness in her voice was familiar. Alden felt a brief relief.

Then Clara’s expression softened.

“Have you eaten?”

“Yes,” he answered again.

“Good.”

She looked at the cold stove, the spoon in the sink, and the pot of food
she no longer seemed to recognize. Alden stood.

“I’m going upstairs.”

Clara caught his wrist. Her grip was stronger than he expected.

“Don’t.”

“Why?”

She opened her mouth. Nothing came.

“Mom, why?”

Her fingers loosened one by one. “I don’t know.”

Alden remained beside her for another moment. He wanted to stay. He
also wanted an answer she could not give him.

He went into the hall.

The staircase rose beneath the narrow upstairs window. As a child,
Alden had learned which steps creaked and which did not. He had used
that knowledge to approach Elias’s study without being heard, so he could
take a small peak through the door edges without being told to go away.

The fourth step creaked now.
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Clara did not call him back.

At the top, the air changed. The house below still smelled of burned
onions and old wood. Here, another scent waited beneath the closed door
at the end of the corridor.

Mint.

Alden stopped. The smell grew stronger as Alden approached the study.

He placed his hand on the knob. For years, he had been not to enter
alone. Even after moving away, some part of him still expected the door
to open from the other side and Elias to ask with exhausion whether the
matter could wait.

Everything had waited.

Alden turned the knob. Fresh, cool air met him. The window was
closed.

The bed had been made with four hard corners tucked beneath the
mattress. The shelves had no dust, even in the narrow groove where the
lowest one met the wall. The desk was bare except for a lamp and a
stack of manuals positioned directly beneath its yellow light. Every folder
aligned with the one below it. Every edge faced Alden.

His father’s room had never looked like this.

Elias worked inside a mess. Equations crossed the backs of envelopes.
Open books formed unstable towers on the floor. Coffee rings overlapped
on the desk because he could remember a theorem from twenty years
earlier but never where he had left his cup. Once, Clara had found her
missing slipper beneath three neural maps and a dictionary.

This room belonged to someone who had studied Elias’s belongings
without understanding how he lived among them.

Alden stepped inside.

The carpet showed fresh lines from a vacuum. The framed family
photograph on the shelf stood perfectly straight. In it, Clara laughed at
something beyond the camera while Alden, twelve or thirteen, held a
book upside down. Elias occupied the edge of the frame, one hand visible
and the rest of him already turning away.

Alden reached for the picture, then stopped.

He opened the desk drawer. Empty. The next held three pencils placed
side by side. No old receipts, no broken pen caps, no scraps of paper
covered in equations. He checked the wastebasket. A clean liner had been
folded over its rim.

Someone had cleaned the room with unusual care.
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Alden stood over them.

The arrangement felt almost insulting. Dead center. Warm light. Elias’s
handwriting visible on the top cover from the doorway.

Too obvious. Too convenient.

He looked back toward the hall. Clara had made the bed during peri-
ods when Elias worked at home, but she would never have sorted his desk.
She treated his papers with the wary respect of someone approaching a
sleeping animal. She also would not have thrown away every trace of him
and preserved only a stack of technical notes.

Perhaps Elias had arranged them himself. The thought went away as
soon as it came up. His father had never aligned two sheets of paper in
his life.

Alden touched the top manual.

The handwriting was sharp and deeply pressed into the cover. Elias
formed capital letters with too much force. Alden ran his thumb across
the title.

Erase it before it erases us all.

He opened the cover.

Diagrams crowded the first page. Calculus moved through neural
pathways. Old English fragments filled the margins in smaller, more
hurried writing. Alden recognized individual words, though the sentences
broke apart whenever he tried to follow them. Mind. Pressure. Return. A
series of variables had been circled until the paper had begun to thin.

Farther down, one line had been written in English.

Not erasure. Compression.

Alden read it again.

From downstairs came the quiet clink of Clara lifting the spoon from
the sink.

He turned another page. More formulas. More frantic notes. No
company name. No hospital. No explanation of what Elias had believed
he was erasing or what might erase them in return.

Alden closed the cover.

Every sensible part of him understood the room’s warning. The cleared
desk, the mint, the centered stack. Whoever had taken the trouble to
remove everything else had wanted these pages found. The realization
did not make him feel clever.
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He could leave them where they were. He could go downstairs, sit
with Clara, and wait for grief to turn into tears on is face.

Then he looked at Elias’s title beneath his hand.

For most of Alden’s life, his father had chosen locked doors against
him. Death had made the last one permanent. These pages might hold
only another version of that silence, written in symbols instead of spoken
across a dinner table.

They were still the closest Elias had ever come to leaving the door
open.

Alden slid the stack toward him.

The manuals were the only objects in the room that looked as though
they had been waiting for him. He knew that should have made him leave
them.

He picked them up anyway.
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CHAPTER THREE

MARCUS RETURNS

A LDEN left the Gray house the next morning with his father’s manuals
wrapped in one of Clara’s kitchen towels.

He had found her asleep at the table shortly before dawn, her head
resting on one arm beside the untouched onion chicken. Alden covered
her with the blue cardigan that had slipped from her shoulders and stood
there longer than he meant to.

He considered waking her. He considered staying.

Then Clara stirred and whispered, “It happened quickly,” to no one
he could see.

He touched her shoulder and said goodbye. She did not wake.

Alden took his bag and left. He hated himself for the relief he felt when
the house disappeared behind the taxi.

The trip back passed without shape. He carried the manuals against
his chest through the airport, though they would have fit inside his duffel.
On the plane, he opened the top one and tried to read. Elias’s calculus ran
through the pages in tight, impatient lines. Old English words crowded
the margins. Some Alden knew. Others had been broken apart and rebuilt
into forms that belonged to no grammar he had studied.

Not erasure. Compression.

He reached that sentence again and closed the cover.

By the time he climbed the stairs above the dry cleaner, the manuals
felt heavier than everything else he owned.

His apartment had not changed while he was gone. The radiator
knocked. The ceiling leaned. Seven rejection emails waited on his tablet.
Alden set the manuals on his desk, placed two unused textbooks over
them, and lay down without taking off his shoes.

He stayed there for most of three days.

Morning and evening exchanged places at the small slanted window.
He slept when he could. When he could not, he watched shadows move
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along the ceiling and remembered Clara asking whether he had eaten.
He remembered her asking again. He remembered the spotless room, the
mint, the title pressed into the cover beneath the lamp.

He called her twice.

The first time, Clara told him she was tired. The second time, she
seemed surprised to hear that he had already come home and left.

“You should have said goodbye,” she told him.

“I did.”

There was a pause.

“Of course,” she said. “I'm sorry.”

Alden stopped calling after that.

He ate soup directly from the pot. Once, he opened Elias’s manuals and
copied a paragraph onto a clean page. The symbols remained symbols. He
pushed them beneath the textbooks again.

On the fourth afternoon, someone knocked three times on his door.

Alden remained on the bed.

The knock came again. Two quick taps, one slow.

He knew the rhythm. Marcus Reed had used it throughout college,
usually while standing outside their dorm room with his keys visible in
his own hand.

Alden pulled himself upright and opened the door. Marcus stood in
the hallway holding a paper grocery bag and two cups of tea.

His face had kept its familiar roundness, though the soft college weight
in his cheeks had settled into something older. He wore his dark hair
shorter now. His navy coat was good quality, but the suit beneath it sat
badly across his shoulders. The tie leaned left. Marcus had always seemed
faintly surprised by formal clothes, as though they had been put on him
while he was asleep.

His smile arrived first. It always had.

“You look terrible,” he said.

“Hello to you too.”

“Good. Sarcasm means there’s a pulse.”

Marcus lifted one cup. “Tea. Actual tea, as far as I can tell. The place
downstairs tried to sell me something called restorative leaf water, so I left
on ethical grounds.”

Alden stepped aside.

Marcus entered and immediately struck his shoulder against the slanted
ceiling.
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He set the grocery bag on the desk. Instant noodles, bread, two cans of
soup, apples, eggs, and a packet of chocolate biscuits emerged from it.

Marcus held up the noodles. “Misery requires sodium.”

“You still say that?”

“Some principles survive.”

“You didn’t have to do this,” Alden said.

“I know.”

Marcus handed him the tea and looked around. His expression changed
when he saw the unwashed pot on the burner and the hospital wristband
Alden had dropped beside the sink.

“Clara called me,” he said. “She was worried.”

“She remembered your number?”

“Apparently I'm still listed as your emergency contact from university.”
Marcus looked offended. “Which is a terrible decision, by the way. I panic
around forms.”

“You panic around pens.”

For a moment, the apartment became their old dorm room. Alden
could almost see the rent warnings stuck to the refrigerator with a magnet
from a pizza place that had gone out of business. Laundry on the wrong
bed. Two bowls on the desk because they owned one plate and had
broken it during finals.

During their second winter, the radiator had failed in every way except
making noise. Marcus called its metallic knocking “a mild concern.”
Alden said it screamed like it had rent due. They slept in coats for a week
and heated water in an electric kettle that switched itself off only when
kicked.

Marcus glanced toward the radiator now as it gave a hollow bang.

“Still ticking,” he said.

“Screaming.”

Marcus looked at him blankly for half a beat.

“The old radiator,” Alden said. “It screamed like it had rent due.”

Recognition arrived. Marcus laughed and tapped two fingers against
his forehead.

“Right. God, yes. I forgot the exact word.”

“You named it Margaret.”

“That feels unfair to all Margarets.”

Four years had passed. People forgot jokes, especially jokes made while
cold and hungry. Alden let it go.
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Marcus took the only chair. Alden sat on the edge of the bed with the

tea warming both hands.

“I'm sorry about your father,” Marcus said.
The humor left without making the room awkward. That was one of

Marcus’s better qualities.

“Thanks.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“No.”

“Excellent. I was afraid I'd have to do the talk.”

Alden looked down at the tea. “I don’t know what I would say.”
“Then don’t say anything.”

Marcus leaned back and allowed the silence to happen badly. His knee

bounced. He opened the biscuit packet, ate one, offered it to Alden, ate
another when Alden refused. He lasted almost a minute.

“Do you remember the interview at that hotel?”” he asked.

“The one where you wore my shirt?”

“I thought it was mine.”

“It had my name inside the collar.”

“I thought you had labeled it for me.”

Alden felt the beginning of a laugh and disliked how much it hurt.
Marcus continued. “I came back convinced my life was over. You had
one takeout box left and split it into two bowls.”

“You got most of the rice.”

“You gave me the bigger half.”

“I did not.”

“You did.”

“I was bad at fractions.”

Marcus smiled. “Liar.”

“One of the forks was bent,” Alden said.

“All our forks were bent.”

“You told me that when we got rich, you’d buy me a whole dinner.”
“And you told me to start with a whole fork.”

Marcus smiled. “Did I deliver?”

“You brought canned soup.”

“Inflation.”

This time Alden laughed. Marcus watched him with quiet satisfaction,

then reached into his coat for his wallet.
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“I may be able to improve on the soup,” he said. “Come stay with us
for a while.”

“US?”

Marcus pulled out a card and handed it over.

Marcus Vane
Community operations

SynCore technology

The SynCore logo sat in one corner, the same clean blue mark Alden
had seen in the ambulance, outside the hospital, and on half the screens
in the city.

He looked from the card to Marcus.

“Vane?”

“Ah. Yes.”

“What happened to Reed?”

“Retired at city hall. Small ceremony. No pension.”

“You got married?”

Marcus scratched the back of his neck. “About eight months ago.”

“You didn’t tell me.”

“We barely told anyone. Mara hates ceremonies, I hate spending
money, and the city clerk had an opening on a Tuesday.”

Alden looked again at the name.

“And you took hers.”

“Why not? Vane is better. Marcus Reed sounds like a man who repairs
lawn equipment. Mara already had a career attached to her name, and
my greatest professional achievement at the time was knowing which
laundromat ignored coins in the second dryer.” He shrugged. “SynCore
changed the badge and payroll paperwork before my bank managed it.
Very efficient people.”

“Mara Vane,” Alden said, testing the unfamiliar name.

Marcus’s expression softened. “You’ll like her. She’s the competent
half of the marriage.”

“Only half?”

“Fine. The competent eighty-seven percent.”

Alden turned the card over. An address was printed beneath Marcus’s
number.

“Fifth Avenue?”
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“Near it. Close enough that the rent should be prosecuted. SynCore
owns the building and offers staff housing. Mara has been with them for
years, so we get a rate designed to make ordinary people hate us. There’s
a spare room.”

Alden looked around the attic. A water stain had spread above the
window in the shape of a country no one wanted. The radiator knocked
again.

“I can’t move into your apartment because my father died.”

“You wouldn’t. You’d move in because this place is attempting to kill
you.”

“Marcus.”

“I'm serious.” He leaned forward. “You don’t have to stay forever.
Come for a week. Sleep somewhere the ceiling doesn’t attack your guests.
Eat food that requires chewing.”

“I have work.”

“At the library?”

“And translations.”

“You can get to both from our place. Or you can let me introduce you
to someone at SynCore.”

Alden looked at the card again. “That SynCore?”

“There is only one with this much advertising.”

“I thought you worked in finance.”

“I said operations. You heard finance because I wore a tie in the badge
photo.”

“What do you actually do?”

“Mostly patient logistics. Hospital coordination, intake schedules,
housing, making sure brilliant people arrive in the correct room with the
correct form. Nothing glamorous.” Marcus took another biscuit. “The
research teams handle the mind-reading equipment. Not me.”

“Mind-reading equipment?”

“That’s what I call it when I want Mara to correct me for twenty
minutes. Officially, SynCore develops subconscious trauma treatment.
PTSD, panic loops, chronic grief, cases where ordinary therapy and
medication have stopped helping. You’ve seen the news.”

Alden thought of blue advertisements and the father who could drive
over a bridge again. SynCore’s name had followed him from the am-
bulance to the airport. The company appeared in hospital partnerships,
public-health panels, donation campaigns.
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“And what would they want with me?”

“Old English.”

Alden stared at him. He thought he was joking.

Marcus grinned. “See? I knew that degree would become employable
before either of us died.”

“Why would a medical company need Old English?”

“No idea. Something about language architecture. Mara mentioned
they were looking for people who could read early grammar. I told her I
knew exactly one person.”

Alden’s eyes moved toward the textbooks on the desk.

One corner of Elias’s top manual showed beneath them. Marcus
followed his gaze but did not ask. He stood and gathered the empty cups
instead.

“I’'m not promising you ajob,” he said. “I’'m promising an introduction.
And a room. Those are separate offers. You can take one, both, or
neither.”

“You rehearsed that.”

“Mara made me. Apparently come live in our suspiciously nice apart-
ment and meet my secretive employer’ needed work.”

A draft slipped through the loose window frame. The top textbook
shifted, and several pages from Elias’s manual lifted into the air.

Alden caught one against his knee. Marcus trapped another beneath
his shoe before it reached the burner. He picked it up by the blank edge,
glanced only long enough to see the handwriting, and placed it face down
on the desk.

“Your father’s?” he asked.

Alden nodded.

“Let’s get some fresh air. You’ve been in here too long.”

The words were ordinary. The offer felt familiar. In college, fresh
air had meant a walk around the block after rejection emails, a trip to
the twenty-four-hour market when the dorm walls felt too close, or ten
minutes on the fire escape with cheap coffee and no requirement to speak.

Alden reached for his coat.

Outside, the rain had stopped. Streetlights shone in the wet pavement,
each reflection breaking under passing shoes. Marcus walked without a
clear destination. He talked about the apartment, the terrible art in the
lobby, the neighbor who practiced trumpet at seven each morning and
denied owning a trumpet.
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Alden listened when he could.

“Mara has a younger sister,” Marcus said as they waited at a crossing.
“Evelyn. She writes poetry.”

“My condolences.”

“Thank you. It’s been difficult for all of us. She heard you studied Old
English and has decided that makes you a poet. She wouldn’t listen to our
explaination. I'm telling you, she absolutely drives us up the wall.”

“She sounds exhausting.”

“You have no idea. She wants you to read something.”

“Is this the real reason you came?”

“Yes. Your grief is definitely only secondary to her rhyme scheme.”

They turned down a broad avenue where the buildings opened toward
the dark. Alden did not realize where the route led until he smelled cold
water beneath the traffic and wet stone.

The river appeared between the buildings.

His body stopped before he did.

Black water moved beyond the railing. Alden felt the sudden pressure
of the plastic oxygen mask against his face, though there was nothing
there. His ribs remembered before his mind caught up.

Marcus took two more steps, noticed the silence beside him, and
turned.

“Hey.”

Alden kept his eyes on the water.

“What is it?”

“This is where I fell in.”

Marcus’s expression emptied of humor. He looked at the river, then
back at Alden.

“Here?”

“A few nights before my father’s message.”

“Jesus. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“We hadn’t spoken in months.”

“We can turn around,” he said. “There’s a bakery two streets back.”

Alden should have agreed. Instead he walked toward the railing. Avoid-
ing the river had not stopped it from entering his sleep. Marcus stayed
several feet away.

The current folded beneath the bridge. Alden saw red and white light
on rain. A dark coat at the edge of the crowd. A hand closed around
something small.
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“Someone pulled me out,” he said.

“Did you see who?”

“Only pieces. A man’s arm. A face in the water. Round, maybe.” Alden
pressed his palms against the cold railing. “There was a woman on the
bank. I felt like I knew her. She looked at me like she knew me.”

Marcus was quiet.

“And now?” he asked.

“Nothing. I can’t place either of them.”

“Maybe that’s for the best,” Marcus said. “Some memories are better
left forgotten, don’t you think?”

Alden looked at him.

Marcus winced. “That sounded wiser before I said it.”

“It sounded terrible.”

“Yes. Sorry.” He put both hands in his coat pockets. “I only mean you
don’t have to solve the river tonight. You survived it. That’s enough.”

Alden turned back to the water.

His father was dead. Clara’s memory had become unreliable. A
stranger had watched him drown. Elias’s manuals were hidden beneath
textbooks in an apartment he could barely afford, filled with a warning
Alden could read and equations he could not.

Survival did not feel like enough. It was still more than he had managed
alone.

“Tell me about SynCore,” he said.

Marcus came to stand beside him, leaving space between their sleeves.

“I already exhausted my scientific knowledge.”

“Tell me why you like it.”

That answer took him longer.

“Because I was tired of feeling temporary,” Marcus said. “Temporary
jobs. Temporary rooms. Temporary plans. SynCore gave me work that
mattered to somebody. They gave me health insurance before asking
whether I deserved to be sick. They put me near people who could do
things I don’t understand, and somehow they still found a use for me.”

He looked embarrassed by his own honesty.

“Then I met Mara,” he added. “So yes. I owe them a lot.”

Alden thought of his rejection emails, the attic, the unanswered ques-
tions in his father’s handwriting. He looked across the river at the city
lights continuing without him.

“One introduction,” he said.
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Marcus smiled, but he did not celebrate too quickly. “One introduc-
tion.”

“And I haven’t agreed to move.”

“Of course not.”

“A week at most.”

“Naturally.”

“Stop sounding pleased.”

“I have no control over my face.”

They walked back by a different route.

At the apartment door, Marcus squeezed Alden’s shoulder once.

“Call me if the room gets too quiet,” he said.

After he left, the attic seemed smaller.

Alden stood beside the desk. Marcus’s card rested on top of the
textbooks. The blue SynCore logo looked clean and certain against the
white paper. Beneath it, hidden from view, Elias’s manuals waited with
all their unfinished questions.

On the card, Marcus had written the apartment address and one line
beneath it.

Whole dinner. Unbent forks.

Alden read it twice.

Then he reached for his phone.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE VANE APARTMENT

T WO weeks after his father’s death, Alden packed his life into six boxes
and one duffel bag.

The boxes made the apartment look larger. Books accounted for four
of them. Clothes occupied less than one. The last held a kettle, two
chipped mugs, three plates, and several objects Alden had kept only
because throwing them away required a decision.

Elias’s manuals went into the duffel.

He wrapped them in Clara’s kitchen towel and placed them beneath
his sweater. The arrangement was impractical, but he did not want the
movers carrying them. He told himself this was because the pages were
fragile.

The movers arrived nine minutes early in a van bearing a small
SynCore housing logo. They worked with the speed of people who had
already been given a floor plan. Before Alden had decided what to do
with the lamp, one of them had wrapped it and carried it downstairs.

Marcus stood in the doorway, attempting to help and mostly changing
which side of the room was blocked.

“I told you they were efhicient,” he said.

“They packed my trash can.”

By noon, the attic was empty.

Alden left the key on the narrow kitchen counter. He looked once at
the water stain over the window, the place where the radiator had stood,
and the pale rectangle on the wall where his books had protected the paint
from sunlight. The room had embarrassed him for years. Now that it no
longer contained him, it looked almost innocent.

Marcus carried the last box down the stairs.

“Ready?”

Alden adjusted the duffel strap over his shoulder. “No.”
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The Vane apartment occupied the twelfth floor of a building close
enough to Fifth Avenue that Marcus had not exaggerated much. The
lobby had a doorman, stone floors, and a vase of white flowers tall enough
to require its own rent. Alden followed Marcus past a directory that listed
only surnames and apartment numbers.

Vane, M. / Vane, M.

“That’s going to make the mail confusing,” Alden said.

Marcus pressed the elevator button. “We enjoy mystery.”

The elevator rose without a sound. Alden watched the floor numbers
change and tried not to calculate how much one silent ride cost in rent.

Marcus opened the apartment door before the movers reached them.

Warm light spilled into the hall.

The kitchen from Marcus’s photograph was real: white marble coun-
ters, copper pans, a long wooden table, and windows that held the city
at a flattering distance. The living room had deep green chairs, shelves
filled with books and small pieces of dark pottery, and a rug soft enough
to make Alden conscious of his shoes.

After the attic, the space felt almost indecent.

“Shoes can stay on,” Marcus said. “Mara isn’t a tyrant about floors.”

“I'm a tyrant about people speaking for me from another room,” a
woman answered.

She came from the hallway fastening the cuff of a charcoal blouse.

Alden knew her face before she reached them.

The ambulance lights had changed its colors, but not its shape. The
same level dark eyes. The same high cheekbones. The same dark hair,
pinned cleanly at the back of her head. She looked to be in her early forties,
much much older than Marcus, and striking without softness. Her sleeves
ended at precisely the same point on each wrist. A narrow silver watch sat
against her left hand.

At the river, red light had made her severe and white light had
made her almost kind. Here, in the warm apartment, both impressions
remained.

Marcus smiled. “Alden, this is Mara. Mara, Alden.”

Mara Vane held out her hand.

“We’ve met,” Alden said.

Her hand remained between them. “Have we?”
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“At the river. The night I fell in. You were standing near the ambu-
lance.”

Marcus looked from Alden to his wife.

Mara’s face did not tighten. She did not glance away or ask for time to
remember. Her composure was so complete that Alden immediately felt
less certain of his own.

“I'm sorry,” she said. “I wasn’t there. I was at SynCore that night.”

“You had something in your hand.”

“Alden,” Marcus said carefully.

Mara lowered her offered hand without offense. “You had just been
pulled from freezing water. Ambulance light is poor light for recognizing
strangers.”

Her voice carried concern rather than correction. That made the
memory harder to defend.

Black rain. A closed fist. A face changing from red to white.

The details had never formed a complete person. Alden had supplied
certainty afterward because uncertainty was difficult to live beside.

“Maybe,” he said.

“It must have been frightening.”

That topic soon went away. “Marcus has talked about you for years.
Welcome. Stay as long as you need.”

She took one of the lighter boxes before he could stop her and carried
it toward the guest room. Marcus waited until she was out of earshot.

“You okay?”

“I thought it was her.”

“You also thought a hospital nurse was your secondary-school librar-
ian.”

“She had the same glasses.”

“She was a forty-year-old man.”

Alden looked down the hall where Mara had disappeared.

“Right,” he said.

The guest room was quieter than any place Alden had slept since
childhood. A wide window looked west across the neighboring roofs.
Fresh towels sat on the bed. Someone had cleared half the closet, placed
a charging cable on the desk, and written the wireless password on a card
beside a spare building key.

The preparation should have embarrassed him. Instead, it loosened
something in his chest.
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Mara set down the box. “The vent clicks at night. Marcus says you
dislike complete silence, so I didn’t ask maintenance to replace it.”

Alden glanced at Marcus.

“The radiator,” Marcus explained. “You slept through the screaming.”

“Eventually,” Alden said.

“If you need anything changed, tell me,” Mara said. “The room is yours
while you’re here.”

The movers placed his boxes against the wall. His books looked poor
and familiar beneath the broad window. Alden put the duffel under the
desk himself.

When he returned to the kitchen, three pancakes waited on a plate.
They were round, evenly browned, and still warm.

“Marcus said you hadn’t been eating,” Mara said.

“Marcus says many things.”

“Most of them are medically useless. This one was observable.”

Marcus opened a cabinet. “She talks like this at home too.”

“You married it.”

“I was promised tax benefits.”

Mara slid the plate toward Alden. Maple syrup stood within reach.
So did black tea with one small dish of honey, separate, as if she had
accounted for the possibility that he disliked sweetness.

He sat. The first bite tasted better than food had any right to taste
after grief. Alden ate slowly at first, then too quickly. Mara did not watch
him. She sorted mail at the counter while Marcus argued with the coffee
machine. Her refusal to notice his hunger felt deliberate and kind.

“Marcus tells me you studied Old English,” she said after he had
finished half the plate.

“He tells everyone. It saves him from explaining my personality.”

“SynCore has been looking for someone who can read inflected syntax
without modernizing it on instinct.”

“That’s very specific.”

“Our work is very specific.”

Alden glanced at the duffel hidden down the hall. “Marcus said some-
thing about language architecture.”

“Tomorrow will make more sense than an explanation over breakfast.
You can tour the public research levels, meet a few people, and decide
whether any of it interests you.”

“And if it doesn’t?”
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“Then you come home and tell Marcus his referral instincts are terri-
ble.”

Marcus placed a mug beneath the coffee machine. “They are excellent.
I referred myself.”

Mara’s mouth shifted. The expression was small, but it changed her
whole face. Alden understood why Marcus watched for it.

“No obligation,” she said. “You have had enough decisions made
urgent for you.”

They spent the afternoon unpacking. Marcus opened boxes and be-
came distracted by every third object. Mara worked steadily, asking before
she touched anything personal. She knew where spare shelves were kept,
which drawer held tools, how far the desk could move before blocking
the heating vent. Her care operated through measurements.

Alden found it restful. He also noticed that Mara returned each object
to the exact place from which she had lifted it.

At six, the apartment buzzer sounded.

Marcus looked at the clock. “Eight minutes late. That’s almost punc-
tual.”

Mara had already opened the door. Evelyn Vane entered with rain on
her shoulders and a scarlet trench coat bright enough to make the hallway
seem unfinished around it.

She was around Alden’s age, perhaps a little younger. She shared
Mara’s dark eyes and the line of her cheekbones, but resemblance ended
wherever stillness began. Her hair had been tied back with a black ribbon
and had escaped in several directions. One coat button occupied the
wrong hole. She carried a folded sheet of paper between her teeth while
she pulled oft a wet boot.

Mara reached for the paper before it fell.

Evelyn moved her head away. “I have it.”

“You also had three messages.”

“I was underground. Trains remain hostile to sisterly surveillance.”

“A message saying you were late would have taken six words.”

“Five if you remove emotional punctuation.”

Mara took the wet coat when Evelyn shrugged it off. She checked the
pockets before hanging it, removed a leaking pen, and set it on the entry
table.

Evelyn watched her do it.
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“See?” she said to Alden. “This is how it starts. First she saves the
furniture. Soon your week has a treatment plan.”

“Your pen was open,” Mara said.

“My pen was expressing itself.”

Marcus came to Alden’s rescue, or possibly Evelyn’s. “Ev, this is Alden.
Alden, Mara’s younger sister, Evelyn.”

“Evelyn Vane,” she said. “Or just Ev.”

She took the paper from her mouth and offered him her hand.

“So you’re the poetry man.”

“I’m not a poetry man.”

“Marcus promised.”

“Marcus works in logistics. Misrepresentation is part of the field.”

Evelyn looked pleased.

Mara passed behind her and corrected the coat on its hanger.

“Mara has been correcting my position since I was born,” she told
Alden.

“Someone had to,” Mara said.

“We had parents.”

“We had optimistic people with jobs.”

Evelyn laughed despite herself. The sound made Mara look at her, and
for a second their age difference became visible. Mara had learned to
watch the door before Evelyn had learned to reach it. Whatever had made
her protective had happened long enough ago.

Dinner was roast chicken, potatoes, and green beans. Evelyn put her
folded page beside her plate and kept one hand over it whenever Marcus
looked interested.

“How long have you been at SynCore?” Alden asked Mara.

“Twenty-five years.”

He thought he had misheard. “Twenty-five?”

“I started young.”

“She started at seventeen,” Evelyn said. “She is forty-two now and has
been a responsible adult for all forty-two of those years.”

Mara lifted her glass. “That arithmetic is impressive for someone who
once ate a coin.”

“I was three.”

“The coin was five.”

Marcus laughed into his water.
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Alden looked at Mara again. Forty-two. Seventeen years older than
Marcus, only ten years younger than Elias had been. Her composure made
more sense with the number, though the marriage did not become less
surprising.

Marcus caught his glance and smiled without defensiveness. Under the
table, Mara’s hand briefly touched his wrist.

“SynCore took interns at seventeen?” Alden asked.

“It was smaller then,” Mara said. “And less careful about what it called
an internship. I helped catalog early clinical records, then moved into
model review.”

“She moved into telling adults they were wrong,” Evelyn said. “A
natural promotion.”

“You were not alive yet.”

“I've reviewed the evidence.”

“Mara already had a SynCore badge when I was born,” Evelyn told
Alden. “Imagine having a sister who approaches babysitting like an insti-
tutional responsibility. Bedtime had documentation.”

“You slept better with a schedule.”

“I slept better after hiding the clock.”

Mara knew Evelyn disliked mushrooms and removed them from her
plate without asking. Evelyn complained, then ate from Mara’s plate
anyway.

Alden had never had a sibling. He could not tell where affection ended
and resentment began. Perhaps neither of them knew.

“What do you do at SynCore now?” he asked Evelyn.

“Disappoint management.”

“She works in model verification,” Mara said. “When she attends.”

“I verify models by refusing to believe them. It’s a demanding method-
ology.”

“You missed two review sessions last week.”

“The models remained wrong without me.”

Mara exhaled through her nose. Evelyn smiled as though she had won
something.

“And the poem?” Marcus asked.

Evelyn placed both hands over the folded page. “Classified.”

“You carried it here in your mouth.”

“A secure channel.”
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She turned to Alden. “You’ll read it later. Mara banned artistic evalu-
ation at the table after a tiny incident.”

“You dropped three pages into it,” Mara said.

Alden laughed before he could decide whether it was appropriate.

Evelyn looked at him with quick appraisal. “There. Marcus said you
had a sense of humor.”

The conversation moved on. Marcus told a story about an intake form
submitted in three languages. Evelyn argued that a line of an Old English
elegy had been mistranslated by every modern editor she disliked, which
seemed to include all of them. Mara listened while eating, occasionally
correcting a date or moving a water glass away from Evelyn’s elbow before
it could fall.

At one point, Marcus looked at Mara and asked, “Long day?”

He did not ask her to explain it. He simply noticed. Mara’s attention
left the room for a moment. When it returned, she touched his wrist
again.

“Manageable,” she said.

The answer seemed to satisfy him.

Alden watched them and felt a quiet ache he did not want to name.
The marriage was strange in its age and suddenness. It was also made of
small practiced motions that looked, from across a dinner table, very much
like care.

By the time the plates were empty, the apartment had begun to feel
less like a place he was borrowing. Marcus left a cupboard open. Evelyn’s
wet coat dripped onto the entry mat. Mara moved through the resulting
disorder with a dish towel, correcting what she could and tolerating what
she could not.

“Tomorrow, eight-thirty,” Marcus reminded Alden. “Wear some-
thing with buttons. SynCore respects buttons.”

“SynCore respects competence,” Mara said.

“Buttons are visible competence.”

Evelyn leaned back in her chair. “Take notes during the tour. Espe-
cially when people say the word voluntary more than once.”

Mara’s gaze shifted to her.

“What?” Evelyn asked. “It’s a useful word.”

“Alden is visiting a medical company, not entering enemy territory.”

“Those categories overlap more often than brochures suggest.”
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Marcus groaned. “Can we let him survive one evening before the
family politics?”

Evelyn folded her poem into a smaller square. “Fine. Tomorrow he
can develop opinions under professional lighting.”

Mara stood and began collecting plates. “Tomorrow he can look for
himself.”

She said it calmly, without pressing him toward either sister’s conclu-
sion. That made Alden trust her more than he intended.

Later, in the guest room, he unpacked the duffel. Clara’s kitchen towel
still smelled faintly of onions. He placed Elias’s manuals in the bottom
desk drawer and closed it.

From the kitchen came the soft collision of three voices. Marcus
laughing. Evelyn objecting to something at full volume. Mara speaking
more quietly, which somehow made the other two listen.

Alden sat on the bed. His tablet lit beside him.

SynCore visitor access approved.
Host: Dr. Mara Vane.
Arrival: 08:30.

He read the notice, turned the tablet face down, and lay back against
the pillow. The vent clicked softly in the wall.

For the first time since the river, Alden slept before the room went
quiet.
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CHAPTER FIVE

FIRST TOUR OF SYNCORE

HE first thing SynCore gave Alden was a badge that carried his

I photograph, his name, and a blue stripe marking him as a visitor.

At every door, the badge waited half a second before turning
green.

Marcus watched him test it against the lobby gate.

The gate opened. Alden stepped through.

SynCore’s Manhattan atrium was larger than it had looked on the news.
Six floors of glass rose around a central wall of moving light. Hospital
names traveled across it in pale blue letters, followed by veterans’ clinics,
trauma centers, and public research grants. Beneath them, short patient
recordings played without sound. A woman stood on a train platform.
A child slept with both hands open. A gray-haired man drove across a
bridge while his wife filmed from the passenger seat, laughing whenever
the camera shook.

People knew SynCore. Alden had seen its logo on hospital screens,
donation drives, and the side of the ambulance that took him from the
river. Its executives appeared beside ministers when new mental-health
tunding was announced. Its clinicians spoke on morning programs about
treatment-resistant trauma.

The lobby contained the reason.

A boy of twelve or thirteen stood near Reception with a paper cup
in one hand and his mother’s sleeve in the other. Every few seconds,
the front doors opened to the street. Each time they did, traffic sounded
through the atrium.

The boy flinched at the first horn. He did not flinch at the second.

His mother noticed. Her face changed before she could stop it. She
crouched, spilling coffee across her own knuckles, and pulled him against
her coat.

Marcus looked away to give them privacy.
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“Discharge day?” Alden asked.

“Second-stage review,” Marcus said. “He was caught in the North
Line bombing last year. For six months, his mother couldn’t get him past
their apartment lobby.”

“You know them?”

“I arranged transport. Three taxis refused to wait through the first
panic episode, so now we use a driver named Rafi who keeps ginger
sweets in the glove box. That’s the kind of advanced science I handle.”

The boy and his mother passed through the front doors. He gripped
her sleeve, but he kept walking.

Marcus touched two fingers to his badge. “They do good work here,
Alden. Whatever Ev says over roast chicken.”

“She told me to count how often people say voluntary.”

“She says that to everyone. Last month she said it to the dentist.”

Reception issued Alden a thin tablet and asked him to confirm three
visitor agreements. The word voluntary appeared four times. He did not
tell Marcus.

They crossed the atrium beneath a suspended model of the human
brain. Light moved through it in branching pulses, each pathway brighten-
ing a moment after the one before. Children on a hospital tour were trying
to make it respond by waving both arms. A SynCore guide pretended this
was working.

Marcus knew half the lobby by name. He asked a security officer about
her injured wrist and redirected two interns who had taken the wrong
lift. Inside the apartment, Marcus had seemed pleasantly outmatched by
cupboards.

“You like this,” Alden said.

“Being obeyed by interns? Deeply.”

“The work.”

Marcus glanced toward the boy disappearing beyond the glass doors.

“It gave me a direction when I was getting very good at going
nowhere.” He counted on his fingers. “A job. Health insurance. Housing.
Technically a wife, although Human Resources dislikes that phrasing.”

“Most people meet their wives without corporate assistance.”

“Most people didn’t spend university eating crackers over a sink.”

“How much of the actual science do you understand?” Alden asked.

“Enough to stay out of laboratories when red lights are on. I coordinate
people. I get patients into the correct room, keep their families informed,
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and make sure they have somewhere to go afterward. Mara understands
the machinery. Dr. Lin understands why it works. Voss understands
everything, according to Voss.”

“And you?”

“I know where the decent coffee is. No one respects operational
knowledge.”

They stopped before a floor directory set into black glass.

Public atrium
Tier 1: evaluation and cognitive mapping
Tier 2: clinical treatment and recovery
Tier 3: calibration and model research

Records: authorized personnel

The directory ended there. An elevator panel beside it continued down
for three more levels, each marked only with a narrow gray line.

Alden pointed. “What’s below Records?”

Marcus held his badge to the lowest button. The panel flashed red.

“A convincing demonstration of my importance.”

“You don’t know?”

“Clinical storage. Old equipment. Things that require executive per-
mission and people with better shoes.”

The lowest gray line briefly resolved into words before fading again.

Legacy systems.

Then the lift arrived, and a family came out carrying balloons.

Mara met them on Tier 1. She wore a white coat over the same
charcoal blouse from breakfast. Her dark hair was pinned at the back of
her neck, and her silver watch sat exactly where it had the day before.
Alden wondered if she owned several identical versions of herself.

“You're early,” she said.

“Three minutes,” Marcus replied.

“Good. Dr. Lin has a review at ten.”

Mara took the visitor tablet from Alden and checked the agreements.
Her thumb paused once near the consent page, then moved on.

“Any implanted medical devices?”

“No.”

“History of seizures?”

“No.”
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“Loss of consciousness within the last month?”

The river returned as cold pressure behind his ribs.

“Yes.”

Mara looked up. For one second, he saw ambulance light against her
cheek. Red, then white.

“The river,” Marcus said.

“Of course.” Mara made a note. “You won’t enter an active field today.
Observation only.”

Her answer was immediate and sensible. Alden felt foolish for watch-
ing her hands.

Tier 1looked less like a laboratory than a hospital designed by someone
who disliked visible illness. The walls were warm gray. Consultation
rooms had ordinary wooden doors. Potted plants stood beneath windows,
all of them alive. Through one open room, Alden saw a clinician fitting a
soft mesh cap over a woman’s close-cropped hair while her husband read
questions from a tablet.

Dr. Lin waited in the mapping gallery.

She was a small woman in her fifties with a blunt black-and-silver
bob and the forward-leaning posture of someone whose mind habitually
arrived before the rest of her. Her lab coat had a pen mark near one pocket.
Alden liked her slightly for that.

“Old English,” she said instead of greeting him.

“Some of it.”

“West Saxon?”

“Mostly. A little Anglian verse.”

“Can you read inflected prose without moving it into modern word
order?”

“Yes.”

“Mara, why didn’t we hire him yesterday?”

“Yesterday he was moving into my guest room.”

She led them to a glass table holding a model brain made of blue lines.

“Tell me what Marcus explained.”

Alden looked at Marcus. Marcus spread his hands.

“He said you treat subconscious trauma.”

“Good.” Lin touched the table. “Most treatments begin after a re-
sponse reaches conscious thought. By then the body may have made
several decisions. Heart rate rises. Muscles lock. Memory supplies an old
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danger to explain a new sound. Consciousness arrives late and writes a
convincing report.”

The blue model brightened. A sharp noise entered the simulation.
Activity flared through the lower structures, climbed, and spread.

“We record surface EEG, autonomic response, and signals from the
deep-field array. Deep cognitive waves is the public phrase. It covers a
great deal of ugly mathematics.”

Calculus opened over the model. Alden recognized derivatives describ-
ing rates of change, then coupled equations whose variables altered one
another faster than he could follow.

“The model gives us a changing landscape,” Lin continued. “Peaks
show where a response intensifies. Basins show where it settles and repeats.
We do not remove a memory from the brain and trim it on a table.
We identify a harmful route, predict where intervention will carry, then
change the conditions that keep sending the mind through it.”

“Change them how?”

Lin glanced at Mara, pleased.

“Calculus describes the movement. Language gives us access.”

Old English appeared among the equations. Alden leaned closer.

The words were ordinary enough. Bind. Return. Hold. The inflections
were not. Each ending remained unresolved while the system tested its
relationship to every other word. Modern English would have forced an
earlier answer through order alone. This syntax waited. During that delay,
the neural model opened into another layer.

“The subconscious predicts before it explains,” Lin said. “Direct
commands make it defend itself. Early inflected syntax carries relation
before resolution. It lets the model approach sideways.”

“Who discovered that?”

Neither woman answered at once.

Then Mara said, “Your father.”

The words passed through Alden with less force than he expected. The
damage arrived afterward.

He saw Elias at the dining table, one finger resting beside an Old
English sentence while Clara carried plates behind him. He saw the
manuals stacked beneath dead bulbs in the attic. All those years, Alden
had assumed the language was an extension of his father’s refusal to live
in the same century as everyone else.

“He worked here,” Alden said.
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“For most of SynCore’s early research period,” Mara replied. “Elias
designed the mathematical-linguistic bridge that made stable access pos-
sible.”

“Marcus called him a scientist.”

Marcus said quietly. “I didn’t know how much you knew.”

Alden almost laughed. “Nothing, apparently.”

Lin watched him with the wary patience of a clinician. Mara watched
him differently. She seemed to be measuring whether the truth had made
him more likely to step forward or leave.

“Why didn’t he tell me?”

“That question belongs to Elias,” Mara said. “I can only tell you the
work mattered. It still does.”

On the table, the sentence completed its calculation. The simulated
fear response lowered. The memory remained visible, but the red around
it receded.

For years, Alden had carried his father’s absence as proof of indiffer-
ence. The idea that Elias had spent those hours building something that
allowed a boy to walk through a noisy lobby did not excuse him. It did,
however, give the absence a shape.

Lin moved them into the clinical routing room. Six treatment pathways
occupied the far wall, each represented by an anonymized model and a
plain-language outcome.

FEAR ATTENUATION reduced the body’s panic cascade while
preserving recognition of danger. The sample patient remembered the car
crash and could enter a vehicle without vomiting.

MEMORY-AFFECT SEPARATION kept the facts of a traumatic
event available while lowering the emotional force attached to recall. A
paramedic could describe a failed rescue without reliving it through her
hands.

ANGER AND PARANOIA DAMPENING interrupted recurrent
threat interpretation before it escalated into aggression. The file beside
it carried three consent confirmations and a family reintegration plan.

The remaining routes were marked for advanced review.

RELATIONAL NEUTRALIZATION isolated a person-specific net-
work when one relationship had become the organizing source of terror,
compulsion, or self-harm.

LINEARIZATION stabilized severe recursive conflict by narrowing
contradictory response pathways into a reliable sequence.
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TERMINAL COMPRESSION appeared in gray. No patient example
accompanied it.

“That one sounds final,” Alden said.

“It is a containment protocol,” Lin replied. “If an unstable pattern
begins propagating through the active model, compression prevents total
cognitive cascade. It is restricted, rarely used, and absent from ordinary
treatment.”

“What happens to what gets compressed?”

“It becomes inaccessible to the active route.”

“Gone?”

“Inaccessible,” Mara repeated.

The distinction had probably survived several legal reviews.

Alden looked back at relational neutralization. “If you isolate one
person, how do you know what else is attached to them?”

Lin enlarged the model. “We run adjacency prediction before interven-
tion. Identity, language, procedural memory, essential attachments. The
system maps likely spillover and sets protected thresholds.”

The display rendered a cluster of peaks connected by fine lines. One
red peak pulsed at the center. The surrounding network dimmed with
distance.

It was elegant. It was also wrong. Alden reached toward the table, then
stopped before touching it. “Can you rotate this?”

Lin did. The model turned. From the side, two paths that had looked
separate passed behind the central peak and joined.

“Your display treats those as adjacent variables,” Alden said. “My
father’s notes would treat them as the same boundary.”

Mara’s eyes sharpened. “You read his notes?”

“Some. I didn’t understand most of the equations. He kept drawing
loops around empty spaces. At first I thought they were corrections.”

Lin expanded the joined paths. “They may be.”

“He labeled them continuity. Once as return.” Alden searched for the
right explanation. “A peak tells you how intense something is at one point.
It doesn’t tell you whether the path comes back after you lower it. If
the connection goes around the change, the model could call the target
reduced while the structure stays intact.”

Lin’s finger stopped above the glass.

Marcus looked between them. “I understood the word peak.”
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“Topology,” Lin said. She sounded annoyed, although not with Alden.
“Crude topology, but yes.”

“Elias argued that intensity was only half the problem,” Mara said.
“SynCore chose the model that produced more consistent clinical pre-
dictions.”

“Was he wrong?”

“He was unfinished.”

A soft chime sounded at the door. The room changed before Alden
saw why.

A junior analyst closed a private message window. Lin lowered the
model’s error report. Marcus straightened his badge. Even Mara’s posture
adjusted, though only by the width of a breath.

Dr. Rowan Voss entered with one hand resting lightly in his trouser
pocket.

He was in his late fifties, silver hair, dark suit immaculate. His pale eyes
held steady attention without seeming to demand it. Alden recognized
him from public panels and hospital announcements. Onscreen, Voss
listened to frightened families with uteermost patience. In person, the
gentleness was more precise.

“Dr. Vane,” he said. “Dr. Lin. Marcus.”

“And Alden Gray.” Voss offered his hand.

“I’'m sorry about Elias.”

Alden shook it. “Did you know him well?”

“Well enough to argue with him for twenty years. Poorly enough that
neither of us ever learned when to stop.”

Voss quickly looked away. “What are we reconsidering?”

“An apparent continuity path,” Lin said. “The visitor noticed it.”

“It may be nothing,” Alden said.

“Most useful things begin that way.” Voss studied the joined lines.
“Your father distrusted peaks. He thought we mistook measurable inten-
sity for meaning.”

“Did you?”

No one in the room moved.

Voss smiled slightly.

“Sometimes. Then a patient slept through the night, or held his child
without seeing a battlefield, and the argument became less pure.” He
closed the model with one touch. “Perfection is an attractive demand
when someone else is suffering while you make it.”
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Alden thought of the boy in the lobby. He also thought of the gray
route on the wall and Mara’s careful distinction between gone and
inaccessible.

“What do you want from me?” he asked.

“A week,” Voss said. “Calibration training under Dr. Lin. Read-only
access to your father’s approved syntax library. You help us identify where
the language model has grown too modern for its own purpose. At the
end of the week, either side may decline. The arrangement is voluntary.’

“That’s the fifth voluntary,” Alden said.

Marcus made a small choking noise. For the first time, Mara looked
caught off guard. Voss only glanced at Alden’s visitor badge.

“Evelyn has been giving institutional tours again.”

“Only advice.”

>

“Her advice is rarely brief enough to qualify as only anything.” Voss’s
expression warmed. “You should listen to her. Then you should look for
yourself.”

It was almost exactly what Mara had said at dinner.

Lin slid the tablet toward Alden. The offer filled the screen. It included
salary, temporary research clearance, an ethics orientation, and more
money for one week than he had earned in the previous month. Beneath
the practical details sat a single line.

Linguistic calibration consultant, provisional.

He could leave. Marcus had promised him that. The guest room would
still exist. His father’s manuals would still be waiting in the desk, dense
with warnings and unfinished shapes.

Leaving would return him to those pages alone. Here, the equations
moved. Here, a frightened child had heard traffic and kept walking. Here,
Elias’s silence had grammar.

Alden signed. His visitor badge vibrated against his chest. The blue
stripe disappeared, replaced by a thin silver one.

Provisional access granted.
Assignment: calibration training.
Supervisor: Dr. Lin.
Observer: Dr. Mara Vane.
Start time: 08:00.
Voss opened the door for him.

[45]



SYNC

“Tomorrow,” he said, “we’ll find out what your father taught you.”
The badge turned green before Alden touched it to the reader.
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CHAPTER SIX

CALIBRATION AND THE KEY

T eight the next morning, Dr. Lin placed a stranger’s worst forty-
A seven minutes in front of Alden and told him to find the door.

The stranger was not in the room. Her fear was.

An empty neural cradle stood at the center of Calibration Room B, its
golden rings folded above the headrest. The archive occupied the space
where a patient would have been.

Her fear filled the room as a suspended model of an elevator: brushed
steel walls, a fluorescent panel, twelve floor buttons, one red alarm bell.
Rainwater darkened the shoulders of a woman’s coat. A paper grocery
bag had split at her feet. Oranges rolled back and forth each time the
elevator shuddered.

The model had no face. SynCore had replaced it with a neutral surface,
while the hands and first-name audio remained under renewed consent.
The hands pressed against the doors until the nails bent.

“Forty-seven minutes between mechanical failure and extraction,”
Lin said. “No physical injury. Persistent panic in enclosed spaces for four
years afterward. She gave continued consent for training use of the pre-
treatment record.”

Alden stood at the glass console in a gray provisional coat. Its sleeves
fit better than the jacket he had worn on the tour. He found that
disappointing. Clothes should not be able to suggest employment before
the person inside them felt employed.

Marcus had walked him as far as Tier 3 and handed him coffee at the
security line.

“My badge stops here,” he had said. “Whatever happens beyond this
point, tell people I tried to raise you well.”

Then his badge had flashed red, and he had gone upstairs to coordinate
a hospital transfer. Alden’s new silver stripe let him through.
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Now Lin stood at his right, a tablet tucked beneath one arm. Mara
watched from behind the observation glass. Voss had not arrived, though
the empty chair beside Mara had been placed too carefully to be acciden-
tal.

“Where’s the door?” Alden asked.

Lin pointed to the model. “You tell me.”

The elevator alarm rang.

The sound was thin and ordinary. Inside the archive, the woman’s
pulse rose to one hundred and sixty. Her palms struck the doors. The
fluorescent panel flickered, and the room around Alden filled with data.

Heart rate. Cortisol. Motor lock. Respiratory collapse. The numbers
climbed beside a red waveform until the waveform became a wall.

Then another sound entered the record.

A woman’s voice came through the emergency speaker, faint under the
alarm.

“I’m here, Nadia. Count with me.”

One. Two. Three.

The trapped woman’s breathing followed for several seconds before
panic took it again.

“Her wife,” Lin said. “She stayed on the building intercom until the
doors opened. The voice is a protected associative anchor. Your task is to
attenuate the alarm response and preserve the voice attachment.”

“That’s considered low risk?”

“No live cortex. No operator convergence. If you damage the archive,
we restore it. The decisions are still real.”

Lin opened the linguistic layer.

Old English terms appeared along the edges of the elevator. Gemynd.
Bindan. Eft. Their endings shifted as the model searched for a stable
relation. Each time the alarm rang, the words snapped into modern order
and vanished behind the red waveform.

“The system is resolving too fast,” Alden said.

“Try slowing it down.”

He selected gemynd. The console offered memory as its modern
equivalent and immediately classified the whole scene as stored traumatic
content.

Alden rejected the translation.

“Gemynd isn’t only storage,” he said.

“I know what the glossary says.”
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“The glossary is making it a container. Here it’s doing something.
Holding in mind. Recalling. Warning. The meaning depends on what it
is bound to.”

Lin’s mouth moved slightly. It might have been approval.

“Show me.”

Alden delayed the noun’s resolution and changed the inflected relation-
ship around bindan. The model resisted. Red spread across the glass, then
drew back. For half a second, the elevator existed in two forms at once.
In one, the alarm meant metal doors that would never open. In the other,
it meant a voice saying count with me.

He separated the two responses by rate rather than content. The alarm
struck first. The voice followed. Panic accelerated between them. Alden
adjusted the interval until the system could see that the second sound had
changed the first.

The red wall developed a seam.

“There,” he said.

“That’s access,” Lin replied. “You haven’t changed anything yet.”

She touched the side of the console. A recessed compartment opened.
Inside, an iron disk rested beneath clear glass.

It was smaller than Alden expected, no wider than his palm. Age had
roughened its surface to charcoal gray. Concentric circles had been cut
around a shallow center, crossed by marks that looked like arithmetic until
he leaned closer and recognized letters fitted into the grooves.

Dii eart gebunden.

“You are bound,” Alden translated.

“Approximately,” Lin said.

“Bound to what?”

“The inscription declines to explain.”

The answer sounded like something Elias might have said. Alden
lowered his face toward the glass. One of the diagrams in the manuals
had contained the same broken rings, though his father had drawn arrows
between them until the original shape nearly disappeared.

“Alfric’s Key,” Lin said. “The name is nineteenth-century and proba-
bly wrong. There is no reliable evidence that Zlfric made it, owned it, or
ever saw it. Early SynCore researchers kept the name because inaccurate
terminology becomes tradition faster than accurate terminology becomes
memorable.”
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“And this rewrites people?”

“This sits under glass.”

Lin brought up a dark disk inside the model. It matched the artifact
down to the damaged outer groove.

“SynCore uses Key for three related things. The artifact gives us a
repeatable resonance geometry. The interface is its digital twin. The map-
ping aligns linguistic instruction with a cognitive field. People confuse all
three, especially in funding presentations.”

She took a palm-sized silver instrument from the equipment tray.
Three narrow ridges crossed its face. When she pressed her thumb against
the first, a low vibration moved through the console and settled in Alden’s
molars.

“Field anchor,” she said. “It supplies a stable reference signal while
the model shifts. Otherwise the system can lose track of which response
belongs to the target, which belongs to the operator, and which was
introduced by the procedure itself.”

“That happens?”

“Every measurement changes the conditions around it. Ours has better
paperwork.”

She placed the anchor into its dock. “Portable units maintain a res-
onance signature during emergency transport, loss of consciousness, or
remote instability. Executive authorization only. You will use the fixed
array.”

Behind the glass, Mara looked down at the silver device. Her face
remained still.

Lin entered Alden’s operator code. The field anchor pulsed once. Cold
moved across his scalp.

For an instant, he smelled the river. Wet stone. Rain. Plastic from an
oxygen mask. Then Calibration Room B returned. Lin was watching the
diagnostics.

“Is that normal?” Alden asked.

“Describe it.”

“Cold. A memory, maybe.”

“Recent loss of consciousness can produce sensory recall during first
alignment.” Lin tapped the reading. “Your resonance lock is unusually
fast.”

Mara leaned toward the glass.

“Family correlation?” she asked through the speaker.
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“Possibly,” Lin said. “Elias calibrated against the original geometry for
years.”

Alden waited for one of them to explain how a father’s work could
make a son’s nervous system answer faster. Neither did.

Lin pointed to the dark disk hovering over the elevator archive.

“Use the Key. Keep the protected anchor above threshold.”

Alden moved the digital disk into the seam he had opened.

The concentric lines rotated through the model. They did not cut the
memory. They gave it coordinates. Alarm, enclosure, breath, voice, time.
Calculus described how quickly each response changed the others. The
delayed syntax kept the system from deciding too soon that every sound
inside the elevator belonged to the same fear.

He lowered the alarm’s autonomic gain. The elevator replayed. The
alarm rang. Nadia’s pulse rose, then stopped below panic. The voice
entered through the speaker.

“I'm here. Count with me.”

One. Two. Three. This time, the hands came away from the doors.
The simulation turned green.

Alden let out a breath.

“Acceptable first pass,” Lin said.

“Acceptable?”

“You left six percent residual panic.”

“I left the voice.”

“Which is why I said acceptable.”

The door opened behind them. Evelyn entered carrying a tablet under
one arm. Her scarlet coat hung open over a black SynCore sweater,
bringing the only color into the room that had not come from an alert.
A chocolate wrapper protruded from her coat pocket.

“I was told someone required an unpleasant second opinion.”

“Verification pass,” Lin said. “Try to remain within the boundaries of
your job.”

Evelyn ignored him. Shestopped beside Alden and studied the green
model.

“First day and you’ve already cured elevators.”

“One elevator. It wasn’t even real.”

“That’s how they keep the elevators from filing complaints.”
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She expanded the result panel. Green clinical markers filled the screen.
Fear response down eighty-two percent. Protected voice recognition
stable. Memory retrieval stable. Motor function stable.

“Looks good,” Alden said.

“That’s why I don’t trust it.”

Evelyn cleared the approved-outcome filter. Thousands of dim points
appeared beyond the bright model. Most flickered once and went dark.
Near the lower edge, a thin red line completed a loop and began again.

Alarm. Voice. Alarm.

Each repetition was weaker than the last. None crossed the clinical

threshold.

Nonlinear residue: 0.6%.

“Post-procedure noise,” Lin said.

“It’s an echo loop,” Evelyn replied. “It returns to the same coordinate.”

“At six-tenths of one percent amplitude.”

“Noise doesn’t usually remember where it started.”

Alden enlarged the loop. It curved around the boundary he had
protected, left the active model, and reentered beside the wife’s voice.
His father’s circles came back to him. Continuity. Return.

“It’s using the anchor as a path,” he said.

Evelyn looked at him. Her expression lost some of its amusement.

Lin folded her arms. “The active fear route remains attenuated.”

“Yes, but the connection survived outside it.”

“Below threshold.”

“Still connected,” Evelyn said.

The observation-room door opened. Voss came in without hurry and
took the empty chair beside Mara. His silver hair caught the blue light
from the model.

“Continue,” he said.

No one had told Alden that Voss was listening. That was probably part
of the exercise. Lin closed the residual layer and loaded the next module.

This archive contained no reconstructed room. Only a decision tree
and a man’s recorded responses after an assault charge. SynCore had
mapped every point at which suspicion became certainty, certainty be-
came anger, and anger became action.

“Anger and paranoia dampening,” Lin said. “Choose a boundary.”
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Alden worked more quickly this time. Old English slowed the model.
The Key gave the responses position. He lowered threat recurrence and
aggressive escalation, then ran the predicted outcome.

Assault risk: -63%.
Persecutory recursion: -71%.
Spontaneous objection: -38%.
Authority compliance: +44%.

Evelyn tapped the last two lines. “Convenient side effect.”

“Documented side effect,” Lin corrected.

“Does the patient get the numbers before consent?” Alden asked.

“Risk ranges, yes. Exact predictions are individual and emerge after
mapping.”

“So he agrees before he knows which parts of him become collateral.”

Mara answered from the observation room. “He agrees because the
parts currently in control have put his partner in hospital twice.”

The archive included a photograph in its protected file. A swollen eye.
A child standing several feet behind the injured woman, watching the
camera with the exhausted attention of someone much older.

Alden looked back at the projected losses.

“Would you reject the route?” Voss asked.

His voice came through the speaker with no pressure in it. That made
the question heavier.

“No,” Alden said. “I would show him the prediction.”

“And if he still consented?”

Alden thought of the child in the photograph.

“I would proceed.”

Voss nodded once.

The modules continued.

Memory-affect separation preserved the date of a funeral, the church,
the names of everyone who attended. The simulation’s grief response fell
into a manageable range. Along with it, the warmth attached to the dead
man’s last birthday dropped eighteen percent.

Relational neutralization began with a warning: RELATIONSHIP
VECTOR: OVERLOAD. The route isolated an abusive former partner
whose voice could still drive the subject beneath a locked table. The
panic response disappeared. Seven years of shared kitchens, holidays, and
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ordinary mornings remained factually available, each tagged with reduced
personal salience.

Linearization took two competing response structures and forced them
through one stable sequence. Decision time improved. Contradiction fell.
So did improvisation.

Terminal compression stayed locked.

Alden touched its gray panel once. The console refused him.

Restricted containment route.
Irreversible access loss possible.
Neural failure risk: high.

“That is the procedure used when the model itself begins to spread,”
Lin said. “You do not open it. You do not simulate it without executive
authorization. If every other route fails, terminal compression closes the
architecture before the cascade reaches the rest of the mind.”

“And if it closes too much?”

Lin met his eyes. “Then there may be too little active architecture left
to sustain the person.”

Voss said nothing.

By late afternoon, Alden’s eyes burned from the interfaces. The field
anchor had left a faint pressure behind his forehead. Every ordinary
memory now seemed to contain hidden connections. The coffee Marcus
had given him included a university sink, unpaid bills, a winter when
the heating failed, and Marcus laughing in two sweaters. Clara’s honey
carried fever, a kitchen window, Elias refusing to admit he was worried.

Nothing stayed inside one category once he looked closely enough.

Evelyn sat on the corner of an unused console, folding her chocolate
wrapper into smaller and smaller rectangles. She had challenged every
green result and accepted two of Lin’s corrections without pretending
she had meant them first.

“You missed lunch,” she said.

“So did you.”

“I ate chocolate. It contains several major food groups.”

Lin finished reviewing Alden’s scores. Mara and Voss had left the
observation room twenty minutes earlier. Alden had not seen them go.

“Your syntax accuracy is ninety-four percent,” Lin said. “Boundary
selection is slow. That may improve. You preserve more associative
material than the standard model recommends.”
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“Is that a problem?”
“Tomorrow will tell us.”
His tablet lit.

Operator status: provisionally cleared.
Access: tier 2 clinical.
First assignment: subject 19, Jarek Hollis.
Protocol: full emotional reset.

Supervisor: Dr. Lin.

“Full reset isn’t one of the routes,” Alden said.

“It is a combined protocol,” Lin replied. “Fear attenuation first.
Memory-affect separation where the trauma has spread beyond a single
event. Subject 19 has not slept through a night in three years.”

The tablet asked him to accept the assignment.

Evelyn stopped folding the wrapper.

“Check what the model calls adjacent,” she said.

Lin gave her a tired look. “He knows the procedure.”

Alden thought of Nadia’s wife’s voice traveling around the edge of
the map. He thought of six percent fear left in place because removing it
would have taken something else.

Then he thought of the boy in SynCore’s lobby walking into trafhc
noise without stopping.

He pressed ACCEPT.

At the bottom of the screen, ZElfric’s Key turned once and settled beneath his name.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

FULL EMOTIONAL RESET

TIER 2’s lab was a cathedral of light and calculus.

Alden stood at the edge of the operating platform with his lab coat
hanging too stiffly from his shoulders. The fabric was new and slightly
scratchy at the wrists. He kept rubbing his thumb against the seam, a small
nervous motion he hoped Lin would not notice.

His first patient waited in the neural cradle.

The man was named Jarek Hollis, though SynCore’s file preferred a
cleaner title: Subject 19. Chronic PTSD. Recommended: Full emotional
reset. He sat in the black chair with his hands curled around the armrests,
his knuckles pale and sharp. Silver filaments touched his temples. The
golden rings above him turned slowly, patient and silent.

Jarek looked less like a patient than a man trying not to fall through his
own body.

“Begin with the fear engram,” Lin instructed. She stood beside Alden
with a tablet tucked against her ribs. “Isolate the waveform. Don’t chase
every association. The system will show you noise. You identify the
wound.”

Alden nodded.

The holograms flickered to life, translating Jarek’s subconscious into
a storm of equations. Mortar blasts rose as jagged spikes in a differential
graph. Screams appeared as dissonant harmonics. Smoke spread through
the model in a dark gray mesh. At the center pulsed a label: AMBUSH,
03:14 HRS.

Just variables, Alden reminded himself.

Numbers to balance.

He widened the waveform. The graph responded to his touch, unfold-
ing into deeper layers. Runes surfaced along the margins, Old English
letters stitched through calculus like black thread through skin. For a
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second, something small and bright flashed near the edge of the trauma
cluster: a yellow bicycle tipping in sunlight, a child’s laugh, blue frosting
smeared across a table.

Alden hesitated.

“Adjacent memory,” Lin said. “Ignore it.”

“It looks connected.”

“Everything looks connected if you stare long enough. That’s why we
use models.”

Jarek made a sound in the chair, not quite a word. The golden rings
hummed louder. His pulse climbed on the monitor, each beat a red hook.

Lin’s voice sharpened. “Alden.”

He swallowed, selected Zlfric’s Key, the iron disk’s digital twin, and
pressed it to the waveform.

The equation shuddered.

For a moment, the whole graph resisted him, twisting into recursive
loops around the runes. Then the Key caught. The jagged peaks began
to lower, not all at once but one by one, as if some invisible hand
were smoothing mountains into a plain. The screams thinned into clean
harmonics. The smoke mesh dissolved. Jarek’s pulse steadied. His pupils
dilated, then softened.

The red hooks became a calm green line.

“Clean work,” Lin said. “Your father’s syntax really does align with
the Key.”

Alden smiled before he could stop himself.

It was ridiculous, how quickly praise could find the hollow place in
him. He had spent years pretending he did not care what his father had
built, what his father had wanted, whether Elias Gray had ever looked
at his son and seen anything worth continuing. Yet here he was, standing
inside the machine his father had helped design, being told that his hands
knew how to finish the work.

Maybe this was what Elias had been doing all those nights behind the
study door.

Maybe distance had been the price of purpose.

At lunch, Evelyn cornered him by the nutrient dispenser.

“Heard you scrubbed Subject 19’s trauma.” She dropped into the seat
across from him without asking. Her red sweater looked almost violent
under the cafeteria lights. “Congratulations. First soul-cleaning.”
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Alden focused on his tray. Today’s nutrient gel was seaweed-green and
faintly luminescent.

Evelyn unwrapped a chocolate bar. “You want some? Real sugar. Very
illegal in spirit, if not technically.”

“No.”

“Your loss.” She broke off a piece with her teeth. “You know what
they call Tier 2 in the lower levels?”

“Do I want to know?”

“The Kennel.” She leaned in. “Where they house the rabid memories
before putting them down.”

He gripped his fork. “I'm actually helping people here.”

“Sure. Just like they helped Subject 19.”

“He was suffering.”

“So are a lot of people.”

“He’s free now. No more nightmares.”

Evelyn’s smirk faded. She reached over, picked a gel cube from his tray,
and flicked it at his forehead. It stuck there, cold and quivering.

“Ask him tomorrow if he still remembers his daughter’s name.”

The gel slid down his temple, leaving an algae-sweet trail behind.
Alden wiped it off with his sleeve and tried to laugh. He tried to let her
sentence bounce off the polished walls of Tier 2 and fall harmlessly.

But it didn’t fall.

That night, in Marcus’s guest room, he dreamed in equations.

Not the clean ones. Not the elegant ones his father might have admired.
These equations had teeth along the edges, tiny and irregular, growing
from every line he had flattened. The placid sine curve from Jarek’s mind
rose and fell in perfect thythm until something underneath it began to
knock.

In the margins, Old English words repeated themselves until they no
longer felt like language.

Dii eart gebunden.

Bound. Bound. Bound.
At 07:00, SynCore woke before Alden did, his tablet pulsing on the
bedside table like a second heartbeat.
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Post-optimization review: subject 19.

Report to tier 2.

Review meant routine. Review meant yesterday had not gone wrong.
Jarek’s fear had been flattened, his heart rate steadied, his nightmares
folded into something the system could finally hold without screaming.

Alden dressed quickly and told himself he was relieved.

SynCore’s lobby looked almost beautiful in the morning. Glass broke
the pale light into clean strips across the floor. Employees moved through
them nonstop, their badges flashing, their faces turned toward whatever
purpose waited inside. Alden used to hate people who walked like that,
people whose lives seemed to know where they were going. Now, with
his own badge clipped to his coat, he felt briefly forgiven by the world.

Tier 2 smelled of antiseptic and warmed plastic.

Behind the observation glass, Jarek sat upright in the neural cradle.
The golden rings were folded back now, asleep around him like petals
after bloom. Without the storm of equations around his head, he looked
smaller.

“Subject 19 slept seven hours and forty-two minutes,” Lin said. “No
panic response. No night terrors. Cortisol stable. He asked for breakfast.”

“That’s good,” Alden said.

“That’s excellent.”

Jarek turned his head as if he heard them through the glass. His eyes
were clear. Yesterday they had been hollowed out by something old and
loud. He looked like a man returned to himself.

Alden felt some tight part of him loosen. Maybe Evelyn was wrong.

Lin tapped the console. The speakers clicked on.

“Good morning, Jarek.”

“Good morning.”

“Do you remember why you came here?”

“Post-traumatic stress disorder following military deployment. Recur-
rent nightmares. Irrational startle responses. Avoidance behavior.”

“And how do you feel now?”

Jarek thought about it for a few seconds. “Unburdened.”

Lin glanced at Alden with a small, pleased smile. “Excellent.”

The word should have comforted Alden.

Lin continued. “Now we test non-trauma associative memory. Child-
hood home?”

“Red brick house. Two floors. Front porch damaged during a storm.”
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“Favorite meal?”

“Tomato soup with pepper. My mother overcooked it.”

“Daughter?”

The room seemed to lower itself around that word.

Jarek’s eyes moved once, left to right, as if following an invisible line
of text.

“Yes,” he said.

“Tell us about her.”

“Female. Eight years old.” Another pause. “Small yellow bicycle. Blue
frosting on sixth birthday cake. Missing front tooth during winter holiday
photograph.”

The details were there. They came cleanly, one after another, like cards
pulled from a file. Jarek said yellow bicycle the way he had said cortisol
stable. He said blue frosting as if frosting had never been sweet.

Lin, seemingly unbothered, looked satisfied.

Recalling what Evelyn said, Alden leaned toward him, although seper-
ated by the glass door, and asked inexplicitly, before he could stop himself,
“Jarek, what’s her name?”

Jarek opened his mouth. His expression folded inward almost childlike.
“I know her”.

Before neither of them could say another word, a visitor authorization
badge flashed across the panel.

Family reintegration assessment: approved.

A little girl stepped into the recovery suite holding a nurse’s hand. She
had dark hair cut just below her chin and a purple backpack hanging from
one shoulder. One shoelace was untied. She clutched a paper cup with
both hands.

Jarek turned toward her.

The girl froze when she saw him, then ran.

“Dad!”

The word hit the glass and seemed to pass through it anyway.

Jarek caught her because she threw herself at him hard enough that
made it the only possible response. His arms closed around her back. The
body remembered certain shapes before the mind explained them.

The girl leaned back, smiling too hard. “I made them put extra sugar in
your tea because you always say hospitals make tea taste like rainwater.”

Jarek looked down at the paper cup.
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“Thank you,” he said. “That was considerate.”

Alden could not hear her next words clearly through the glass, but he
saw her mouth form them.

Don’t you remember?

Jarek answered with a gentle nod. “I remember many details.”

“It’s Lena,” Evelyn had made her way in and sat next to Alden.

Alden looked at her.

“Her name is Lena.”

Inside the room, Lena pushed the cup into Jarek’s hands. He held it.

“Associative retrieval failures are expected in early post-sync stages,”
Lin said. “The emotional load attached to the trauma cluster can tem-
porarily interfere with adjacent memory pathways.”

“Adjacent?” Evelyn laughed once, without humor. “That’s his daugh-
ter.”

“And the subject is stable.”

“He doesn’t know her name.”

“He knows her identity.”

Evelyn looked at Alden, and for once there was no joke waiting behind
her eyes.

“You people really do think those are the same thing.”

“It could be a calibration issue,” Alden said.

“Sure.”

“Early model instability. Lin just said retrieval failure is expected.”

“Then I guess we should all be comforted by the fact that the machine
expected it.”

“What do you want from me?”

Her face changed. The argument went out of her shoulders. She
suddenly looked younger than him, or maybe just tired of being the only
person in the room willing to be frightened.

“I want you to stop calling it nothing. I'm telling you; it is something.”

Alden did not answer.

On the other side of the glass, Lena had taken one of Jarek’s hands and
was pressing his fingers around the cup properly, which was the way he
used to hold it.

“A system that forgets names,” Evelyn said, “will eventually forget why
names matter.” She left after that.

Lin resumed the review as if nothing had happened. She asked Jarek to
identify dates, faces, service records, medical history. He answered most
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of them correctly. When Lena was escorted out, she waved at him from
the door.

Jarek lifted his hand and waved back. He gave her a big smile.

Alden stayed after Lin left. He told himself he was reviewing the data.
That was all. He was new; he needed to understand the aftereffects.

The file opened beneath his fingers.

Subject 19: Jarek Hollis.
Primary trauma cluster: active combat ambush.

Optimization outcome: successful.

He scrolled past the graphs. Cortisol. Pulse. REM stabilization. Re-
duced startle response. Emotional spike suppression. All of it clean. Beau-
tiful, even, in the way balanced equations were beautiful.

Then he found the family index.

Dependent: Lena Hollis.
Status: retained.
Semantic memory: retained.
Affective load: compressed.
Associative priority: low.
Classification: irrelevant emotional dependency.
Alden stared at the phrase until the letters stopped behaving like letters.
Irrelevant.
Emotional.
Dependency.

[62]



MARGINS

CHAPTER EIGHT

MARGINS

IRRELEVAN T.

Emotional.

Dependency.

These three words followed him out of SynCore. He brushed his teeth
with the light off. He stood in the guest room for almost ten minutes
with his coat still on. When he finally lay down, the ceiling above him
looked too smooth, too white, like another surface waiting for data to be
projected on it.

In the morning, Marcus was making coffee in the kitchen. Or trying
to. The machine hissed at him with contempt.

“I swear this thing has a personality,” Marcus muttered.

Alden sat at the counter. “SynCore should optimize it.”

Marcus laughed. “Careful. Mara likes that machine more than some
people.”

From the living room, Mara’s voice drifted in. “I heard that.”

“See?” Marcus whispered. “Personality.”

Alden should have laughed. He almost did, which somehow made him
feel worse. Toast, coffee, polished counters, Marcus humming off-key
under his breath. Everything seemed arranged to prove that life could
continue normally if one agreed not to look too closely.

Mara came in tying her hair into a neat knot. She looked at Alden once
and saw too much.

“You didn’t sleep,” she said.

“First week nerves.”

“Of course.” She opened a cabinet. “Tier 2 can be intense. Lin told me
your recalibration was promising.”

Marcus slid a mug toward Alden. “There. Drink before Mara starts
diagnosing your soul.”
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“I don’t diagnose guests before breakfast,” Mara said.

“That’s considerate.”

“I optimize schedules before breakfast.”

Marcus grinned. Alden took the coffee, grateful for the heat in his
hands.

Then Mara said, lightly, “Evelyn bothered you yesterday, didn’t she?”

Alden looked up.

“She bothers everyone,” Marcus said before Alden could answer. “It’s
kind of her community service.”

Alden thought of Lena pressing Jarek’s fingers around the cup.

“She was just asking questions,” he said.

“Evelyn never just asks questions.”

Mara left the kitchen with her tea, and the room warmed again only
after she was gone.

At SynCore, Alden tried to work.

He reviewed two calibration modules. He corrected Old English
syntax in a batch of access phrases. He watched a junior engineer misplace
a diacritic and turn an entire emotional pathway unreadable. The hours
passed, but his mind kept returning to the family index, to the terrible
tidiness of it. Lena had not been deleted. The system had kept her in the
file.

Near the end of his shift, he opened the copied notes from his father’s
manual. He had brought only three pages, folded inside a bland SynCore
folder. They were crowded with things that did not belong to any
official model. Half-finished Old English words. Arrows leading nowhere.
Repeated variables with tiny scratches through them. One formula had
been circled so many times the paper had begun to thin.

f(n) = f(n-1) * lambda

Beside it, Elias had written: Not erasure. Compression.

Alden read it three times.

“That face means either revelation or constipation.”

He closed the folder too quickly.

Evelyn stood behind him, leaning against the partition with a paper
cup in one hand. Today she wore a gray coat over the red sweater.

“Do you ever announce yourself like a normal person?” Alden asked.

“I did. You were having an intimate moment with paperwork.”

“It’s my father’s paperwork.”

“Exactly. Very intimate.”
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He looked past her to the nearest ceiling camera.

Evelyn followed his gaze. “Finally developing survival instincts?”

“You said I was looking at the wrong screen.”

“You were.”

“Then what should I be looking at?”

She looked at the folder in his hands, then at the camera, then back at
him.

“Not here.”

“That’s reassuring.”

“It isn’t meant to be. Come on.”

“I have work.”

“Everyone has work. That’s how they get you to stop living.”

She walked away as if she expected him to follow. Alden remained
seated for three seconds, long enough to feel foolish, then grabbed the
folder and went after her.

They did not go to another lab.

Evelyn led him through a service exit, down a stairwell that smelled of
dust and heated wires, and out into the late afternoon. The city was damp
from rain. Cars moved through the streets with a soft hiss. SynCore’s
tower rose behind them, all glass and clean angles, reflecting a sky that
looked bruised at the edges.

“Where are we going?” Alden asked.

“Somewhere with fewer microphones.”

They walked six blocks. Evelyn did not hurry. She stopped at a corner
deli to buy coffee and a second chocolate bar, though she complained
about the price the entire time. She offered Alden the coffee.

He took a sip and winced.

“This is terrible.”

“Good.”

“What do you mean ’good’? That’s not how quality works.”

“That’s exactly how quality works. Anything perfect is suspicious.”

They ended up in a small used bookstore wedged between a repair shop
and a laundromat. The bell above the door gave a tired ring when they
entered. The place smelled of wet wool, dust, and old paper. Books leaned
against each other in unstable towers. A handwritten sign near the register
said CASH ONLY, NO RETURNS, NO QUESTIONS ABOUT THE
CAT.

There was no cat.
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Alden looked at the sign.

“Don’t ask,” Evelyn said.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You looked like you were.”

The shopkeeper did not look up from his crossword. Evelyn guided
Alden to the back, where a narrow table sat beneath a lamp with a crooked
shade. It was the kind of place his college self would have loved and
pretended not to love too much.

“You bring all your corporate fugitives here?” Alden asked.

“Only the ones with niche degrees.”

“Old English is not niche.”

Evelyn stared at him.

“Fine,” he said. “It’s a little niche.”

“A little? Alden, your major sounds like a dare someone lost in a
medieval monastery.”

He laughed before he could stop himself. Evelyn looked briefly pleased,
then hid it by tearing open the chocolate wrapper with unnecessary
violence.

“There,” she said. “Signs of life.”

He opened the folder on the table.

For several minutes, neither of them spoke. Someone turned a page
near the front. A dryer thumped through the wall from the laundromat.
Rain tapped against the window in uneven patterns.

Evelyn leaned over the notes. “There. That word.”

“Gemynd,” Alden said.

“Memory?”

“Mind, memory, remembrance. It can mean more than one thing
depending on context.”

“Useful.”

“Old languages usually are.”

“I thought you said nobody hires you for them.”

“That doesn’t mean they aren’t useful.”

She smiled into her coffee. “Touchy.”

“Accurate.”

“Also touchy.”

Alden tried to stay annoyed, but it was difficult in the bookstore’s yel-
low light. Evelyn was different outside SynCore. Still sharp, still restless,
but less like a warning siren. She touched the notes carefully, with two
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fingers at the corner of each page. For all her jokes, she did not treat his
father’s handwriting like a joke.

“Why do you care so much?” he asked.

“About your father’s notes?”

“About all of this.”

Evelyn went still for halfa second. Then she leaned back, chair creaking
beneath her. “Because everyone at SynCore says the same thing in
different fonts.”

She looked toward the front of the shop, where rain blurred the
window into silver lines.

“Mara thinks I'm allergic to discipline,” she said. “Maybe I am. But I
grew up with people explaining my own reactions to me. Angry meant
immature. Sad meant inefficient. Afraid meant unprepared. Every feeling
had to be corrected into something cleaner before it was allowed in the
room.”

Alden did not know what to say.

Evelyn shrugged before the silence could become too kind. “Anyway. I
write bad poetry, eat too much chocolate, and occasionally commit minor
data crimes. We all cope.”

“You write poetry?”

“Bad poetry. Important distinction.”

“How bad?”

“I once rhymed sorrow with tomorrow.”

He made a face.

“Exactly,” she said. “It’s a crime.”

The conversation should have ended there, but it didn’t. Alden told her,
for reasons he did not fully understand, that he had chosen Old English
partly because no one in his house spoke directly. That dead languages
for some reason had felt easier than living people. They did not interrupt.

Evelyn listened without making a joke, but someone that made him
more nervous than the jokes.

“Your father spoke in equations,” she said finally.

“Mostly.”

“And your mother?”

He thought of Clara’s emails, the sudden coldness, the way silence had
opened under him weeks before his father’s death.

“Songs,” he said.

Evelyn nodded, as if that made sense.
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Then she pointed at the circled formula. “This isn’t just about mem-
ory.”

Alden was grateful for the turn back to the page.

“No,” he said. “Itlooks like recursion. Decay over repeated iterations.”

“Compression.”

“Maybe.”

“He wrote it right there.”

“My father wrote a lot of things in margins.”

“Margins are where honest people hide.”

Alden looked at her.

She tapped the page. “SynCore’s official model says harmful emotional
signals can be reduced into stable data. Linear decline. Clean curve. But
this formula isn’t linear. Every pass calls back to the previous pass. The
emotion doesn’t disappear. It loops smaller.”

“A compressed remainder.”

“An echo.”

The word slid between them and stayed there.

Alden bent over the page. Around the formula, in handwriting smaller
than the rest, Elias had repeated the same Old English phrase in different
forms.

Det geprungen bid, eft cymd.

What is pressed down comes again.
Below it, in English, his father had written:

Echo chamber?

The question mark had been carved so hard that Alden could feel it
with his thumb.

Evelyn watched him. “I’ve seen that pattern in successful syncs. Tiny
recursive loops buried inside the corrected waveform. They call it artifact
noise.”

“Maybe it is.”

“Maybe Lena Hollis is artifact noise too.”

He flinched.

“If this is true,” he said slowly, “then SynCore isn’t deleting emotion.”

“No.”

“It’s compressing what it can’t separate.”

“Yes.”
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“And if those compressed loops remain...”

“They return.” Evelyn’s voice was quieter now. “Or they wait.”

Outside, the rain strengthened. Water ran down the window in trem-
bling lines. Alden thought of the river, of cold black water filling his ears,
of Mara’s face on the bank before the ambulance doors shut.

Evelyn noticed something change in him. She did not ask. She simply
reached over and turned the page as if the movement had been her idea
all along.

For another hour they worked through Elias’s notes. Or tried to.
Alden translated fragments. Evelyn argued with the math. Once, she
mispronounced a word so badly that he had to put his head down on
the table.

“Don’t laugh,” she said.

“I'm not.”

“You absolutely are.”

“You made it sound like a kitchen appliance.”

“Maybe the Anglo-Saxons needed kitchen appliances.”

“They very much did not have blenders.”

“Their loss.”

He laughed again.

By the time the shopkeeper announced closing, the rain had thinned
to mist. Evelyn gathered the pages but let Alden tuck them back into the
folder. She did not try to take them from him.

Outside, the air smelled like wet concrete and fried onions from a cart
down the block. Evelyn bought a paper bag of roasted chestnuts from the
vendor, then complained that they were too hot while refusing to wait
for them to cool before popping one into her mouth.

“You’re going to burn your mouth,” Alden said.

“Probably.”

“That doesn’t bother you?”

“Pain is data, right?”

He looked at her.
She grinned. “Too soon too deliberate?”
“A little.”

“Good. Means you noticed.”

They walked toward the train station. At the next intersection, the
fastest route would have taken them along the river. Alden slowed with-
out meaning to.
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Evelyn glanced at the street sign, then at him.

“Actually,” she said, turning left, “this way has better lights.”

It did not. The street was darker, narrower, and full of puddles.

Alden followed her anyway.

She did not ask why the river bothered him. She did not make him
explain what he barely remembered. She only kept walking beside him,
eating chestnuts from the paper bag and pretending the detour was about
streetlights.

At the station entrance, she handed him the last chestnut.

“For your tragic medieval brain.”

He took it. It burned his fingers through the shell.

“Are you always like this?”” he asked.

“Hungry?”

“Impossible.”

Evelyn thought about it. “Usually more annoying.”

“That’s hard to imagine.”

“Give it time.”

The train arrived in a rush of stale air and metal shriek. They stood on
opposite sides of the pole. Alden held the folder against his chest. Evelyn
looked at her reflection in the dark window and drew a small circle in the
fog her breath left behind.

Then, inside the circle, she wrote one word with her fingertip.

Gemynd.

Memory.

The train shuddered into the tunnel.

Later, back in Marcus’s apartment, Alden opened the folder again. A
corner of Evelyn’s chocolate wrapper slipped out from between the pages.

On the silver side, in black pen, she had written:

Margins are where honest people hide.

Alden sat very still.

Outside the guest room, Marcus laughed at something Mara said. The
sound was warm, domestic, ordinary. For a moment Alden wanted badly
to step out and join them, to close the folder, to let the evening be only
an evening.

But the word echo kept moving under his skin.

Not gone.

Just waiting.
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CHAPTER NINE

BAD POETRY

ON Saturday morning, Alden woke to three knocks on the guest room
door.

He opened his eyes slowly. For just one second, he expected to see
SynCore’s logo pulsing on his tablet, another assignment dragging him
back into white corridors and glass rooms. Instead, the room was quiet.
Sunlight rested in a pale square on the floor. Somewhere outside, Marcus
was singing badly to himself.

The knocks came again.

“If you’re dead,” Evelyn called from the hallway, “knock twice.”

Alden stared at the door.

“That’s not how death works.”

“Good. You're awake.”

He sat up, hair falling into his eyes. “Why are you here?”

“And hello to you to, Alden.”

The door opened an inch before he could tell her not to. One of her
eyes appeared through the gap. “Are you allergic to sunlight?”

“What?”

“It’s a simple question.”

“No.”

“Great. Put on shoes.”

He looked toward the chair where his coat hung, toward the folder
with his father’s notes on the desk, toward the tablet lying face down
beside it. There were three unanswered messages from Marcus about
breakfast and one from an unknown SynCore calendar system reminding
him to rest during off-cycle hours.

Even rest came scheduled.

“I was going to read,” Alden said.

“Of course you were.”

[71]



SYNC

“That’s not a crime.”

Evelyn pushed the door open wider. She wore her scarlet trench coat
over a black shirt, and her hair was tied back with a ribbon that looked like
it had lost a fight with the morning. “Come on. You need a weekend.”

“I have a weekend.”

“No. You have two unsupervised days in which you plan to sit next to
a folder and develop eye strain.”

Before Alden could answer, Marcus appeared behind her with a piece
of toast in his hand.

“She’s right,” he laughed.

“You don’t even know what we’re talking about.”

“I heard the part about you not using your weekend. Sounded persua-
sive.”

Evelyn pointed at Marcus. “See? Democracy.”

Marcus leaned against the wall, grinning. “Where are you taking him?”

“Out.”

“That is deeply specific.”

“I learned from you.”

Marcus seemed pleased. “Bring him back alive. Mara hates paperwork
on Saturdays.”

From somewhere in the apartment, Mara said, “I heard that.”

Evelyn lowered her voice. “Does she hear through walls?”

“Yes,” Marcus and Alden said at the same time.

For a brief moment, they all laughed.

“Shoes,” she said again, softer this time.

He went.

They took the train downtown. Evelyn refused to tell him where they
were going, which by now Alden understood was not secrecy so much asa
hobby. The car was half-empty, full of weekend people with canvas bags,
headphones, paper coffee cups, and faces not awake enough for work to
take place on Saturdays.

Evelyn stood by the pole and inspected a poster for a phone plan.

“Unlimited data,” she read. “Humanity’s least romantic phrase.”

“I thought you liked data.”

“I like evidence. Data is evidence after someone bleaches it.”

He smiled despite himself.

She caught it. “There. Outdoor air is already repairing you.”

“We’re underground.”
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“Spiritually outdoor.”

They got off near a weekend street market that had swallowed three
blocks of the city. White tents lined the road. Vendors shouted over
one another. Someone was frying onions. Someone else was selling old
cameras from a suitcase. A man in a yellow scarf played violin badly but
with enormous confidence. Children ran between tables while parents
pretended not to lose track of them.

It was loud, crowded, ineflicient, and completely alive.

Alden stopped at the edge of it.

Evelyn looked back. “Overwhelmed?”

“No.”

“Liar.”

“A little.”

“Good. That means your senses still work.”

She led him into the crowd.

Within ten minutes, Alden had met two of Evelyn’s friends and
understood neither of them.

Nina sold handmade zines at a folding table decorated with plastic stars.
She had blue eyeliner, a laugh like a match striking, and asked a bit too
many questions before his introductions were complete.

“So you’re the Old English guy?”

Alden looked at Evelyn. “Is that my full title now?”

“I tried "tragic medieval brain,” but Nina said it sounded like a band.”

“It does,” Nina said.

Beside her, Theo was repairing a small instant camera with a screw-
driver, his hair falling over his eyes. He looked up just long enough to say,
“If you know Old English, can you curse people academically?”

“Probably,” Alden said.

Theo nodded. “Useful.”

Evelyn leaned toward Alden. “See? Handful of employment opportu-
nities.”

Nina handed him a zine. The cover was printed crookedly and read
MODERN LONELINESS FOR BEGINNERS.

“It’s five dollars,” she said.

“You gave it to me.”

“Emotionally.”

Alden paid.

[73]



SYNC

Evelyn watched this exchange with obvious satisfaction. “You just
supported independent suffering.”

“Is that what this is?”

“Art usually is.”

They stayed at the table longer than Alden expected. Evelyn talked
with Nina about some reading event at a basement cafe. Theo tried to
photograph a passing dog and somehow took a picture of his own shoe.
Alden stood beside them holding the zine, feeling awkward in a way that
was not entirely unpleasant.

No one asked him what he did at SynCore.

No one mentioned optimization.

No one looked at him as if he were Elias Gray’s son.

For almost half an hour, he was only a person standing at a street
market with a badly printed booklet in his hand while Evelyn argued
about whether a poem could be improved by removing every adjective.

“It can,” she insisted.

Nina folded her arms. “Your war on adjectives is classless.”

“Adjectives are where weak nouns go to hide.”

Alden looked at her. “You said margins are where honest people hide.”

“Margins have earned the right.”

“Adjectives haven’t?”

“Most adjectives are cowards.”

Theo raised the camera. “Say coward.”

“No,” Evelyn said.

The camera flashed anyway.

The photo developed slowly in Theo’s hand: Evelyn mid-objection,
mouth open, eyes bright with annoyance; Nina laughing beside her;
Alden at the edge of the frame, looking caught and a little less haunted
than he had any right to look.

Theo handed it to Evelyn.

“Evidence,” he said.

She studied the photo, then slipped it into her coat pocket too quickly.

Alden pretended not to notice.

They bought lunch from three different stalls because Evelyn claimed
no single meal should be trusted with the entire burden of happiness.
Alden ended up holding a paper tray of dumplings, half a pretzel, and
a cup of lemonade that tasted aggressively artificial.

“This lemonade has never met a lemon,” he said.
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They found space on the low wall around a small park. Nina sat cross-
legged on the ground. Theo tried again to photograph a dog and missed
again. Evelyn stole one of Alden’s dumplings without asking.

“That was mine,” he said.

“Possession is a capitalist myth.”

“You bought your own food.”

“And now I have yours too. Very successful myth.”

He tried to look offended, but he was smiling. Evelyn looked away
first.

Nina watched them with interest.

“What?” Evelyn asked.

“Nothing.”

“Your nothing has eyebrows.”

“I'm allowed facial expressions.”

“Not those.”

Alden focused very hard on his lemonade. What a good-looking
lemonade.

After lunch, Nina had to return to her table. Evelyn dragged Alden
toward the edge of the market, where a small temporary stage had been
set up near the park entrance.

A sign read OPEN MIC: THREE MINUTES, NO FIRE.

“Absolutely not,” Alden said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Your face did.”

“My face is often misunderstood.”

Onstage, a man with a guitar sang a song about his ex and public
transportation. It was sincere enough to make Alden uncomfortable.
Evelyn listened with her head tilted, then clapped harder than anyone
else when he finished.

“That was terrible,” Alden said.

“Yes.”

“You clapped like he saved a village.”

Nina appeared behind them and pushed Evelyn toward the sign-up
sheet.

“No,” Evelyn said.

“Yes,” Nina said.

“I brought him here to rehabilitate his tragic medieval brain, not to be
attacked.”
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“Three minutes,” Nina said. “Bad poetry builds character.”

Alden, perhaps unwisely, said, “You did threaten me with it.”

Evelyn turned to him slowly. “Betrayal.”

“Evidence.”

“Don’t use my words against me.”

Nina laughed. Evelyn pointed at Alden, marking him for later punish-
ment, then wrote her name down.

When she climbed onto the small stage, she looked different. Not
nervous exactly. Too stubborn to be nervous. But the jokes did not reach
her hands. She held the paper tightly, creasing one corner with her thumb.

“This is bad,” she told the microphone.

Someone in the audience laughed.

Then she read.

The poem was, in several technical ways, terrible. Sorrow came too
close to tomorrow. Rain appeared twice, once as a noun and once as
an accusation. One line seemed to have given up halfway through and
wandered off. Alden could hear where he would have cut it.

But halfway through, Evelyn stopped trying to make it sound careless.

Her voice steadied.

It was a poem about a city after rain, about people reflected in windows
and not recognizing themselves, about a song heard through a wall that
made someone remember being younger without knowing why.

The last line was:

Some things echo because they were once music.

For a second after she finished, the people clapped. They clapped
because she had offered them something crooked and alive, and for once
had not taken it back.

Evelyn came down from the stage.

“No analysis,” she said before Alden could speak.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“Liar.”

“Probably.”

She looked at him, waiting despite herself.

He chose carefully. “It wasn’t as bad as advertised.”

“That’s your compliment?”

“I mean it.”

“Devastating.”

“The last line was good.”
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She looked away. “Accident.”

“Useful accident.”

“Don’t make it worse.”

But she did not seem angry.

They walked after that with no destination. The afternoon turned
gold at the edges. The market began to thin. Vendors packed unsold
prints into boxes. A child dropped an ice cream cone and stared at it
with philosophical betrayal. Somewhere behind them, the violinist in the
yellow scarf began the same song again, still badly, still confident.

Evelyn bought a small packet of paper stars from Nina before they left.
She gave one to Alden.

“For your folder,” she said.

“Why?”

“Because it looks like it contains only grief and homework.”

“It mostly does.”

“Exactly.”

The star was badly folded, one point shorter than the others. Alden
placed it carefully between the pages of the zine.

At the train entrance, Theo called after them and tossed something
toward Evelyn. She caught it against her chest.

The photograph. It had fallen out of her coat at some point, probably
when she was rushing down from the stage.

“Evidence!” Theo shouted.

“Perjury!” Evelyn shouted back.

On the train, she finally looked at it properly. Alden saw the corner
of his own face in the frame, the startled almost-smile. Evelyn saw him
seeing it and tucked the photo away.

“Why’d you keep it?”

“For legal reasons.”

“What legal reasons?”

“Future blackmail.”

The train lurched. Evelyn reached for the pole and missed. Alden
caught her sleeve before she could stumble into a man carrying flowers.
The flowers survived.

“Thanks,” she said.

“You were about to assault a bouquet.”

“It looked suspicious.”
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They stood like that for two stops, close enough to feel the train’s
motion pass through both of them.

When they reached her stop, Evelyn stepped onto the platform and
turned back.

“You did okay today.”

“At what?”

“Being outside.”

“That’s a low bar.”

“You needed one.”

He smiled. “Good night, Evelyn.”

For once, she did not answer immediately. The doors began to close.

“Good night, Alden.”

The train pulled away.

Back in Marcus’s guest room, Alden set the zine on his desk, placed the
paper star beside his father’s notes, and found one more thing tucked into
the pages.

Evelyn’s poem.

She must have slipped it there when he wasn’t looking. The paper was
creased from being held too tightly onstage. At the bottom, beneath the
last line, she had added a note in black pen:

Do not analyze this or I will know.

Alden read the poem once.

Then, in direct violation of the warning, he read it again.

Outside the window, the city moved in uneven lights. Somewhere
under all of it, the river kept its dark path. Somewhere in his father’s
notes, the echoes waited.

But for a little while, Alden looked only at the bad poem and the
crooked paper star.

For a little while, nothing needed to be optimized.

[78]



THE PERFECT VOLUNTEER

CHAPTER TEN

THE PERFECT VOLUNTEER

ON Monday morning, the paper star was still on Alden’s desk.

It sat beside his father’s notes with one short point bent inward. In
the clean light of Marcus’s guest room, it looked fragile and ridiculous, a
folded yellow thing trying to exist among equations and his father’s hard
little annotations.

Alden picked it up once, then put it down exactly where it had been.

Alden closed the folder over Elias’s notes and slid it into his bag.
Evelyn’s poem remained tucked inside the zine on the desk. He had read
it three times the night before and once more that morning.

Do not analyze this or I will know.

He did not analyze it.

He had simply noticed that the line about rain was not as bad as she
had claimed.

At breakfast, Marcus had burned the toast into something historical.
Mara was already dressed for work, standing at the counter with a tablet
in one hand and a cup of tea in the other. She looked at Alden’s bag, then
at his face.

Mara smiled into her tea. “Evelyn took you somewhere Saturday?.”

Alden reached for the plate. “A market.”

SynCore did not look different after a weekend. It never did. The
tower rose from the city with the same clean indifference, glass cutting
morning into white pieces. Employees crossed the lobby in neat currents,
badges flashing, faces angled toward the work that waited for them.
Somewhere among them, Evelyn was probably late.

Alden found her in the elevator, eating something wrapped in paper.

“Is that breakfast?” he asked.

“It’s a mufhn.”

“It has icing.”
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“It’s a successtul mufhin.”

The elevator doors closed. Alden could see Evelyn’s reflection in the
metal wall. Her hair was still damp from the morning, and her scarlet coat
was buttoned wrong by one button near the collar.

She caught him looking.

“What?”

“Your coat.”

She glanced down, discovered the problem, and fixed it with exagger-
ation. “T was testing whether you had visual processing.”

“Did I pass?”

“Barely.”

When the doors opened on Tier 2, she stepped out before him, then
slowed just enough that he fell into step beside her.

“How’s the tragic medieval brain?” she asked.

“Functioning.”

“Suspicious.”

He almost mentioned the poem. The words rose, awkward and foolish,
then stopped behind his teeth. Evelyn looked ahead, but the corner of her
mouth moved as if she knew exactly what he had decided not to say.

Then the corridor lights shifted from morning white to sterile blue,
and whatever warmth had followed them from Saturday thinned at once.

A notification opened on Alden’s tablet.

Tier 2 priority review.
Supervisor: Mara Vane.
Executive observer: Director Voss.

Report to operating suite 4.

Evelyn read the header over his shoulder. Her expression changed so
quickly that if he had not been watching, he would have missed it.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

“Evelyn.”

“Operating Suite 4 is where they put things they want to look ordi-
nary.”

She walked away before he could ask again.

Operating Suite 4 was smaller than the platform where Jarek Hollis had
been processed, but more polished. The observation glass had no scratches.
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Every surface shone with the kind of cleanliness that made Alden aware
of his own fingerprints.

Mara stood beside the console. Voss waited near the glass with his
hands clasped behind his back.

“Alden,” Mara said. “Good. We have a limited window.”

On the other side of the glass, a man sat in the neural cradle. He
was awake, thirty-something, thin in the face, with a SynCore employee
badge clipped to the chest of his gray patient shirt. His fingers tapped the
armrests once, twice, then stopped as if he had caught himself.

“Milo Tran,” Mara said. “Research integrity associate, lower compli-
ance division. Long-term paranoid ideation, hostile outbursts, obsessive
archival review. He requested intervention after an escalation last week.”

“Requested?” Alden asked.

Voss turned from the glass. “Volunteered.”

The word should have settled the matter.

Alden looked at Milo again. The man was staring at the ceiling rings
with the fixed concentration of someone refusing to look at a door.

“He works here,” Alden said.

“SynCore employees are not immune to suffering,” Mara replied.

“No, I know.”

“Then treat him like a patient.”

Voss came to stand beside Alden. “Milo’s anger has made him nonfunc-
tional. He believes normal internal corrections are conspiracies against
him. We are offering him peace.”

“And he understands the outcome?”

Mara touched the console. Milo’s consent packet unfolded across
the display. Signature. Timestamp. Therapeutic authorization. Employee
witness.

“Well he understands enough to ask for help,” Voss said.

Alden heard Evelyn’s voice from Saturday, bright with contempt and
sunlight.

Data is evidence after someone bleaches it.

He pushed the thought aside.

Mara opened the model. “Your modification to the compression syn-
tax after Subject 19 was promising. Today we want a narrower interven-
tion. Not a full emotional reset. Targeted compression of inefficient anger
pathways and threat amplification loops.”

Inefhicient anger.
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“You’re giving me lead?” Alden asked.

“With supervision,” Mara said.

Voss smiled. “Your father’s architecture was designed for precision. I
would like to see whether his son can stop thinking of it as inheritance
and start using it as language.”

The praise struck him low in the chest.

He hated that it worked, so badly. He was so eager to prove some-
thing, whatever that something was deep in his heart, whenever people
mentions his father.

Mara keyed the intercom. “Milo, we’re beginning now. Alden Gray
will guide the primary compression.”

Milo turned toward the glass. His eyes were red around the rims, either
from lack of sleep or from trying not to cry.

“It will make me stop thinking about it... won’t it...” he murmered.

“It will reduce the emotional intensity around persistent threat beliefs,”
Mara said.

Milo laughed once. It sounded like something breaking very quietly.
“That’s a corporate yes.”

Alden leaned toward the microphone. “It should help you rest.”

Milo looked at him for the first time. He was a fresh face to him. He
tried to fixate his eyes on him but failed. He closed them and asked for
reassurance.

Alden thought of Jarek saying blue frosting with no sweetness in his
voice. He thought of Lena’s hand around the paper cup. He thought of the
paper star on his desk, one bent point insisting on its own bad geometry.

Then he thought of Mara’s calm face, Voss’s steady attention, his
father’s notes opening inside the machine like a language only he could
read.

“Yes,” Alden said.

The rings lowered.

Milo’s subconscious opened as a building with too many locked rooms.

The model translated it into corridors of light and alarm. Compli-
ance report. Incident memo. Access discrepancy. Witness statement. The
architecture kept rearranging itself under Alden’s hands. Anger moved
through it as a red lattice until every path led back to the same flashing
phrase.
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Do not ignore.

“Threat amplification loop,” Mara said. “Choose the load-bearing
pattern.”

Alden touched the red lattice. Milo’s pulse climbed.

Images surfaced between the equations. A conference room. Milo
standing with both hands on a table, voice hoarse. A woman in a white
blazer saying his tone was becoming inappropriate. A file name half-
visible on a wall display: TIER 2 ANOMALY REVIEW.

“They’re moving the records,” he said in the memory. “Someone
approved a sync without external consent.”

The model flagged the segment in amber.

Perseverative distortion.

Alden’s fingers paused.

Voss spoke from behind him. “Do not chase narrative fragments.
Paranoia creates convincing stories. That is why it survives.”

The red lattice pulsed brighter.

Milo made a low sound in the cradle.

Alden selected ZElfric’s Key.

The disk appeared in the model, dark iron against the bright architec-
ture. Letters ran around its edge, rearranging as the anger structure resisted
classification.

He entered Elias’s syntax, then adjusted the compression term.

Not erasure.

Compression.

He narrowed the coefficient until the lattice stopped spreading and
began to fold inward. The alarms dimmed. Milo’s building became
navigable, then symmetrical, then calm.

For a moment, Alden saw the hidden room at the center.

Inside it, Milo sat alone on the floor with a stack of printed complaints
around him. He was not shouting there. He was holding one page in both
hands and shaking so hard the letters blurred.

Please read this, he had written across the top. Please, before someone
gets hurt.

The system offered a new label.
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Inefficient anger core.

Alden swallowed.

“Proceed,” Mara said.

He pressed the Key to the core.

The page in Milo’s hands flattened into white. The red lattice with-
drew into thin, harmless lines. The phrase DO NOT IGNORE dissolved
letter by letter, leaving no command behind it. Milo’s pulse dropped. His
breathing slowed. The building settled into order.

On the monitor, the outcome line appeared.

Affective load: compressed.
Threat response: stabilized.

Cooperative orientation: restored.

Voss exhaled with visible satisfaction.

“Beautiful,” he clapped.

Alden’s hands were shaking, just slightly. He curled them against the
edge of the console.

Milo woke eighteen minutes later.

He blinked at the ceiling rings, then at the nurse removing the filaments
from his temples. His face simply looked rested, as if some hard internal
weather had finally passed.

Mara opened the speakers.

“Milo, how do you feel?”

He considered this. “Embarrassed.”

“Why embarrassed?”

“I'made things difficult.” He rubbed at one temple. “I remember being
so sure everyone was hiding something from me. It feels...” He searched
for the word and gave a small, apologetic smile. “Dramatic.”

Voss glanced at Alden.

Mara continued. “Do you still believe SynCore intended to harm
you?”

Milo looked almost ashamed. “No.”

“Do you understand why intervention was recommended?”

“Yes.” His eyes grew wet. “I think I needed help before I could
recognize help.”

Alden felt huge relief first, the rock hovering above him from Evelyn’s
hints and his struggles dissolved. Then pride swept over him. Overwhelm-
ing pride.
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Voss placed a hand briefly on his shoulder. “Elias’s son finally under-
stands the architecture.”

Mara looked at Alden, she smiled warmly.

“Good work,” she said.

The hollow place in him opened again. This time, the praise filled it
all the way to the top.

For the rest of the afternoon, Alden moved through Tier 2 with the
lightness of someone who had survived judgment.

When his shift ended, he found Evelyn waiting near the service
stairwell. She was not eating chocolate. That was the first bad sign.

“Milo Tran,” she said.

Alden stopped. “What about him?”

“You did the intervention.”

“How do you know that?”

She held out a thin stack of printed pages.

He did not take them.

“Evelyn.”

“Read it.”

“Did you steal those?”

“I retrieved them.”

“That’s not a better word.”

“It is if you’re annoying enough.”

“I’'m serious.”

“Soam L.”

The fluorescent light hummed overhead. Somewhere beyond the
stairwell door, someone laughed in a corridor, then the sound faded.

Alden took the pages.

The top sheet was an internal complaint form. Milo Tran’s name sat
in the header above timestamps, witness lists, and a chain of forwarded
messages. The subject line made Alden’s stomach tighten.

Unauthorized emotional modulation in lower-tier trials.

There were highlighted passages. Milo requesting external review.
Milo being warned about destabilizing team morale. Milo refusing a
transfer to wellness leave. Milo writing that the consent records had been
altered after the fact.

“He wasn’t just paranoid,” Evelyn said.

Alden kept reading.
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“He filed this three weeks ago. Four days later he was marked behav-
ioral risk. Last week he became a volunteer.”

“You don’t know the full context.”

“No, because they locked most of it.”

“Maybe because it’s confidential.”

“Alden.”

He looked up.

Her face was pale with anger, but not the bright theatrical kind he
knew how to answer.

“You saw something in there,” she said. “Didn’t you?”

The hidden room. The page in Milo’s shaking hands. Please read this.
Please, before someone gets hurt.

“The model showed threat loops,” Alden said.

“That’s not what I asked.”

“The model showed what his mind was doing with the complaint. It
doesn’t prove the complaint was true.”

“It proves he cared.”

“People can care about delusions.”

She flinched as if he had raised his voice, though he was sure he had
not.

“You saw the result,” he said. “He was calm. He was grateful. He said
he needed help.”

“After you compressed the part of him that was angry.”

“He was suffering.”

“So was Jarek.”

“Don’t do that.”

“Then stop making it easy.”

The words hit harder than they should have. Maybe because Saturday
was still too close. Maybe because he had been foolish enough to believe
warmth could survive this building.

“You think every clean outcome is a crime,” he said.

“No. I think SynCore keeps calling crimes clean outcomes.”

“And I think you keep deciding the answer before you have evidence.”

Evelyn stared at him.

“I brought you evidence.”

“You brought stolen files and pure speculation.”

“I brought you a man asking someone to read what he wrote before
someone got hurt.”
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“He volunteered.”

“They made him!.”

Alden looked down at the pages again. Milo’s signature sat there in
clean black ink, under therapeutic authorization. All the proper boxes
were checked. All the right words were present.

Voluntary.

Informed.

Stabilization.

Restored.

“What do you want me to do?” he asked.

She took the papers back from him.

“I want you to stop needing the machine to be innocent.”

He had no response to that.

She turned toward the stairwell door.

“Evelyn.”

She paused without looking back.

“You can’t keep pulling files like this. They’ll catch you.”

“That’s what you’re worried about?”

“No. It’s you.”

That made her turn.

The sentence hung there for a bit too long. Alden instantly felt the
words came out much differently than what it sounds like in his head.

“Then act like it,” was the last thing she said before she left through
the stairwell.

She left through the stairwell.

Alden stood alone under the humming light until the door clicked
shut.

That night, after most of Tier 2 had emptied, Mara Vane sat alone in
her office.

The city shone behind her in vertical strips of glass and rain. On her
desk, Milo Tran’s post-intervention report glowed in one window. Alden
Gray’s syntax revision glowed in another.

She opened the security archive.

One search.

Three keystrokes.
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Evelyn Vane: unauthorized file retrieval.
Milo Tran complaint cache.
Access route: service node 6.

Timestamp: 17:42.

Mara rested her chin on her hand.
For several seconds, she did nothing.
Then she smiled.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

LINEAR PEOPLE

EVELYN did not appear in the elevator the next morning.

Alden arrived early enough to pretend that was the reason. He stood
near the back wall with his tablet in one hand and watched each floor
number turn blue, waiting for the doors to open and reveal a scarlet coat,
a mufhin with icing, a wrong button at the collar.

They opened on Tier 2.

No Evelyn.

At his station, Milo Tran’s post-intervention report waited in the
queue. Alden opened it because he was supposed to, because work was
less frightening when it had a header and a timestamp.

Subject response: compliant.
Sleep quality: restored.
Threat ideation: minimal.

Work reintegration: pending.

Attached beneath the metrics was a note Milo had dictated that
morning.

I would like to apologize for my conduct and thank the team for
helping me recognize how much harm my distress was causing.

Alden read the sentence. He still felt pride for the perfection of his first
primary mission.

Back in his head, he can still see Milo alone in the hidden room of his
own mind, holding the page with both hands.

Please read this. Please, before someone gets hurt.

His tablet chimed.
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Unknown internal message:

12:10. Service stairwell. Bring your tragic medieval brain.

Alden stared at it.

Then he deleted the notification from the visible queue and spent the
next three hours correcting syntax errors he could not remember making.

At 12:10, Evelyn was sitting on the landing between Tier 2 and Tier
3 with two paper cups beside her and a vending-machine sandwich
balanced on her knee. She wore the scarlet coat even though the stairwell
was too warm for it.

He sat two steps below her. “Is one of those for me?”

“No. I bought two coffees because I have ambitions. Also they look
cute together.”

He reached for the nearer cup.

“That one’s terrible,” she warned.

He took a sip and winced.

“You said terrible like there was a better one.”

For a minute they drank bad coffee without speaking. Somewhere
above them, a door opened and shut. The stairwell swallowed the sound
and returned to its usual hum of vents and electricity.

“I didn’t sleep,” Evelyn said.

Alden looked at her.

“Don’t look pleased. It wasn’t over you.”

“I wasn’t pleased.”

“Your eyebrows were considering it.”

He almost smiled. She saw it, and for a second the hard thing between
them loosened.

Then she took the printed Milo file from inside her coat.

Alden’s smile instantly disappeared.

“If this is another argument,” he said, “I don’t think the stairwell
improves it.”

“Good. We’re not arguing here.”

“That sounds like a threat.”

“Educational field trip.”

“Those usually require permission slips.”

She stood, gathered the coffees, and started down.

Alden did not follow immediately.

Evelyn stopped at the turn of the stairs. “Yesterday you said you were
worried about me.”
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He looked at her hand on the railing. “I was.”

“Then look at what I'm worried about.”

He followed.

They went down past the floors Alden knew. Tier 2 became Records.
Records became Clinical Storage. Clinical Storage became a level that did
not announce itself at all. The stairwell lights flickered once, then steadied
into a low amber glow.

At the bottom, Evelyn pressed her badge to a reader that had no label.
It blinked red.

“That seems conclusive,” Alden said.

“It’s thinking.”

“Red usually means no.”

“In SynCore, red means someone hasn’t been bribed with the right
anxiety yet.”

She pulled a thin plastic strip from her sleeve and slid it behind the
reader. The lock clicked.

“See? They let me in.”

Alden stared at her.

“What?” she said.

“Do you keep illegal objects in all your clothes?”

“Only the flattering ones.”

The door opened onto a corridor Alden had never seen in any internal
map.

It was not dark. That was the first wrong thing.

He had expected something hidden to look ashamed of itself. Instead,
the hallway was warm and softly lit, with pale wood panels along the walls
and little recessed shelves holding plants in identical white pots. The air
smelled faintly of citrus. A sign beside the door read:

Post-optimization social reintegration suite.

“Hidden floor,” Evelyn said. “But they gave it plants, so it’s fine.”

“This could be a recovery wing.”

“Itis.”

“Then why hide it?”

“Because recovery is an ugly word when people can see what you
recovered them into.”

[91]



SYNC

Before Alden could answer, a woman in a linen cardigan passed them
carrying a tray of tea. She had silver hair cut neatly at her jaw and a smile
that arrived half a second before it was needed.

“Good afternoon,” she said.

“Good afternoon,” Evelyn replied.

“The weather is very clear today.”

There were no windows.

The woman kept walking.

Alden turned to watch her go. “Who is she?”

“Dr. Sato. Former affective variance lead. She used to throw pens at
meetings.”

“Maybe she retired.”

“Maybe.”

They moved farther in.

The suite opened into a large common room arranged like a private
clinic trying to imitate a living room. Couches. Low tables. Shelves of
unread books. A wall display played silent footage of a forest in perfect
weather. Twelve people sat in small groups with cups in their hands. They
spoke softly. They smiled often. No one interrupted anyone else.

It should have felt peaceful.

A young man laughed at something an older woman said, but the
laugh stopped too cleanly, as if it had reached its assigned end. Two
people by the bookshelves discussed lunch with the careful engagement
of diplomats. Across the room, Dr. Sato placed the tea tray down and
adjusted each cup until their handles pointed the same way.

“They don’t look hurt,” Alden said.

“I know.”

“They don’t look like failures.”

“I know.”

A man near the wall display turned to another and said, “I find the
forest calming because it contains no disruptive angles.”

The other man smiled. “That is a useful observation.”

Evelyn looked at Alden. “This is what I mean.”

He folded his arms. “What exactly?”

“Not monsters. Not corpses. Just linear people.”

Alden watched the group again. A woman reached for her cup at the
same moment Dr. Sato did. They noticed, smiled, and waited for each
other with identical politeness until a nurse came over and handed them
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both cups. No irritation. No awkward laugh. No little flash of impatience
that proved a person was inside, bumping against the world.

“They’re stabilized,” he said, though less certainly than he intended.

“They’re sanded down.”

“You don’t know what they were like before.”

“Some of them, I do.” Evelyn pointed carefully, without raising her
hand high enough to draw attention. “That man worked in legal review.
He used to send all-caps emails at two in the morning about ethical
exposure. That one was a musician before SynCore hired her for auditory
memory mapping. She once cried in the cafeteria because the ceiling tone
was off by half a step.”

“People change.”

“Not into the same person.”

A nurse approached them with a professional smile. Her badge read
HARMONIZATION CARE.

“Are you here for family observation?”

Evelyn answered before Alden could. “Documentation follow-up.
Tier 2.”

The nurse looked at Alden’s badge, then at Evelyn’s. A slight pause
passed through her smile.

“Of course. Please keep voices low. Several residents are in guided
rest.”

Residents.

When she left, Alden said quietly, “We should go.”

“In a minute.”

“Evelyn.”

“Look at them.”

He walked to the bookshelf because standing beside her suddenly felt
impossible. Most of the books were untouched. Their spines had no wear.
On the low table sat a bowl of small paper stars, all folded perfectly, every
point identical.

Alden picked one up before he could stop himself.

It had no bad angles.

Evelyn noticed.

“See?” she said softly.

He put it back.

“What is this supposed to prove?”

“That successful optimization has an end state. This is it.”
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“A recovery suite isn’t an end state.”

“Then why does nobody leave?”

He turned toward her.

“How long have you been watching this place?”

“Long enough.”

“How long?”

“Since before you came here.”

Something cold shifted in him. “This isn’t just about Milo.’

“No.”

“Or Jarek.”

“No.”

The forest on the wall display changed to a river. The water moved
without sound.

Evelyn looked at it, then away.

“Mara knows more than she says,” she said. “About this floor. About
your father. About the failures they call successtul. And Marcus...” She
stopped.

“What about Marcus?”

“I don’t think their marriage is what you think it is.”

For a moment, the room seemed to lose its polite noise.

“Don’t,” he said.

“Alden.”

“No. You don’t get to do that.”

“I’'m not attacking Marcus.”

“You’re accusing Mara.”

“Yes.”

“Of what? Optimizing her own husband into loving her? Optimizing

>

herself and being the "volunteer’ into loving him?”

She looked at him, and the silence was answer enough.

Alden laughed once, because the alternative was worse. “I was just
going for the most insane idea. I can’t believe you actually think that
way.”

“Marcus took me in. Mara helped me when my mother wouldn’t even
answer my calls. They gave me a place to sleep. They give me this first
job, and now I can finally rely on my own hands...”

“I know.”
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“No, you don’t. You don’t know what that meant for a pathetic
unemployed Old English student who just lost his father, who he barely
even know of!”

“Gratitude is stopping you from seeing the truth! I'm not denying that
they indeed....”

“Something I now see more certainly is hiding the truth,” Alden
interrupted, “Is not my gratitude but something from you. Hatred.”

She went still.

All expression left Evelyn’s face carefully, one piece at a time, until she
looked almost like the people in the room behind her.

“Say what you mean,” she said.

Alden swallowed. “I mean you hate Mara.”

“And maybe that’s all this is. Maybe you see her in every system you
don’t like. Maybe you take every bad thing SynCore does and make it
proof that your own blood sister is a monster.”

Evelyn’s fingers curled around the Milo file. The paper bent.

“You think this is family drama?”

“I think you might not be as objective as you think.”

“Objective.” Her voice rose. “That’s very SynCore of you.”

The accusation found the most exposed part of him.

“Maybe it is,” Alden said. “And, maybe that’s not an insult you think
itis.”

Evelyn’s mouth tightened.

“SynCore gave me a way to do something with what my father left,”
he said. “Mara gave me a place here. Marcus gave me a place to sleep.
You keep calling that blindness because you need Mara to be guilty of
everything.”

“That’s not what I need.”

“Isn’t it?” His voice was no longer steady. “She’s your sister, Evelyn.
Your own blood. And you talk about her like she’s some machine that
learned how to wear a face.”

“Careful,” Evelyn said.

He heard the warning. He walked past it anyway.

“You know what, Evelyn?” he added. “You should be optimized for
your unnamed hatred toward your sister.”

The sentence left his mouth in SynCore’s language. It became some-
thing diagnostic and bright, a line that belonged on a screen, not between
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two people who had once stood too close on a train and pretended not to
notice.

Alden heard a cup touch a saucer behind him. Someone gave a small,
pleasant laugh. The artificial river moved silently across the wall.

Evelyn did not move. For one sick second, he thought she had not
understood him. Then he saw her face change.

Not anger. Anger would have been easier. Anger would have meant
he had met her somewhere she could still fight him. She looked at him
as if he had finally said the truest thing he was capable of saying.

“I didn’t mean—"

“You did.” Her voice was flat now. “You just didn’t know you meant
it until it came out.”

He looked at the common room because he could not look at her.
Dr. Sato was folding a napkin into a neat square, then unfolding it, then
folding it again. Every crease returned to the same place.

“I was angry,” Alden said.

“So was Milo.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“No,” she said. “It isn’t.”

The Milo file trembled once in her hand. She noticed, and forced her
fingers still.

“Do you hear yourself?” she asked. “I show you a room full of people
who had the difficult parts of themselves made convenient, and your first
instinct, the second I become difficult enough, is to tell me I should be
next.”

“I shouldn’t have said that.”

“But you thought it.”

“No. I was angry.”

“Angry people don’t invent a whole new language,” Evelyn said.
“They quote the one already living in them.”

“That’s not fair.”

“You keep saying that when I repeat you back to yourself.”

“I was trying to say your hatred is clouding your judgment.”

“My hatred has a name.” Her voice sharpened for the first time since
he said it. “Mara. SynCore. This room. Milo’s file. Dr. Sato folding the
same napkin until the crease learns obedience. It has evidence. It has dates.
It has access logs. You don’t get to call it unnamed just because naming it
would make your life harder.”
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“I’'m not saying there isn’t something wrong.”

“You are. You just do it politely. You call it incomplete context. You
call it confidentiality. You call it family drama. Then when I still won’t
become convenient, you call me the thing that needs fixing.”

Alden opened his mouth.

“No,” she said. “You don’t get to interrupt this part.”

He closed it.

“You saw them,” Evelyn said, quieter now. “You saw what optimiza-
tion does when it succeeds. And then you looked at me and reached for
the same verb.”

“Alden.”

His name sounded different in her mouth now.

“You don’t want proof,” she said. ““You want permission to keep being
grateful. You want Mara to be kind, and Marcus to be safe, and your father
to be noble, and SynCore to be a place where broken people get helped
by clean hands. And every time I put something ugly in front of you, you
decide the ugly thing must be me.”

He had no answer.

She gave a small laugh. It had no humor in it.

“Congratulations,” she said. “That’s exactly how the system works.”

“No, Evelyn, please.”

“Maybe I do hate her,” she said. She looked toward the doorway, then
back at him.

“Maybe I hate Mara more than I know what to do with. Maybe I hate
what she became. Maybe I hate that some part of me still remembers
when she was just my sister and not a person who could look at a room
like this and call it efhiciency.”

She stepped closer, lowering her voice.

“That doesn’t make me wrong.”

Alden reached for something to say and found only the language
SynCore had given him. Stability. Distress. Ideation. Correction.

Evelyn turned away.

“Don’t follow me,” she said and left before he could answer.

Alden remained in the recovery suite alone.

Behind him, one of the residents laughed at exactly the right volume.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

BEFORE THE ANSWER

F OR three days, Evelyn became very good at not being there.

She still existed in the building, in the corners of rooms, in the
reflection of elevator doors, in the sudden silence that happened when
Alden turned down the wrong corridor and saw the scarlet coat moving
away from him.

She stopped appearing in the morning elevator.

She stopped calling him tragic, medieval, or brain.

Alden worked. He corrected syntax in the Alfric interface. He re-
viewed calibration drift. He watched the system turn grief, fear, anger,
resistance into lines clean enough to be moved by hand. No one threw
questions at him from doorways. No one stole food from his tray. No one
looked at him as if the language he used mattered morally.

The days became smooth. Smooth things were easy to trust.

On the second afternoon, he saw Evelyn in the calibration wing.

She was standing at the far end of the glass corridor while two junior
analysts argued over a rejected access phrase. One of them laughed and
said, “Maybe we should ask Gray. Medieval spell-check seems to be his
whole thing.”

Alden pretended not to hear. Evelyn did not.

“You could,” she said, without looking up from the file in her hand.
“He’d fix it faster than both of you and still have time to be socially
unbearable about vowels.”

Evelyn walked away before Alden could decide whether that had been
an insult, a defense, or both.

That night he found himself standing in Marcus’s kitchen with a glass
of water he did not remember pouring.

Mara came in quietly.

“Can’t sleep?” she asked.
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“Just thinking.”

She opened a cabinet, took down a mug, then paused as if reconsidering
the choreography of ordinary life. “How about you come by my ofhice
tomorrow when you have a moment. As a friend, not your supervisor.”

Alden looked at her.

Mara smiled gently. “As someone who knows what it is to survive
Evelyn in full force.”

He almost defended Evelyn.

He did not.

Mara’s office did not feel like the rest of SynCore. The room was
warmer than the labs. A shaded lamp. A plant that looked real because
one leaf had browned at the edge. Mara gestured toward the chair across
from her desk.

“I owe you an apology,” she said.

That was not what he expected.

“For what?”

“For letting you walk into Evelyn’s war without explaining where the
trenches are.”

Alden sat slowly.

Mara folded her hands. “She showed you the reintegration suite.”

His stomach tightened.

“I didn’t tell her to.”

“I know.” Mara’s voice remained calm. “Evelyn rarely needs instruc-
tion to do something dangerous.”

“Are you going to report her?”

“If I wanted to, Alden, we wouldn’t be having tea.”

There was tea. He had not noticed it until she pushed a cup toward
him.

Mara looked faintly sad. “Evelyn has always confused care with control.
Some of that is my fault. We weren’t able to spend as much time together
as other siblings. Some of it is simply her refusal to believe that help can
exist without a hidden knife.”

“She thinks people are being held there.”

“They are being protected there.”

“From what?”

“From exposure. From relapse. From families who would rather have
familiar pain than unfamiliar peace. From themselves, sometimes.”

[99]



SYNC

Alden thought of Dr. Sato folding the napkin. The paper stars with no
bad angles.

“They don’t leave,” he said.

“Some do. Some cannot. Stabilization is not a door you kick open
because freedom sounds better in theory.”

The words entered him carefully.

Mara leaned back. “SynCore is not perfect. It never has been. Voss
would prefer I not say that. But imperfect help is still help.”

Alden looked down at the tea. The surface reflected the overhead light
in a small, trembling oval.

“Evelyn says consent can be designed.”

“Of course it can.” Mara’s honesty startled him. “So can refusal. So
can fear. So can loyalty. Human beings are not clean instruments, Alden.
That is why architecture matters.”

His father’s word returned through her mouth.

Architecture.

“Elias understood that,” she said. “Better than anyone. He did not
build the early Sync models because he hated pain. He built them because
pain without shape becomes weather. It floods everything. You give it
shape, and sometimes a person can stand again.”

“Evelyn thinks he would have hated this.”

“Evelyn needs him to be on her side because she cannot bear that a
person she loves might also be wrong.”

The sentence felt reasonable.

That frightened him less than it should have.

Mara’s voice softened. “You are allowed to want your father’s work to
mean something other than harm.”

Alden swallowed.

“And you are allowed to be grateful to Marcus without turning grati-
tude into shame,” she continued. “He cares about you. I care about you.
Evelyn will tell you care is a cage because cages are what she knows how
to fight.”

He finally drank the tea. It had gone almost cold.

“I said something awful to her,” he said.

“I know.”

His hand tightened around the cup.

Mara did not ask him to repeat it. That felt like mercy.

[100]



BEFORE THE ANSWER

“People say cruel things when someone keeps pressing on a wound,”
she said. “That does not make cruelty right. But it does make it human.”

Human.

A word, according to Evelyn, will never be said or performed by a
SynCore employee, especilly Mara.

Human.

“I’ll let you think on it. Take your time.”

When Alden left her office, he did not feel absolved. The guilt was still
there, but it had been organized into something he could carry. SynCore
was still flawed. Mara was still withholding things. Evelyn was still right
about parts of it.

But maybe being partly right was not the same as being safe to follow.

That evening, he saw Evelyn again through the glass wall of Calibration
Room B.

She was outside in the corridor, half~-hidden behind a structural col-
umn, speaking into her phone.

Alden stopped before he could stop himself.

Her voice lowered, but the glass carried pieces of it.

“No, Nina. I don’t. I just hate seeing someone like him being part of...”

A pause.

Evelyn looked through the glass without seeing him. Her hand went to
the pocket of her scarlet coat, where something white and square pressed
briefly against the fabric.

The photograph.

“Because he’s not like them,” she said, more quietly. “Not all the
way.”

Alden should have moved then. He should have given her the privacy
he was stealing by accident.

Instead, he stood there with a half-corrected syntax panel glowing in
front of him and felt the words enter him without knowing what to do
with them.

Then Evelyn noticed him.

Her face shut. She ended the call.

He opened his mouth.

She walked away.

On Friday, SynCore announced a security sweep at 18:00.
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All nonessential corridors would lock for ten minutes. All archive access
would pause. All personnel were advised to remain in assigned zones until
the sweep concluded.

At 17:57, Alden was in the old Records archive returning a batch of
Elias’s digitized notes.

At 17:58, Evelyn stepped in carrying a box of manual audit slips.

They saw each other at the same time.

“No,” Evelyn said.

“I didn’t arrange this.”

“That sounds like something a person who arranged this would say.”

“I didn’t.”

The archive door sealed behind her with a soft hydraulic click.

Security sweep in progress.
Estimated time: ten minutes.
Evelyn looked at the ceiling camera. “Of course.”
For a while they stood on opposite sides of the narrow room, sur-
rounded by shelves of old paper that SynCore had not yet managed to
turn into light. The air smelled of cardboard, dust, and cold circuitry. It

reminded Alden of the bookstore, except here every book looked like
evidence.

“I shouldn’t have said it,” he said.
Evelyn set the box down. “Which part?”
He flinched.

“The optimize part.”

“What do you want from me? A certificate of moral improvement?”
6‘N0.’,

“Then say the whole thing.”

He stared at the sealed door.

“I shouldn’t have looked at your pain and called it something that
needed to be removed.”

For one second, he thought he had reached her.

Then she said, “And?”

Alden’s chest tightened. “And I still don’t think every intervention is
violence.”

The fragile thing between them broke again.

Evelyn gave a tired laugh. “There it is.”

[102]



BEFORE THE ANSWER

“No, listen. If someone is being destroyed by pain, if their life is
collapsing under it, what are we supposed to do? Just leave them alone
because helping them might compromise some perfect theory of choice?”

“You can’t make choice a theory.”

“Neither is suffering.”

“I know that.”

“Do you? Because sometimes it feels like you care more about the
purity of refusal than whether people survive.”

Her eyes sharpened.

“And sometimes it feels like you think survival is whatever leaves the
body breathing and the paperwork clean.”

“That is not what I think.”

“Then stop defending a system that keeps obscuring obedience and
healing.”

“Mara talked to me.”

Evelyn went still.

“Of course she did.”

“She was trying to explain.”

“That’s what she does best.”

“She said the recovery suite is private because people there are vul-
nerable. She said stabilization takes time. She said imperfect help is still
help.”

“That sounds beautiful.”

“Maybe it’s true.”

“Beautiful things are allowed to be lies, Alden.”

“And ugly things are allowed to be true, but you act like ugliness is
proof.”

Evelyn stepped closer. “When consent is designed, it stops being
consent.”

“Not every consent form is fake.”

“No. But when fear is renamed ideation, when anger is renamed
inefliciency, when resistance is renamed symptom, by the time the form
appears, the choice has already been stolen.”

“So what? Nobody can ever choose intervention?”

“People can choose help. SynCore chooses the version of them that
will say yes.”

The words settled into the dusty air. Alden thought of Milo’s apology
note.
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I needed help before I could recognize help.

He thought of Mara saying pain without shape becomes weather.

“Milo was calmer,” he said.

“Milo was easier.”

“Is that always wrong?”

“No,” she said, and the answer surprised him. “That’s the awful part.
Sometimes easier is mercy. Sometimes pain really is destroying someone.
Sometimes help has to be invasive. That’s why this place is so dangerous.
If it were only evil, idiots could spot it from the lobby.”

He had no answer.

She went on, voice lower. “The worst thing isn’t that SynCore hurts
people. It’s that it makes harm sound like kindness. It teaches good people
to do terrible things gently.”

Good people.

He heard the opening and feared it.

“Do you think I'm good?” he asked.

Evelyn looked away.

The sealed door hummed.

“I think you could be,” she said.

Alden took a step toward her. “Then why do you keep coming back?”

She laughed once under her breath. “I ask myself that constantly.”

“Evelyn.”

“Because you stop,” she said.

He waited.

“In Jarek’s review, everyone else heard successful recall and you asked
his daughter’s name. In the bookstore, you touched your father’s notes
like they were still alive enough to forgive you. At the market, you read
my terrible poem twice even after I specifically threatened you.”

“How do you know I read it twice?”

“Alden, you folded it back wrong.”

Despite everything, something almost like a laugh moved through him.

It died before it reached the air.

Evelyn looked down at her hands. “You put that stupid paper star next
to equations because some part of you knew crooked things belonged
there. You hesitate. You notice. You make the wrong choice, but not
always quickly.”

Her voice was shaking now, and she seemed furious at it.

“That’s not a virtue,” he said softly.
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“No. It’s worse. It’s hope.”
The lock timer clicked down somewhere inside the wall.

Security sweep: two minutes remaining.

Evelyn drew a breath.

“Do you even know why I’'m saying this?”

“I like you, Alden.”

She looked at him then, directly, almost defiantly.

“I hate that I do, because you keep choosing the machine when I'm
standing right here, telling you not to.”

For a moment, Alden could not understand the sentence as language.
It arrived as heat first—he could feel his face turning red—then pressure,
then terror.

Evelyn Vane, who made jokes like weapons and carried evidence like
contraband and looked at every clean thing as if it might be hiding blood,
was standing in front of him with her hands empty.

He thought of the train. The flowers. Her shoulder almost touching
his. The bad poem folded into his zine. The corner of the photograph in
her coat.

He thought of Mara’s office, warm light on cold tea.

He thought of his father’s architecture opening under his hands.

Everything inside him reached in a different direction.

There was an extra long pause. His face swelled with different colors.
He could feel steam coming out of his ears, and his face turning hot
enough to scramble an egg. He wished he could knaw open the elavator
door and crawl out into whatever is outside.

“I don’t know what you want me to say,” he finally said.

Evelyn nodded.

“That’s an answer too.”

The archive door unlocked.

She picked up the box of audit slips and walked out before the system
finished announcing clearance.

Alden remained among the old records, surrounded by all the things
SynCore had not yet turned into light.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE FRIEND VERSION

F OR two days, Alden lived inside the sentence he had failed to answer.

I don’t know what you want me to say.

It followed him into the shower, into the elevator, into Tier 2’s white
corridors. It stood beside him while he corrected Old English syntax and
watched the interface accept his changes with soft green approval. It sat
across from him at breakfast while Marcus argued with the toaster and
Mara read her tablet in silence.

By Thursday morning, Alden had written six messages to Evelyn and
sent none of them.

I’'m sorry sounded too small.

Can we talk sounded too selfish.

I do not know what I feel sounded true, but it would make it worse.

At 11:43, Evelyn dropped into the chair across from him in the cafeteria
and placed a paper bag on the table.

Alden stared at her.

“Don’t look like that,” she said.

He looked at the bag. Grease was already darkening the bottom.
“What’s that?”

“Lunch.”

“No.”

“No?”

“Not here.” She pushed the bag toward him. “And not if you’re about
to hand me a speech you assembled in your head for forty-eight hours.”

He closed his mouth.

“Good. This is the friend version.”

Alden blinked. “The what?”

“The version where I do not ask you for an answer you don’t have, and
you do not vaporize from embarrassment every time I enter a room.”
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“I wasn’t vaporizing.”

“Alden, you almost walked into a supply cabinet yesterday because you
saw my coat.”

“That cabinet was poorly placed.”

“Sure.”

The smallest edge of a smile appeared and disappeared from her face
before he could trust it.

“This doesn’t mean I forgive you,” she said.

“I know.”

“You said something cruel.”

“I know.”

“Not complicated. Not morally gray. Cruel.”

He nodded. “I know.”

For 2 moment, her expression shifted. He could not tell whether she
was relieved or disappointed that he had not argued.

Then she opened the paper bag and took out two foil-wrapped objects.

“Good,” she said. “Eat this before it hardens into architecture.”

The food came from a street cart three blocks behind SynCore, wedged
between a courier depot and a repair shop. Evelyn insisted the cart sold
the best rice rolls in the city. Alden discovered within one bite that the
rolls were gluey, too sweet, and full of something crunchy that resisted
identification.

“This is terrible,” he said.

“It has soul.”

“It has structural problems.”

“So do most people worth knowing.”

They ate standing under the awning while delivery bikes hissed
through puddles at the curb. Evelyn got sauce on her sleeve and looked
personally betrayed by fabric. Alden handed her a napkin without think-
ing. She took it without thanking him.

No one mentioned the archive.

No one mentioned the confession.

For twenty minutes, they discussed whether food could be bad in a
way that improved it.

“You just like difhiculty,” Alden said.

“No. I respect resistance.”

“In rice?”

“Especially in rice.”
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On Sunday, they passed through the market again because Evelyn
claimed Nina owed her three dollars and moral damages.

“For what?” Alden asked.

“She knows.”

Nina did not know. Or claimed not to, which Evelyn considered legally
identical to guilt.

“Is this a ceasefire?” Nina asked when she saw them together. Evelyn
had of course told her what happened.

“No,” Evelyn said.

“Truce?”

“No.”

“Witness protection?”

“Closer.”

Theo was sitting behind the table with the instant camera opened in
pieces in front of him. He looked up at Alden. “Do you know any Old
English curses for electronics?”

“Several, probably.”

“Usetul.”

“Do not curse his camera,” Evelyn said.

“You don’t respect scholarship.”

“Irespect scholarship. I distrust men with screwdrivers and unresolved
artistic ambition.”

Nina watched them with the sharp, pleased expression of someone
filing away evidence. Alden pretended to study a stack of zines. One
was titled TEN WAYS TO SURVIVE YOUR OWN BAD DECISIONS.
Evelyn saw him looking at it and slid it facedown.

“Not for beginners,” she said.

Rain began before they left. Not hard, just enough to make the paper
covers curl at the edges. Alden helped Nina move the zines under the tent
while Evelyn held one side of the plastic sheet above them and complained
that everyone involved in outdoor commerce had made poor life choices.

“Left corner,” Alden said.

“I have a left corner.”

“Your other left.”

“Medieval oppression.”

He reached past her to clip the plastic to the frame. For one second
they were shoulder to shoulder, both of them holding the tent steady
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while rain ticked against the roof. Evelyn looked up at his hand on the
clip, then at his face.

Whatever she thought, she buried it quickly under a scowl.

“Adequate,” she said.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t get greedy.”

On Saturday, she took him back to the used bookstore.

Rain worried at the windows. The shopkeeper looked at them over his
crossword and said, “No debates after six.”

“We have never debated in here,” Evelyn said.

The shopkeeper stared at her.

“Fine,” she said. “No loud debates.”

They took the narrow table in the back. Alden opened Elias’s notes.
Evelyn pulled her sleeves over her hands and leaned close enough to read.

For half an hour, they worked quietly.

Then they found a word neither of them could agree on.

“This is not remorse,” Alden said.

“It is absolutely remorse.”

“It’s closer to a turning. A becoming. Maybe a corruption of forwyrd.”

“You love making grief sound like furniture.”

“That is not what I said.”

“A turning, a becoming.” She dropped her voice into a terrible im-
itation of him. “Observe as the tragic medieval brain migrates toward
emotional shelving.”

He tried not to laugh.

“Don’t encourage yourself,” he said.

“Too late.”

They argued until the shopkeeper appeared with a stack of unsorted
paperbacks and cleared his throat with the authority of a man who had
evicted stronger feelings than theirs.

“Six,” he said.

Evelyn looked at the clock. “Oops.”

“It’s only five sixty-one.” Alden added with a smile.

Outside, under the bookstore awning, Evelyn dug a folded page from
her coat pocket and shoved it at him.

“Since you’re already committing crimes against language.”

It was a new poem.

Alden read the first line and looked at her.
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“No,” she said immediately.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Your eyebrows did.”

“This adjective is doing a lot of damage.”

“That adjective is load-bearing.”

“The noun would survive.”

“The noun is weak and needs friends.”

He took a pen from his pocket. “If you cut this line—"

She snatched the page back. “Absolutely not. I knew giving you literacy
was a mistake.”

“You asked me to read it.”

“I asked you to witness it.”

“Those are different?”

“Deeply.”

She tucked the poem away, but not before he saw the last line.

It mentioned a door that opened too late.

The next week, Evelyn made him listen to a song.

They were sitting on the steps behind SynCore, where the mainte-
nance entrance opened onto an alley too narrow for sunlight to enter
properly. She held out one earbud as if it were evidence.

“No commentary,” she said.

“You keep asking impossible things of me.”

“Three minutes and twelve seconds of silence. Consider it character
development.”

The song began with a low, uneven piano line, then a woman’s voice
came in, soft at first and then rough around the edges. Alden did not know
enough about music to name what it did. He only knew that halfway
through, Evelyn stopped fidgeting.

That made him listen harder.

When it ended, she looked at him.

“Well?”

“It’s fine.”

“Fine.”

“Good fine.”

“You have the emotional vocabulary of a filing cabinet.”

“A well-organized filing cabinet.”

She took the earbud back, shaking her head.
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That night, in Marcus’s guest room, Alden searched for the song and
listened to it again.

Then again.

The third time, he turned the volume down because he did not want
Marcus to hear it through the wall and ask why he was sitting in the dark
like a Victorian illness.

Near the end of the week, a message from Clara arrived while he and
Evelyn were in the bookstore again.

Not a real message. Three lines.

I’'m glad you are working,.

Your father would have wanted you to be useful.

Please don’t visit right now.

Alden read it once, then set the tablet face down.

Evelyn noticed.

She always noticed the things he wanted to hide and pretended not to
only when it mattered.

“Your mother?” she asked.

He nodded.

“Bad?”

“Efhcient.”

“Worse.”

He let out a breath that almost became a laugh.

Evelyn reached into her coat and put a chocolate bar on top of Elias’s
notes.

He looked at it for a long time.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Don’t make it sentimental.”

“I won’t.”

“Good. Sentiment ruins chocolate.”

He broke off a piece and gave half to her.

She took it.

The friend version, Alden thought. So far so good.

It had more rules and fewer protections. It meant walking beside
Evelyn through the city without touching her hand. It meant laughing
at something she said and remembering, one second too late, that she had
told him the truth and he had given her nothing she could hold. It meant
watching her fold anger, hunger, bad poetry, suspicion, tenderness, and
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poor impulse control into one impossible person and not knowing what
to do with the fact that SynCore had no category for any of it.

One evening, rain caught them halfway between the bookstore and
the train.

Evelyn had an umbrella. It opened upward, then immediately turned
inside out with a violent little snap.

For a second, she simply stared at it.

Then she started laughing. She laughed with her whole face, head tilted
back into the rain, hair escaping its ribbon, scarlet coat darkening at the
shoulders. She looked furious at the weather and delighted by the failure
of engineering. She tried to force the umbrella back into shape. It attacked
her again.

Alden began laughing too.

“Don’t just stand there,” she said, fighting the metal ribs. “Help.”

“I'm observing the system under stress.”

“The system is going to hit you.”

The umbrella did, in fact, hit him.

By the time they reached the station, they were both soaked. Evelyn’s
poem had survived only because she had stuffed it inside Alden’s folder
during the fight with the umbrella. His notes were damp at the edges.
The paper star he still carried there had flattened slightly, one bad point
pressed almost smooth.

He looked at it and felt something in him recoil.

Across from him, Evelyn shook rain from her sleeve and laughed again,
breathless, alive, completely uncorrected by weather or grief or shame.

For one clear, terrible second, Alden imagined her stable.

No sharp turns. No sudden laughter. No bad poems. No stolen files.
No scarlet coat appearing where it should not. No fury, no hunger, no
crooked mercy, no inconvenient hope.

The thought was so wrong his body rejected it before his mind could
finish.

It would be worse than losing her.

It would be her remaining and not remaining.

Evelyn looked up. “What?”

“Nothing,” he said.

“Your nothing has a funeral face.”

He closed the folder carefully, protecting the damp paper star with his
hand.
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“It’s just rain.”

She watched him for a moment, not believing him.

Then the train arrived, dragging wind and light into the station.

Alden followed her inside and did not yet have the courage to name
what had frightened him.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

SUBJECT E

THE next morning, Alden woke with rain still caught in his coat.

It hung from the chair beside the guest bed, dark at the hem, one sleeve
twisted. His folder lay open on the desk. Elias’s notes had dried in soft
waves. The paper star sat between two pages, now completely flattened.
Alden touched it once.

Then his tablet chimed.

Tier 2 emergency containment.
Remote optimization request.
Subject identity: sealed.
Designation: Subject E.
Report immediately.

Before he swiped out of his tablet messages, he clicked into his chatbox
with Evelyn. The last thing in their thread was a complaint from the night
before about umbrella manufacturers. He typed Are you in today? and
watched the cursor blink after the question mark.

Then he deleted it.

Marcus knocked once on the open door. “Everything okay?”

“It’s just work,” Alden said. “SynCore said it’s an emergency and want
me there asap.”

Marcus looked at the tablet, then at his face. Whatever he saw there
made the joke die before it formed.

“Do you need breakfast?”

“No.”

He was already reaching for his coat.

The lobby screens had shifted to emergency white. Employees walked
faster than usual, badges lifted before they reached the scanners, eyes kept
carefully on the floor. A building could panic, Alden realized.

Mara met him outside Operating Suite 4.
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She was wearing no coat. Her sleeves were rolled to her elbows.

“Thank you for coming quickly.”

“What happened?”

“An internal subject’s echo core is destabilizing.”

“What does that mean?”

“Recursive emotional residue has begun feeding back into shared
system architecture. If it spreads, it can contaminate linked recovery
models.”

“Contaminate?”

“This is not a punishment. It is containment.”

The word carried the calm weight of a locked door.

Behind Mara, Voss stood inside the suite, speaking quietly to two
engineers. The observation glass was dark. No patient sat in the cradle.
Instead, three remote projection arrays had been opened around the
central console, their rings angled inward like mechanical flowers waiting
for bloom.

“Where is the subject?” Alden asked.

“In a secure medical wing.”

“Why can’t I see them?”

“Because knowing the subject can alter operator response.”

“That’s convenient,” Alden commented.

Mara looked at him.

“It is necessary.”

He thought of beautiful things allowed to be lies.

He thought of Mara saying imperfect help was still help.

“Can someone else do it?”

“Not with your father’s syntax.”

There it was. Elias entered the room without being named again. And
again, being the final straw that convinved Alden.

Voss turned as Alden stepped inside. “We have a narrow window.”

The main display opened.

Subject E.
Echo core: active cascade.
Nonlinear residue: expanding.
Recommended intervention: remote compression.

“What caused it?” Alden asked while putting gloves on and taking a
step forward.
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“Repeated unauthorized exposure to unstable records,” Voss said.
“Unmanaged emotional recursion. The subject has been deteriorating for
some time.”

“What does E stand for? A classification?” Alden asked.

“Emergency designation,” Mara said.

“Nothing else?”

“No.”

“Is the subject conscious?”

“Partially,” Mara said.

“Did they consent?”

Voss clasped his hands behind his back. “The subject is no longer in a
reliable state to provide meaningful consent.”

Alden looked at Mara. She did not look away.

“If we do nothing,” she said, “the cascade may destroy the subject’s
remaining neural integrity.”

“And if we do this?”

“We may preserve the subject’s life.”

Not the crooked, difficult arrangement that made a person unbearable
and alive.

His hands curled once at his sides.

“Alden,” Mara said, softer now, “you have seen what unshaped pain
can do. You have also seen that compression can give someone back
enough quiet to survive.”

He thought of Milo saying embarrassed.

He thought of Jarek saying blue frosting without sweetness.

He thought of Evelyn laughing in rain, umbrella turned inside out,
completely uncorrected.

He thought of Mara’s talk with him during tea.

“We need you,” Mara said.

Need found the old hollow place in him. It always knew where to
press.

Alden stepped to the console.

The model opened under his hands like a wound pretending to be
mathematics.

At first, Subject E was only structure.

No face. No body. No voice. Just recursive loops flowering from a
dense black center, grief and anger twisted together until the system could
no longer tell which one was the original signal. Fear moved through the
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outer layers in bright fractal branches. Each branch split, doubled back,
fed itself, and returned to the core carrying more force than before.
The display stuttered.

Nonlinear residue: 74%.

Mara stood at his left. Voss at his right.

“Begin by isolating the aggression spiral,” Voss said.
“It isn’t only aggression.”

“That is why we have you.”

Alden selected ZElfric’s Key.

The dark disk appeared above the model. Old English letters circled
its edge, but today they seemed to drag against one another, resisting the
smooth orbit the system expected.

He entered the compression syntax.

The model fought him.

Not like Jarek’s trauma cluster, which had resisted with old pain. Not
like Milo’s locked rooms, which had rearranged themselves to keep their
warning intact. Subject E resisted and thrashed.

Every time Alden lowered one spike, another rose in a different
quadrant.

Anger load: unstable.
Fear response: amplified.

Grief recursion: deepening.

“The subject is rejecting containment,” one engineer said.

“The subject is scared,” Alden snapped.

Mara watched him.

Voss said, “Then help them.”

He tried.

He widened the model and looked for a clean entry point. There
wasn’t one. Everything touched everything else. Fear threaded through
anger. Anger wrapped grief. Grief hid inside fragments the system kept
labeling artifact noise. He saw a door, then a river, then a hand closing

around paper so tightly the paper creased. Each image vanished before he
could hold it.
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Remote stability: 42%.

Recommendation: compress nonlinear residue.

“Too broad,” Alden said. “If I compress the residue from here, I could
collapse associative memory.”

“Associative memory is already collapsing,” Voss said.

“We need a reversible path.”

“There may not be one.”

Alden ignored him.

He wrote a counter-sequence from Elias’s notes, something half-
formed in the margins, a syntax for pressure without erasure. The Key
shuddered. For one breath, the model steadied. The grief recursion
loosened around the core.

Mara exhaled beside him. “Good. That’s good.”

The praise should not have mattered here, but it did anyway.

Alden leaned closer.

“There,” he whispered.

Then Subject E screamed without sound.

The model opened. Not fully. Just a slit of impossible light through the
black center.

Alden saw words. Handwriting.

Do not analyze this or I will know.

His fingers stopped on the console.

The line vanished. In its place, the system produced a clean diagnosis.

Personal artifact. low relevance.

Alden could not breathe. No, he thought. People wrote threats in
margins. People wrote bad jokes. People wrote things they did not mean
and left them where they could be found. A sentence was not a person.

But he knew the slant of the letters.

He knew the way the warning pretended not to want to be read.

“Continue,” Voss said.

“Wait.”

“We do not have time.”

Another fragment surfaced.

Yellow bookstore light. Rain trembling against glass. A narrow table at
the back. Evelyn leaning over Elias’s notes with chocolate on her fingers,
mispronouncing an Old English word so badly that he had to put his head
down.
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Gemynd.

Memory.

The word flashed in the model, not as text but as pressure behind his
eyes.

No.

No, no.

“Stop the compression,”

Mara’s voice sharpened. “Alden?”

“Stop it,” he felt his voice shaking.

“We can’t stop mid-cascade.”

The model convulsed.

A silver wrapper unfolded in the dark, chocolate pressed against the
edge of Elias’s notes.

Margins are where honest people hide.

Alden’s hands moved before thought arrived. He opened the reverse
channel, searched for the sequence he had just written, tried to peel the
compression layer back from the core.

Access denied.

Irreversible phase initiated.

“No.”

He entered his father’s override.

The system rejected it.

He tried again, faster.

Then again with the older syntax.

Then without the Key.

Then with a manual anchor command that had not been authorized
for years and probably would not have worked even if his hands had not
been shaking too hard to type cleanly.

Reverse path unavailable.

“Alden, step back,” Mara said.
“No I can’t.’

“It’s Evelyn.”

The room went silent.
Then the model flooded.
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Rain.

Not system rain. Real rain, cold and uneven, striking the inside-out
umbrella while Evelyn laughed with her whole face. Scarlet coat dark at
the shoulders. Hair loose from its ribbon. Breathless. Alive. Then the bad
poem folded in his folder, one line visible through the crease:

a door that opened too late

The image tore down the middle.

Compression lock: 91%.

Alden slammed both hands onto the console “Cancel it.”

No one moved.

“Cancel it!”

Voss said something behind him. Mara answered. He could not hear
the words. The world had narrowed to the model and the last pieces of
Evelyn trying to speak through it.

He dragged the safety threshold down. The system corrected it back
up.

He opened an emergency hold. The hold grayed out before his finger
reached it.

He searched for the remote cradle feed and got only a black window
with one line of text.

Visual access restricted.

“Show me her,” he said, word by word.

No one answered.

A paper star, crooked and damp.

The train lurching. His hand catching her sleeve before she hit the man
with flowers.

Theo shouting, Evidence.

Evelyn shouting back, Perjury.

The corner of a photograph disappearing into a scarlet coat pocket.

“Ev,” Alden said.

The system took the sound of her name and turned it into nothing
useful.

He ripped open every hidden panel he knew. Elias’s syntax. &lfric’s
Key. Compression coefficient. Associative anchors. Anything. Every-
thing.
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“Come on,” he said, not to Mara, not to Voss, not to SynCore. “Come
on. Come back. Please.”

He found a thread.

Small. Almost gone.

Gemynd.

It pulsed once at the edge of the collapsing core.

Alden reached for it.

For half a second, he thought he had her.

Then the Key turned against him.

The model compressed inward with terrible elegance.

All the fragments rushed to the center. The poem. The bookstore. The
chocolate wrapper. The rain. The laugh. The photograph. His own face
at the edge of the frame, startled and nearly happy. Everything folded
smaller and smaller until it became a single white point.

Then even the point went out.

Remote stability: lost.
Neural integrity: critical.
Identity seal: released.

The glass display cleared.

Subject E: Evelyn Vane.
Status: synchronization failure.
Neural collapse imminent.
Alden stood with both hands still on the console.

Somewhere behind him, Mara said his name.
He did not turn.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

BEFORE SHE WENT QUIET

FOR a few seconds after the display cleared, Alden did not understand

that the room was still real.
Subject E: Evelyn Vane.

Status: synchronization failure.

Neural collapse imminent.

Mara said his name behind him.

Alden turned.

He had heard her say his name many times by then. With patience.
With warmth. With the soft authority of someone offering shelter.

“Where is she?” he asked.

“Alden, listen to me.”

“Where is she?”

Mara reached for his arm.

He pulled away so hard one of the engineers flinched.

“Medical wing C,” she said.

He was already running.

SynCore’s corridors did not allow running. They had been designed
for controlled movement, for silent badges and clean turns and people
who never needed to arrive anywhere in panic. Alden ran anyway. His
shoes struck the polished floor too loudly. Someone shouted after him.
The elevators were too slow, so he took the emergency stairs, missing one
step and catching himself against the rail hard enough to split skin at his
palm.

He did not feel it.

Medical wing C required two authorizations.

The first scanner rejected him.
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Access restricted.

He hit the panel again.

Access restricted.

“Open it,” he said.

The panel blinked red.

“Open it!”

Mara’s badge passed over the reader from behind him.

The lock released.

She followed him through the first door, then the second, into a smaller
room where the air was colder and quieter than any room had a right to
be.

Evelyn lay in the neural cradle at the center.

Silver filaments touched her temples. A thin respiration tube rested
beneath her nose. Her hair had been pulled back badly, not in the crooked,
impatient way she did it herself, but in the way of someone moving a
problem out of the way. Her hands lay open at her sides. The golden
rings above her were not turning. They were holding.

The monitor beside her displayed three lines.

Cardiac rhythm: stable.
Respiration: supported.

Cognitive coherence: 13%.

Thirteen.

It was obscene, that a person could be reduced to a number and the
number could still fall.

Mara stepped closer. “Her life signs are stable.”

Alden looked at Evelyn’s face.

“Get out.”

Mara went still.

“Alden.”

“No.” His voice sounded almost calm. That frightened him. “You had
every room before this one. You don’t get this room too.”

“She still needs monitoring.”

“Then monitor her from outside.”

Mara opened her mouth, then closed it.
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For a moment, she looked at Evelyn. Something crossed her face too
quickly for Alden to name. Grief, perhaps. Or the memory of grief, filed
somewhere under an acceptable term.

“If she destabilizes further—"

“She already did,” Alden said. “I helped.”

Mara did not answer. After a long second, she left.

The door sealed with a soft click.

Only then did Alden realize he had been waiting for the room to
change without her in it.

The monitor continued. The cradle hummed. Evelyn kept breathing
because a machine had decided breath was worth preserving.

Alden went to the bedside terminal. Some part of him still thought this
was reversable; he was still looking for a procedure. A route. A hidden
command behind the terrible surface of things. If a number could fall, a
number could be lifted. If a waveform could collapse, a waveform could
be rebuilt. If he found the right syntax, if he could remember the exact
pressure term in Elias’s notes, if he could get back inside the model before
the final lock settled—

He opened the recovery panel.

Session closed.

He tried the operator override.

Read only.

He entered the older syntax.

No active Veversalpath.

His bloody thumb slipped on the glass.
The terminal accepted none of his panic.
“No,” he said.

Evelyn did not stir.

He tried again, slower this time.
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Read only.

Cognitive coherence: 12%.

Twelve.

Alden stepped back from the terminal with terror.

He had been in the room with her for almost three minutes. He moved
to the cradle and touched her forehead.

It was warm. He didn’t know if he feel relieved. He thought it was
worse than cold.

Warm meant she was still here enough for the body to contradict the
truth. Warm meant his hand could remember hers. Warm meant the
machine had not taken everything, only the part of her that could answer.

“Ev,” he said.

Nothing.

“Evelyn.” He shaked her bed

He waited for the insult. Some impossible reflex in him waited for it.

You look terrible.

Your panic has no structure.

Tragic medieval brain finally discovers consequences.

Nothing came.

On the counter behind him, someone had placed her personal effects in
a transparent bag. Black boots. Employee badge. Hair ribbon. The scarlet
coat folded badly at the bottom, trapped against plastic. A printed label
had already been sealed across the top.

Personal item.
Nonessential.

Alden stared at the label. His felt rage. A white, clean rage that left him
very still.

“No,” he said to the bag, because there was no one else in the room to
say it to.

He opened the seal with shaking fingers and pulled out the coat.

It unfolded heavily, bright red against the white counter, as if Evelyn
had spilled into the room after all. The fabric smelled faintly of rain and
street food and whatever soap she used that never quite won against
coffee.

Something slipped from the pocket. The photograph fell face-up on
the floor.

He knew what it was. It was Theo’s instant photo.
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Evelyn mid-objection, mouth open, eyes bright with annoyance. Nina
laughing beside her. Alden at the edge of the frame, half-turned toward
Evelyn, looking startled and nearly happy, as if someone had caught a
version of him that could still become better.

He picked it up.

Evidence.

Perjury.

Future blackmail.

The joke returned whole.

The joke. He froze at the phrase.

Because a joke needed a future. It needed someone to bring it up later
at the worst possible moment. It needed Evelyn across a table, triumphant,
producing the photograph like a weapon. It needed Alden groaning and
Nina laughing and Theo pretending he had planned the angle. It needed
time. It needed her.

SynCore had taken Evelyn and together with all the future tense out
of every ordinary thing she had touched.

Alden pressed the photograph to his chest.

Cognitive coherence: 10%.

He turned back to her. “You kept it,” he said.

His voice broke there, on the smallest fact.

He sat beside the cradle and put the photograph near her hand, where
she would have complained about the sentiment if she could.

“You kept it after it fell out,” he said. “Theo threw it back, and you
kept it. For future blackmail.”

His laugh came out wrong. “You were always better at evidence than
I was.”

The monitor continued.

He looked at her face, at the still mouth that had once made every
room less obedient.

“I tried to fix it first,” he said. “That’s the worst part. I came in here
and tried commands before I approached you.”

He swallowed.

“I keep doing that. I keep reaching for the machine first. Even now.”

“I'm sorry.”

He tried again.
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“I'm sorry for the operation. I'm sorry I believed them. I'm sorry I
heard Subject E and didn’t think it was you. I'm sorry I thought being
needed was the same thing as being good.”

The room listened with its clean, indifferent walls.

“I'm sorry for what I said in the suite. You should never have had to
hear that from me. You were standing in front of a room full of what
successful optimization looks like, and I told you that you should be
next.”

“And now that you were—"

He trembled and wanted to reach for her hand. His fingers touched
hers then loosened at once.

Who is he to hold her hand.

You never answered to her confession. You ran away. You avoided her
and hid your feelings under the “the Friend Version”. You don’t get to
hold her hand like a lover.

“You were right. You were right about the language. About kindness.
About consent. About the way they make a cage sound like care. I hated
you for being right because it meant I had already helped.”

Cognitive coherence: 8%.

Eight.

He leaned closer.

“I don’t know if you can hear me.”

No response.

“I don’t know how much of me, how much of us, you will still
remember when you wake up.”

Her eyelids did not move.

He remembered the archive. Evelyn standing in front of him with her
hands empty, making herself more vulnerable than he had understood.

I like you, Alden.

I hate that I do.

He had answered like a coward and called it confusion. He had said he
didn’t know.

“I did know,” he said.

The words came quietly.

“Not all of it. Not enough to deserve you. But I knew something. In
the train. In the bookstore. When you put chocolate on my father’s notes
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and didn’t try to make my mother’s message smaller. When you laughed
in the rain. When I imagined you stable and it felt worse than death.”
He closed his eyes.
“Iknew, and I called it not knowing because not knowing let me wait.’

ki

Cognitive coherence: 7%.

“Ev.”

Her name was almost nothing now.

“I'm sorry I waited.”

The confession did not arrive like a dramatic choice. It arrived because
there was nowhere left for it to hide.

“If T were to know what would happen I wouldn’t have said I 'T don’t
know’.”

“If T were to travel back to that elevator I would have replied, for sure,
no doubt at all.”

“I would have said yes.”

“I had known it all the way. It was too deep inside of me, too deep
and I was blind enough to not know.”

“Now I know.”

“I did like you, Evelyn. I'm just too stupid to not know.”

The room did not change.

“Iliked you when you were impossible and cruel and right. I liked you
even when you told me I kept choosing the machine, and I still did.”

His voice broke.

“Ilove you, and I gave you to it.”

He thought her fingers moved.

“Ev?”

“Can L...May L...” he held out his hand in attempt to hold hers.

Her lips parted.

He leaned close enough to feel the faint assisted breath against his
cheek.

“I'm here,” he said. “I’'m here. I'm listening now. I'm sorry it took me
this long. Please.”

Her mouth tried to shape sound.

The monitor flickered.
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Cognitive coherence: 5%.

“Ge...”
“Gemynd,” he whispered. “Memory.”

Cognitive coherence: 4%.

The number fell without violence.

Not as an argument. Not as something Evelyn had been trying to prove
to him. Not as a theory about consent or a suspicion about Mara or an
ethical problem he could still stand outside and examine.

He understood because he was holding the evidence in his hand.

Linear people were not SynCore’s mistakes. They were its cleanest
answers.

Jarek had not been broken because he forgot facts. He had been
broken because he could say blue frosting without sweetness and daughter
without a name. Milo had not been healed because he apologized. He had
been made easier to survive. Dr. Sato had not retired into peace. She had
been folded, like a napkin, until the crease learned obedience.

And Evelyn.

Evelyn, who had never fit any category long enough for it to close
around her.

Evelyn, who made anger look like proof that something alive still
objected.

Evelyn, who had been noise only to a system that could not understand
music unless it could flatten it into data.

Alden looked at the monitor.

Cognitive coherence: 3%.

Every corridor, every consent form, every kind voice, every word like
preserve or stabilize or contain. All of it built to make one person stand
beside another person’s disappearing self and call the disappearance help.

And he had not been outside it.

He had been one of its hands.

He bent over Evelyn’s hand.

“I'm sorry,” he said.

It was the only honest language left.
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Cognitive coherence: 2%.

He put the photograph beside her fingers.

“Evidence,” he whispered.

No one laughed.

No one shouted perjury from the other end of a train platform.
The room held the joke and did not know what to do with it.

Cognitive coherence: 1%.

Alden pressed his forehead to the edge of the cradle.
“Please,” he said. “Please be more than what they kept.”
The monitor gave one soft tone.

Cognitive coherence: 0%.
Cardiac rhythm: stable.
Respiration: supported.

Patient status: preserved.

Evelyn opened her eyes.
“Alden?”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CLARA PROTOCOL

“ALDEN?”

For one impossible second, hope made him stupid.

He lifted his head from the edge of the cradle so quickly the room
tilted. Evelyn’s eyes were open. Open, clear, and looking directly at him.

“Ev,” he said. “I’'m here.”

Her gaze moved from his face to his badge, then to the monitor beside
her.

“Alden Gray,” she said.

Not the way she used his name when she was annoyed, amused,
wounded, trying not to care. This was recognition without arrival. A file
opening. A label applied correctly.

“Do you know me?” he asked.

She blinked once. “Yes. Alden Gray. My operator. Friend of Marcus
and Mara, my sister.”

His hand tightened around the photograph.

“No,” he said. “Not like that.”

Evelyn looked at the photo, then at the blood on his palm.

“You are injured,” she said. “You need medical assistance.”

“You don’t have to... I don’t need...”

“I am sorry.” Her voice remained softt. “Was that inappropriate?”

“Do you remember this?” He held up the photograph.

Her eyes settled on it.

“Instant image. Four subjects.”

“People.”
“Four people,” she corrected.
“Who are they?”

She paused, processing. “Nina. Theo. Evelyn Vane. Alden Gray.”
Evelyn Vane.
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He lowered the photograph.

“Evidence,” he whispered.

She waited.

“I created significant procedural risk,” she said. “Unauthorized file
retrieval. Unsupervised access. Emotional volatility. I understand inter-
vention was necessary.”

“Stop.”

“I am calm now.”

“Stop.”

Her eyes moved over his face with gentle, vacant concern. “You appear
distressed.”

The door opened behind him. Mara stood there with two medical staff
in the corridor beyond her. She did not enter.

“Alden,” she said, “you need to step out.”

He turned toward her slowly.

“Reverse it.”

Mara’s face tightened.

“Now,” he said.

“There is no standard reversal path.”

“Then use a nonstandard one.”

For a moment, Mara was silent. Then she looked past him at Evelyn,
who lay calm in the cradle with her eyes open and no hatred left in them.

“There may be one possibility,” Mara said.

That was how they got him out of the room.

Possibility.

Voss was waiting in a smaller conference room two floors below
Medical C. The walls were blank. No windows. No plants. Alden almost
preferred it.

Mara closed the door behind them.

“If this is another containment speech,” Alden said, “don’t.”

“It is not,” Voss said.

He touched the table. A file opened in the glass.
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Clara Gray.
Alden’s body went cold before his mind caught up.
“NO"’
“Listen first.”
“NO.”

Mara moved to stand where he could see her without turning away
from the file. “Alden, Evelyn’s affective architecture has not vanished.
It has compressed below accessible coherence. There may be an anchor
strong enough to reopen the pattern.”

“Then use me.”

“We tried your operator imprint,” Voss said. “It is too recent and too
unstable.”

The words struck him because they were true. Too recent. Too late.

Mara said, “Elias built early reversal theory around relational imprints.
Deep bonds. Long duration. The kind of memory a system cannot fully
flatten because it is distributed across too many ordinary things.”

Alden stared at Clara’s name on the table.

“My mother has nothing to do with Evelyn.”

“She may have everything to do with your father’s work,” Voss said.
“Elias hid portions of the original reversal architecture in nonclinical
memory structures before his death. We believe Clara Gray carries one
of those imprints.”

“You believe.”

“Strongly.”

“Why is she in your system at all?”

Neither of them answered.

The file expanded.

Peripheral neural interference: active.
Memory structure: unstable.
Maternal dependency vector: high load.

Recommended action: temporary stabilization.

Alden read the lines once.

Then again, because maybe the second time they would become less
monstrous.

“You’ve been altering her.”

Mara did not flinch. “Protecting her.”

“Don’t.”
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“She has been unstable.”

“Because of you.”

“Because Elias left dangerous architecture buried in a civilian mind.”

Alden’s hands curled under the edge of the table.

“What happens if I refuse?”

Voss answered. “Her deterioration accelerates. Within days, possibly
hours, she loses coherence permanently.”

“And if we do this?”

Mara’s voice softened in exactly the way he now hated. “We stabilize
the collapsing structure and retrieve the imprint needed to attempt
Evelyn’s reversal.”

“What does stabilization remove?”

Mara looked at Voss.

That was enough.

“What does it remove?”

Voss said, “The maternal dependency vector is creating recursive
overload.”

Alden felt the room tilt again.

“Me.”

“The attachment pattern around you,” Mara said.

“Me.”

“Alden, it would be temporary.”

“Would she remember me?”

“Semantic recognition should remain intact.”

He closed his eyes.

Jarek knew yellow bicycle.

Jarek knew daughter.

Jarek did not know Lena.

“No,” he said.

Voss did not argue. He simply opened another window.

Evelyn Vane.
Patient status: preserved.
Reversal window: narrowing.
A countdown began beneath her name.
04:12:09.
04:12:08.
04:12:07.
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Alden could not look away.

Mara spoke quietly. “This is not like Subject E.”

He laughed at that, short and ugly.

“It isn’t,” she said. “You know the subject. You know the risk. You
know the cost.”

“That’s supposed to make it better?”

“No. It makes it a choice.”

Choice. The word came back wearing Evelyn’s voice.

When consent is designed, it stops being consent.

Alden looked at Clara’s file. Then Evelyn’s timer. Then Mara, who had
learned to make cages sound like care.

He knew that. He knew it, and still the timer kept falling.

04:11:32.

04:11:31.

“Let me speak to my mother.”

Voss nodded.

The call connected to a medical room in the Gray house, or something
made to look like the Gray house. Clara sat upright in bed with a pale
blanket over her knees. Her hair was uncombed. She looked thinner than
he remembered, as if silence had been eating her from the inside.

“Mom,” Alden said.

Clara’s eyes moved toward the screen.

For a moment, they found him.

“Alden.”

The sound of his name in her voice almost undid him.

“I'm here.”

She smiled, but it kept slipping. “Your father is in the study.”

Alden went still.

“No,” she whispered, frightened by herself. “No, he isn’t. I know that.
I know that.”

Her hand went to her chest.

“It comes apart,” she said. “The house. I keep putting rooms back
where they go, but they won’t stay. Your father writes on the walls. You
are small, then you are grown, then you are not there at all.”

“Mom.”

“Are you safe?”

He could not answer.

Clara leaned closer to the screen. “Alden, are you safe?”

[135]



SYNC

Behind him, Evelyn’s timer kept counting down.

He thought of a scarlet coat in a transparent bag.

He thought of his mother asking the only question that still knew him.
“I don’t know,” he said.

Clara’s face folded with fear.

The medical feed stuttered.

Warning: structural cascade.

Mara touched his shoulder lightly. “We need to act.”

He did not have enough hatred left to pull away. The Clara Protocol
was smaller than Subject E. That made it worse.

No emergency white screens. No remote arrays opening like mechan-
ical flowers. No sealed identity. Clara’s name sat at the top of the display
the entire time, fully visible, impossible to misunderstand.

Alden put on the gloves. His hands shook anyway.

The model opened as a house.

Not his childhood home exactly. Not the real rooms, but the idea of
them. A hallway with too many doors. Dustless floors. A study with the
light on. A kitchen where a woman hummed without sound. The walls
flexed around old equations and half-remembered lullabies. Everywhere,
threads ran through the structure, bright and trembling, all of them
leading back to one shape.

A child at the bottom of the stairs.

Alden.

Small. Dark-haired. Waiting.

The system labeled the shape:

Maternal dependency vector.

Mara stood behind him. “Stabilize the overload. Do not chase the
image.”

“That’s me.”

“It’s a vector.”

“It’s me.”

Voss’s voice came through the speakers. “The longer you wait, the
more both patients lose.”

Both.

Clara and Evelyn held together by the same sentence.
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Alden reached into the model. He did not press the Key like before.
He touched the outer edge of the vector and tried to loosen the pressure
without severing the thread. Elias’s syntax responded, opening a narrow
path through the house. For 2 moment, Clara steadied. The humming in
the kitchen became almost music.

Then the house lurched. The child at the stairs looked up.

He stared, not at Clara, but through the screen, at him.

“I'm sorry,” he said. He did not know which one of them he meant.

The system offered a correction.

Dependency load exceeds reversal threshold.

Temporary neutralization required.

“Temporary,” Mara said.

He hated her for saying it.

He hated himself more for needing it.

Evelyn’s timer flashed red in the corner of the display.

03:58:12.

He thought of Ev’s hand moving once in his palm.

Gemynd.

Memory.

He selected temporary neutralization.

The house went quiet. Room by room. The kitchen stopped humming,.
The study light dimmed. The equations withdrew from the walls. The
child at the stairs became less a child than an outline, then less an outline
than a place where someone had once waited.

Alden tried to hold one thread back. The system corrected him. He
tried again.

The correction completed. The model released a small silver imprint
from behind the study door.

Elias reversal fragment: recovered.

Everyone in the room exhaled except Alden.

He pulled off the gloves before the system told him to.

“Bring her up,” he said.

The medical feed opened. Clara lay still for a moment, then turned
her head toward the camera. Her face looked rested. Softer. Freed of the

panic that had been tightening it moments before.
“Mom?” Alden said.
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Clara looked at the screen. She smiled politely. It was a beautiful smile.
That was how he knew.
“I'm sorry young man,” she said. “Do I know you?”
Alden did not move. His tablet chimed on the table.
Clara protocol complete.
Elias reversal fragment: secured.

Maternal dependency vector successfully neutralized.

The room remained silent around him.
On the screen, Clara waited gently for a stranger to answer.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THE HOUSE WITH NO DUST

ALD EN did not remember leaving SynCore.

There must have been doors. There must have been elevators, corri-
dors, security gates, the small mechanical kindness of someone returning
his coat to him. At some point a guard must have checked his badge. At
some point Mara must have said his name in that careful voice she used
when she wanted pain to behave.

None of it stayed. What stayed was Clara’s face on the medical screen.
That beautiful, gentle, emptied smile.

I’'m sorry young man. Do I know you?

The sentence sat inside him with no place to go. It did not break him
the way Evelyn’s stillness had. It did not tear through the room, did not
throw him against the nearest wall of his own body. It simply remained.
A clean object in the center of him. Too smooth to hold. Too perfect to
accuse.

By the time he reached the old Gray house, the sky had gone the color
of unwashed metal.

The taxi left him at the curb. He stood there too long after the car
pulled away, one hand around the strap of his bag, the other holding the
tablet Voss had not taken from him.

Elias reversal fragment: secured.

The words had followed him across the city.

The house looked smaller than it had in memory. Not safer. Just
reduced by being real. The paint still peeled from the brick in thin white
curls. The garden was still overgrown, though the weeds had been cut
back recently in a careless line near the porch. The windows were dark
except for the narrow upstairs one at the end of the hall.

His father’s study.

[139]



SYNC

Alden stood at the bottom of the front steps and remembered arriving
after Elias died. The unlocked door. The trampled grass. Clara in the
kitchen, holding a spoon as if she had forgotten what hands were for.
His father’s room waiting upstairs with the bed made and the manuals
centered under the lamp.

Too obvious, he had thought then.

Too convenient.

He had known. Some part of him had known before SynCore gave
him better words with which to betray himself.

The key was still under the loose tile beside the porch, where Clara
had kept it since he was nine. Alden lifted the tile and found the metal
cold with evening. For a second he imagined calling out before he entered.
Mom. I'm home.

But Clara was not here. Or worse, she might be here and not know
what the word home was supposed to do to him.

He unlocked the door quietly.

The house smelled wrong. Not stale. Not abandoned. Not like old
wood, cooling pipes, onion skins, rain in the walls, the thousand small
human failures that made a place belong to people. It smelled faintly of
mint.

Mint.

He had smelled it the first time too. He had walked into his father’s
room and thought fresh air, mint, cleanliness. He had thought grief made
details sharp. He had thought someone had scrubbed the room because
death made people need order.

Now the smell came apart in his memory and revealed its function.

Neutralizer. Hospital grade. Mild enough to feel domestic if you did
not know better.

He set his bag down.

The hallway was very still. No shoes by the door. No mail sliding from
the little wooden tray. No cardigan over the back of the chair where Clara
used to leave it no matter how many times Elias moved it. The house had
been emptied of mess, but not cleared. That was the difference. Clearing
left absence. This left intention.

Every surface had been touched.

The framed photograph by the stairs had been straightened. The
old runner rug had been vacuumed until its worn red pattern looked
embarrassed by its own survival. The banister had no dust along the
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underside, where no one cleaned unless they had been trained to leave
nothing behind.

Alden walked through the hall with his tablet dark in one hand.

He passed the kitchen and stopped.

The pot Clara had used the night he came home was gone. The counter
was bare. The spoon rack had been arranged by size. She had never
arranged anything by size in her life. Clara sorted by usefulness, by reach,
by whatever she had last used when she was singing to herself. Elias used
to reorganize the drawers and Clara used to wait three days before putting
them back wrong on purpose.

For the first time since leaving SynCore, Alden almost made a sound.

It was not a sob.

He went upstairs.

The study door was closed.

He put his hand on the knob and remembered being small on the
hallway carpet, listening to his father on the other side. Elias speaking
to people who were not there. Elias writing until three in the morning.
Elias going quiet when Clara approached with tea, as if love were another
equation he could not afford to solve in front of witnesses.

Your father is in the study, Clara had said. Then she had frightened
herself by knowing it was not true.

Alden opened the door.

The room was exactly as he remembered it.

That was how he knew it had been maintained. No house preserved a
room perfectly unless someone kept returning to the scene of the crime.
The bed was made with the same four sharp corners. The desk lamp
waited at the same angle. The manuals sat dead center, aligned so precisely
that the stack looked less like paper than instruction.

There was no dust.

Not on the shelves. Not on the windowsill. Not in the thin groove
where the desk met the wall. The room had been held outside time.

Alden stood in the doorway, feeling something colder than grief begin
to move through him.

He crossed the room and stood over the manuals. The top cover still
bore Elias’s handwriting, or something close enough to it that a son in
shock would want to believe. Sharp strokes. Hard pressure. The little
downward hook on the capital G. Alden had trusted it because he had
needed one piece of his father to remain legible.
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He opened the first manual.

The pages looked familiar. Diagrams. Compression terms. Half-
finished Old English glosses in the margins. The phrase he had found
at the bookstore, circled and worried at until the paper seemed tired.

Gemynd is not storage. It is return.

He had carried these pages into SynCore like evidence.

No. More like an offering.

They had not left the manuals because they had missed them. SynCore
did not miss what mattered. They had left them because the pages were
enough to pull him forward and not enough to set him free. Enough
Elias to make Alden hungry. Enough danger to make him useful. Enough
mystery to make him walk into Voss’s building with his father’s syntax in
his hands.

Marcus at his apartment door, smiling too warmly.

This place doesn’t suit you.

Mara in the kitchen, kind enough to feel like rescue.

Evelyn at the dinner table, alive and bright and impossible to place
inside the trap because some part of her had been real.

Alden bent over the desk and breathed through his mouth.

The room did not care. It had been built to wait for him.

He pulled the stack apart page by page. The visible notes told the
same story they always had: pressure without erasure, recursion without
collapse, emotional architecture held in Old English grammar and mathe-
matical syntax. But now he read them differently. He looked not at what
Elias had written, but at what SynCore had wanted him to read.

All the clearest pages were on top.

All the usable syntax sat in order.

All the warnings were fragmented, theatrical, easy to dismiss as a dying
man’s panic.

Erase it before it erases us all.

Even the title had been allowed to remain because it sounded like
madness unless you already knew what it meant.

“You wanted me frightened,” Alden said to the empty room. His voice
sounded thin. “Not informed.”

The tablet woke in his hand. Just the secured fragment pulsing once
on the black screen, as if it had heard him.
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Elias reversal fragment: secured.

He stared at it. Behind the words, in the tablet’s reflection, he saw the
room upside down: the lamp, the manuals, the shelves, his own face made
pale by glass. Something in the reflection looked wrong.

Alden turned.

The bookshelf behind him held three neat rows of technical binders.
Elias had never owned three neat rows of anything. One binder spine was
labeled in block print: ZLFRIC INTERFACE: LEGACY NOTES.

Too obvious. He did not touch it.

Instead he looked at the shelf below, where old books had been
arranged by height. Clara’s doing would have been chaos. Elias’s would
have been subject, date, urgency, then collapse. This arrangement be-
longed to neither of them.

Alden ran his fingers along the undersides of the shelves.

Nothing.

Along the back panel.

Nothing.

He crouched, ignoring the ache that opened behind his eyes, and
looked at the bottom shelf where the wood met the wall. There, almost
invisible beneath the false cleanliness, a line of discoloration crossed the
grain. Not dirt. Glue.

His breath stopped.

When he worked in the library when he could not find a job after
graduation with Ms. Ilora, he repaired cracked spines and water-warped
covers for books no one else cared about. She had taught him that bad
repairs announced themselves; good repairs made the object slightly too
perfect.

The shelf backing was too perfect.

Alden took the small screwdriver from Elias’s old desk drawer. It was
still there, placed in the center compartment as if for him. That almost
made him laugh. Even the tools had been arranged into obedience.

He pried carefully at the glued seam. The thin panel lifted with a soft
paper-tearing sound.

Behind it was not a drive. Not a disk. Not anything SynCore could
have found with a standard sweep.

A single page, folded into a shallow gap in the wood and sealed in wax
the color of dried tea.
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Alden did not touch it at first. He knew Elias’s work by now. He knew
the violence of his handwriting, the private grammar of his panic. But the
mark pressed into the wax was not Elias’s.

It was a small uneven star.

A star.

He knew stars. He knew them too well. He also knew he wouldn’t be
able to get any more of these anymore.

But this star was a bit different than Evelyn’s star. It looked like the ones
Clara used to draw. She drew them beside grocery lists, on the corners of
school forms, in the margins of recipes she meant to try and never did. A
star with one point always shorter than the others.

Alden sat back on his heels.

Something moved in him. Not relief. Relief belonged to worlds where
finding your mother’s handwriting meant your mother could still say your
name and know why it mattered.

He broke the seal.

The page unfolded reluctantly. The paper was thin, almost translucent.
Elias had written across it in two columns. The left side was Old English,
or Old English broken and remade through his father’s private shorthand.
The right side was math, but not the clean architecture SynCore had
extracted. This math wandered. It doubled back. It left small gaps where
the eye expected a term and found only breath.

At the top, in Clara’s softer hand, there was one line:

For when he remembers the song.

Alden closed his eyes.

For a moment he was five years old again, feverish on the narrow bed
under the sloped ceiling while rain worried at the window. Elias was away,
or locked in the study, or both. Clara sat beside him with one cool hand on
his forehead, humming under her breath because she never remembered
all the words to songs other people wrote.

So she made her own.

Not a real lullaby. A little broken thing stitched together from sounds
she liked, half English, half the old words Alden had once found in Elias’s
books and repeated badly until Clara laughed.

Hold, little mind.

Home comes through dark.

What is pressed down

comes back as song.
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He had forgotten the words for years. No. He had not forgotten. He
had put them where useless tenderness went when life demanded resumes,
rent, applications, polite failure. Then SynCore had taught him to call that
place innefhicient noise.

Alden opened his eyes.

On the page, Elias had written four Old English fragments beside
Clara’s rhythm:

Gemynd.

Ham.

Niht.

Eft cymd.

Memory. Home. Night. Comes again.

Under them, the math began.

Not a password. Not exactly. A proof with missing terms, folded
around the stresses of the lullaby. Every third beat gave a variable. Every
return to the first line reversed the sign. Clara’s words supplied the order;
Elias’s old habit of circling failed assumptions supplied the corrections.
The cipher could not be solved by someone who knew only language.
It could not be solved by someone who knew only Elias’s models. It
required the small private overlap of a child who had listened outside
a study door, a student who had wasted years on dead grammar, and a
son who knew where his father made mistakes when he was afraid.

“You made me the lock,” he whispered.

Then, after a moment, because the room had taken enough from him,
he corrected himself.

“No. You made me the witness.”

The tablet pulsed again.

This time the fragment opened without being touched.

The black screen filled with a narrow prompt:

Relational cipher detected.
Anchor phrase required.

Alden stared at the field until the letters blurred.

He could feel SynCore in the walls now. Not literally. There were no
cameras visible, no fresh signal from the tablet, no hidden light blinking
in the bookshelves. But the company’s shape had been here before him.
It had held this room in readiness. It had known grief would bring him. It
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had known hunger would keep him from asking the right question soon
enough.

Maybe it still knew.

Maybe entering the phrase would call them.

Maybe the whole house was only another interface and he was still
doing what Voss wanted.

Aldenlooked down at Clara’s uneven star. Then at Elias’s broken proof.
Then at his own reflection on the tablet, where he looked older than he
had that morning.

Evelyn would have hated this part.

She would have paced behind him, furious at the neatness, furious at
the romance of secret fathers and hidden keys. She would have said, Don’t
make a shrine out of a trap just because your father hid something inside
1t.

Then she would have leaned over his shoulder anyway.

Bad poem, she would have said, pointing at Clara’s lullaby.

He almost turned to answer her.

The room behind him remained empty.

Alden typed:

Gemynd ham niht eft cymth

The tablet shuddered in his hand.
Then the Zlfric interface opened by itself.

Not the version SynCore used. Not the clean clinical lattice with
approved command paths and warning prompts shaped like liability
statements. This interface looked unfinished. Older. The runes did not
sit on top of the math as decoration; they moved through it like roots
through soil. Lines formed, collapsed, returned. Variables breathed. At the
center, the recovered Elias fragment began to rotate, silver and small, no
larger than a coin.

The room dimmed.

Alden looked up.

The study had changed.

Not fully. The desk remained beneath his hands. The lamp remained
lit. But behind those things, another version of the room pressed through,
one with papers everywhere, dust on the shelves, coffee rings on the
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wood, a sweater thrown over a chair, life making itself difficult in every
corner.

Elias’s real room.

For a second Alden could smell it. Paper. Old heat from the radiator.
Ink. The bitter coffee Elias drank too late at night. Underneath all of it,
faint and stubborn, Clara’s onion chicken burning in the kitchen because
she always got distracted halfway through the recipe.

Alden put one hand over his mouth.

The clean room flickered.

The real room flickered back.

Then both vanished.

He was standing in a SynCore lab he had never seen.

The light was harsher. The equipment bulkier. The walls did not yet
know how to look innocent. Cables crossed the floor in thick black lines.
A prototype cradle sat under a ring of unfinished sensors. On the far glass
wall, the company logo still used its older name, angular and proud, as if
it had not yet learned elegance.

At the center of the room stood a man. The younger Elias Gray.

Not the father Alden remembered. Not the dead man made from
manuals and silences. This Elias was thin, sharp-faced, too young for
the exhaustion already gathering around his eyes. His hair fell across his
forehead. His lab coat was unbuttoned. There was ink on the side of his
hand.

A man outside the glass spoke, but the sound arrived slowly, as if
traveling through water.

“First assignment,” he said.

Elias looked at the tablet handed to him.

Alden tried to move toward him and could not.

The tablet brightened in Elias’s hand. A file opened. A photograph
appeared first.

A young woman stood outside a clinic in a gray coat, one hand raised
against the rain. She was not smiling. Or maybe she had been, a second
before the image caught her and made her serious. Her hair was pinned
badly at the back of her head. A paper bag was tucked under one arm. She
looked tired, frightened, alive.

Alden knew her before the label loaded.

Of course he knew her.

The file resolved beneath the photograph.
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Target profile: Clara.

Elias looked at the image with professional attention and no recogni-
tion at all.

“Copy. 2

He did not know her yet.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

BEFORE ALDEN

Clorv

The word dropped into the old lab and disappeared.

Alden stood on the other side of the glass, or inside the glass, or inside
whatever the fragment had decided memory needed him to be. No one
looked at him. No one heard the sharp breath that left his body when
Clara’s photograph filled the younger Elias’s tablet.

For a foolish second, Alden wanted to reach through the memory and
take the tablet away.

He could not move. Elias could.

He scrolled through Clara’s file with the detached concentration Alden
had learned to hate. Subject age. Prior treatment. Grief persistence. Sleep
fragmentation. Hyperactive attachment response. Consent authorization.
Pilot clearance.

Not wife. Not mother. Not the woman who would draw uneven stars
in the margins of recipes. Just Clara.

Target profile: Clara.

“We don’t need sentiment,” Voss said.

He was younger too. That was the first thing that unsettled Alden. Voss
had hair darker at the temples and a face less practiced in gentleness. The
hunger was already there, though. It lived behind his eyes with no need
for disguise.

“We need repeatability,” Voss continued. “The board will tolerate
theory for only so long. Give them a visible recovery, Dr. Gray. Grief
made quiet. Fear made functional. Something they can put in a sentence.”

Elias did not look up. “What is her presenting event?”

“Persistent grief after familial death,” Voss said.

“That is a category, not an event.”
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A woman at the secondary console glanced over. Alden knew her
before the memory gave him the mercy of a label.

Mara Vane.

Younger. Hair loose around her shoulders. No wedding ring. No warm
apartment light softening her edges. She wore a white lab coat one size
too large and held a stylus between two fingers like a small blade.

“You read too much into case language,” she said.

Elias finally looked at her. Mara did not flinch. Even then, she had been
good at meeting people exactly where it would make them underestimate
her.

“The intake says her younger brother died in an access delay at South
Mercer Clinic,” Mara said. “She blames herself because she missed his last
call. Since then, recurrent panic, compulsive caregiving, insomnia, refusal
to disengage from distressed patients. The public file calls it complicated
grief.”

“And the private file?”

Mara hesitated just long enough for Alden to see that she had been
deciding how much truth was useful.

“The private file calls her an ideal candidate. High suffering. High em-
pathy. Strong associative density. If we can attenuate without cognitive
dulling, the model scales.”

Voss smiled slightly. “There. An event.”

Elias looked back at Clara’s photograph.

The woman in the gray coat held a paper bag under one arm and stood
in the rain. Alden had seen that expression on her face as a child and never
known it had belonged to her before him.

“Has anyone explained the experimental risk?” Elias asked.

“She signed,” Voss said.

“That is not what I asked.”

Voss’s smile thinned. “You are not here to audit consent. You are here
to solve a problem.”

The lab door opened, and Clara entered with a nurse beside her.
Memory did not make her luminous. She was very young, and very
different than how Alden remembered. She had a rather pale face but
her eyes were wide.

The young Clara looked tired. Wet at the cuffs. Her hair was coming
loose from a pin at the back of her head. She had taken off the gray coat,
but rain still darkened one shoulder of her sweater.
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She looked around the room and tried to smile. “This is a lot of
machines just for sadness.”

Elias looked up from the tablet. For the first time in the memory, his
expression changed slightly.

“Are you the doctor?”

“No.”

Mara smiled. “Dr. Gray is our lead architect.”

“Architect,” Clara repeated. She looked at the neural cradle. “That
sounds worse.”

Voss stepped forward with his gentle voice. “Clara, you are safe here.”

Clara nodded as if she had decided to be polite about the lie. Elias
watched that too.

The nurse helped her into the cradle. Clara’s fingers tightened once
around the armrest, then loosened. Alden had the strange urge to apol-
ogize to her for being born after this moment, for receiving all of its
consequences without being able to stop any of them.

“Beginning primary map,” Mara said.

Having already endured the consequences of an optimization progress,
Alden flinched at the sight of his mother on the machine.

The old machines woke. They did not move like the SynCore arrays
Alden knew. It was more than ttwenty years ago, Alden figured. Make
sense. The machines labored. Cables clicked. The sensor ring shivered as
it lowered around Clara’s head. The interface on the main display was
crude by comparison, all hard lines and exposed command fields, but
Alden recognized the bones of it.

His father’s work. Not yet elegant. Not yet beautiful. Not yet danger-
ous enough to look clean.

Clara closed her eyes. Her subconscious opened as a waiting room after
hours.

Plastic chairs lined the walls. Rain pressed against the windows. A
fluorescent light flickered over a reception desk scattered with forms.
Somewhere beyond a closed door, a phone rang and rang and rang.

The system labeled the sound:
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Primary grief loop.

“There,” Mara said. “Clean entry.”

Elias moved closer to the display.

The waiting room shifted. A younger Clara sat behind the desk with
her hands folded tightly around a paper cup of coftee gone cold. A teenage
boy stood in the doorway, soaked through, trying to laugh because he
wanted her not to worry. Then the image broke. The phone rang again.
Clara’s hand hovered over it from another time, another room, another
day when she had been busy helping someone else breathe through panic.

She did not pick up. The ring became a pulse. The pulse became a
hallway.

The hallway became every person Clara had helped since.

An old man pressing a grocery list into her hand because he could no
longer remember which aisle held soup. A woman crying silently under
an exam table while Clara sat on the floor beside her because chairs felt
too formal for terror. A child with a split lip accepting a sticker shaped
like a star. The dead brother’s face appeared in all of them and none of
them. Grief did not sit at the center like a tumor waiting for removal. It
had threaded itself through the entire room.

Elias’s hand went still above the controls.

“Isolate the call,” Voss said.

Mara enlarged the ringing phone. “If we dampen the missed-call
recursion, sympathetic overload should collapse.”

Elias watched Clara in the waiting room reach for the phone and fail.
Reach and fail. Reach and fail.

“No,” he said.

Mara looked over. “No?”

“It’s load-bearing.”

“It’s pathological.”

“It is doing more than hurting her.”

Voss’s voice cooled. “Pain often recruits meaning to protect itself.”

Elias did not look at him. “Meaning is not camouflage.”

Alden felt the memory tighten around that sentence.

On the display, the algorithm suggested a removal path. The old
interface highlighted the ringing phone, then the hallway, then the faces
connected to it. One command would reduce the panic. One command
would quiet the room. One command would make Clara sleep through
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the night and stop answering strangers as if each of them were an apology
she owed the dead.

The projection calculated expected collateral loss.

Empathic response reduction: 61%.
Attachment flexibility reduction: 44%.

Autobiographical coherence: unstable.

Voss said, “Proceed.”

Elias’s jaw tightened.

“Dr. Gray,” Voss said.

The phone rang.

In the cradle, Clara made a small sound.

Elias typed a command. For half a second Alden thought he was
watching the first crime.

Then the interface folded sideways. Sideways, into a layer the system
did not have language for yet. Elias wrote quickly. Too quickly for the old
machine, too quickly for Mara’s logging interface. He did not remove the
griefloop. He built a false contour around it, a clean dampened shape for
the system to read while the deeper connections remained under pressure.

Compression without erasure. Not enough to heal her. Enough to keep
her whole. This was something Alden has never seen in recent SynCore.
In fact, he never knew this was an option.

“What are you doing?” Mara asked.

“Stabilizing.” He said without slowing down. His hands were moving
swiftly on the screen, performing procedures in a manner Alden has not
been taught.

“That isn’t the recommended route.”

“No.”

Voss stepped closer to the glass. “Explain.”

Elias entered the final line.

On the screen, the phone stopped ringing.

The waiting room did not vanish. The chairs remained. The rain
remained. The teenage boy in the doorway remained, no longer looping,
no longer trapped in the same second. He stood there with wet hair in his
eyes, and Clara, in the center of her own mind, began to cry.

The system displayed:
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Grief loop attenuation: successful.

Patient stability: achieved.

Mara’s gaze flicked once to Elias’s hidden command field. She had seen
it. Voss had not.

The sensor ring lifted. Clara opened her eyes. For a moment she stared
at nothing. Then tears slipped sideways into her hair.

“Why is she crying?” Voss asked.

Elias took off his gloves. “She’s awake.”

Clara turned her head toward him. Her voice came out rough. “Did it
work?”

Voss began to answer, but Elias spoke over him. “Not the way they
promised.”

Clara blinked. More tears came, but her eyes were clear. Tired. Terri-
fied. Hers.

“I still miss him,” she whispered.

Elias’s face changed again, so slightly that everyone in the room except
Clara missed it.

Clara closed her eyes.

The memory skipped.

Rain on pavement. The rear entrance of South Mercer Clinic. Elias
stood under the narrow awning in the same coat he had worn in the lab,
looking deeply uncomfortable with the fact that weather could not be
optimized.

Clara came out carrying a box of donated gloves against her hip.

“You follow all your failed subjects, or am I special?”

Elias flinched. “You were not a failed subject.”

“That sounds exactly like what a failed subject would be told.”

“I falsified your outcome,” Elias lowered his voice and winked. “With
something I invented myself. This is a technology that the company does
not know of...”

Alden felt the rain pass through him without touching him.

“If I had followed the protocol, you would have become easier to
manage. Maybe happier, by some measures. But less yourself.”

Clara held the box tighter. “So you lied.”

“Yes.”

“To save me.”

“Yes.”

“Without asking me.”
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That silenced him.

There she was, Alden thought. There was the woman who had taught
him that kindness did not mean obedience. Not saintly. Not grateful
enough to make a man’s guilt comfortable. Alive enough to be angry at
the person who had saved her because he had still made a choice inside
her mind without permission.

Elias looked down, “You’re right. 'm sorry; I shouldn’t...”

Clara stared, then she let out a laugh, with tears of the memory still at
the corner of her eye. Rain ran from the awning in silver strings between
them. Clara looked past him toward the street, then back at his face.

“Am I in danger?”

“Yes.”

“From them?”

“Yes.”

“From you?”

“Not at all.”

“Then can I trust you to protect me from them?” Clara looked at him
smilingly, tilting her head.

The memory skipped again. But Alden saw his father smile.

That was how his parents met.

He saw them in memory pieces after that. Pieces.

Piece one. Clara in the clinic supply room, listening while Elias
explained associative density with a stack of tongue depressors because
she had refused to let him use equations until he could say one human
sentence. Elias failing. Clara throwing one tongue depressor at his chest.

“Again,” she said. “This time pretend I am not a machine you are
apologizing to. I did not understand a word of it.”

Elias trying not to smile and doing a poor job of it.

Piece two. A night bus, nearly empty. Clara asleep with her forehead
against the window, one hand still curled around a paper bag of dinner
she had forgotten to eat. Elias sitting beside her, all nervous but peeking
at her sideways.

Piece three. It was a hurried and frantic piece. Men followed Clara
twice. Elias moved safe files into unsafe places. Clara changed buses,
changed shifts, stopped using her own name at intake desks when she
could help it. Voss began asking sharper questions. Mara stayed late at the
secondary console, copying logs onto private storage while Elias believed
exhaustion made people careless only in ways he understood.
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One evening Mara found him in the lab after everyone else had
gone.The false contour from Clara’s procedure glowed on the screen.

“It’s beautiful,” she said.

Elias closed the file. “It’s not for you.”

Mara leaned against the console, unoffended. “You built a preserva-
tion layer inside an optimization model. Impressive. The system reads
success while the patient keeps the supposedly inefficient architecture
underneath. Do you understand what that means?”

“It means the procedure should not exist.”

“It means the procedure can be made precise.”

He looked at her then. Really looked.

Mara was smiling, but not warmly. Not cruelly either. With interest.

“Clara is not a proof,” Elias said.

“She’s the first proof that survived.”

“Delete what you copied.”

“I didn’t say I copied anything.”

“Mara.”

For the first time, the memory let Alden hear fear in his father’s voice.

Mara’s smile faded into something almost regretful. “You think refus-
ing power keeps you clean. It doesn’t. It just means someone else uses
what you made before you understand its scale.”

“Voss will destroy people with this.”

“Voss will fund it.”

“That isn’t better.”

“It is if you want to shape the outcome.”

Elias stepped closer. “You don’t shape a blade by handing it to the
hungriest person in the room.”

Mara looked at him for a long moment.

“You really love her,” she said.

Elias did not answer.

That was answer enough.

The memory split.

Piece four. Voss in his office, darker now because evening pressed
against the glass. Mara stood across from his desk with a data wafer
between her fingers.

“Gray breached protocol,” she said.

Voss did not take the wafer immediately. “Can you prove it?”
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“Yes.”

“Can you reproduce it?”

Mara hesitated.

There it was. The choice. Not a knife raised high. Not a dramatic
betrayal with a witness and a storm at the window. A pause. A calculation.
A young woman deciding which future would have doors in it.

“Not yet,” Mara said. “But I know where he hid the useful part.”

Voss took the wafer. “Then bring me the rest.”

Piece five. Clara and Elias were walking through a grocery store at
midnight.

It should have been absurd after the lab, after Voss, after Mara’s quiet
treason. Maybe it was absurd. Clara was arguing with Elias about onions.

“You can’t buy six because the equation of the bag pleases you.”

“They were evenly sized.”

“You are not allowed to make dinner decisions with the part of your
brain that frightened a whole corporation.”

He put one onion back.

“Thank you,” she said gravely.

Then she kissed him in the produce aisle, quick and startled, as if she
had surprised herself most of all.

Elias went completely still. So did Alden watching them from above.

Clara pulled back. “Was that terrible?”

“No.”

“You look alarmed.”

“I am recalibrating.”

“Don’t call it that.”

“Iam...” He looked helpless for the first time Alden had ever seen. “I
am here.”

“Good,” she said softly. “Stay here. With me.”

Piece six. Alden saw Clara furious in the kitchen because Elias had
disappeared for two days without warning. He saw Elias standing on the
porch at dawn with blood on his sleeve that he would not explain. He saw
Clara press a towel to the wound with shaking hands and tell him, very
calmly, that if he died heroically she would never forgive him. Alden did
not know why, but it was easy to guess.
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He saw them marry in a municipal office with two witnesses, one of
whom cried harder than either of them and kept apologizing for it. Clara
drew an uneven star beside her new signature. Elias stared at it for so long
that she nudged his shoe with hers.

“It’s just a star,” she whispered.

“No,” he said.

She rolled her eyes. “You are unbearable.”

But she was smiling.

The memory warmed around that smile, and for one suspended mo-
ment Alden hated his father for having had all this tenderness and hiding
it from him later.

Then the warmth collapsed into a hospital room.

Piece seven. Clara slept with one hand open on the blanket. Her hair
stuck damply to her face. She looked exhausted and triumphant and
younger than Alden had ever known her. A nurse moved quietly near
the sink.

In the clear bassinet beside the bed, a newborn shifted under a striped
blanket. Alden knew what he was seeing before the memory let him look.

Himself. Tiny. Red-faced. Furious at air.

Elias stood in the doorway. He had one hand on the frame, the
other pressed flat against his side as if holding himself together by force.
He looked at Clara first. Then at the baby. His face opened with such
unguarded love that Alden almost could not bear it.

This was not the father at the study door. This was not the man who
forgot birthdays and answered questions with silence and taught his son
absence in daily increments. This was a man looking at the most dangerous
thing he had ever wanted.

The nurse noticed him. “Dr. Gray?”

Elias nodded without hearing.

The baby moved again.

Elias took one step into the room.

The tablet in his coat pocket vibrated. He froze. Alden watched him
pull it out with the slow dread of someone who already knew the shape
of the message before language arrived.

Just a file notification from inside SynCore’s sealed archive.

Then Alden saw his own name on it.
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Relational exposure updated.
Dependent minor: Alden Gray.
Attachment risk: critical.

In the bed, Clara stirred. “Elias?” He looked up.

She smiled at him sleepily. “Come here.”

The baby made a small, furious sound. Elias looked at his son. His hand
rose, almost without his permission.

Alden felt the movement as if it were happening inside his own chest.
The reach was there. It had always been there. Not enough. Too late.
Misused. Buried under fear and pride and every terrible calculation that
would follow. But there.

Elias wanted to go to him. Then his hand stopped in the air.

Behind him, far away and very close, SynCore waited.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

ERASE IT BEFORE IT ERASES US ALL

PIECE eight.

Elias stood in the hospital doorway with one hand half-raised toward
his newborn son.

Behind him, SynCore waited.

Alden waited too, though the memory would not let him move. He
wanted to hate his father cleanly. He wanted the old version back for one
second, the cold man behind the study door, the distant mathematician
who had made absence feel personal. That man was easier to carry. That
man could be blamed without complex feelings.

But the younger Elias looked at the notification on his tablet and went
pale.

Dependent minor: Alden Gray.
Attachment risk: critical.

In the bed, Clara smiled sleepily. “Come here.”

The baby made an indignant sound, small and furious at being alive.

Elias’s hand trembled in the air. He almost chose them.

Alden saw it. The reach did not vanish. It resisted. His father fought
himself so visibly that the nurse glanced toward him again, unsure
whether to call his name. Clara’s smile faded a little.

“Elias?”

He lowered his hand.

“I need a minute,” he said.

Clara blinked. “What?”

“Just a minute.”

Then he stepped backward out of the room. Alden felt the hallway
close around him like a verdict.
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That was the first version of his father he ever inherited. Not the man
who loved him and failed to reach. The man who left before anyone could
see that he had wanted to.

The memory dragged him forward.

Piece nine. Alden was two years old and asleep with one fist pressed
under his cheek. His room was soft with night. A toy truck lay overturned
near the bed. One wheel had come loose.

Elias sat on the floor beside it, repairing the axle with a concentration
that would have looked ridiculous if his hands had not been so careful.

The door opened behind him. Clara stood there in a robe, hair loose,
face tired in the way young parents became tired before they learned to
call it ordinary.

“He asked for you at dinner,” she whispered.

Elias kept his eyes on the toy. “I was working.”

“He knows the word working now. He says it when the study door
closes.”

The axle clicked back into place.

“Clara.”

“No.” Her voice was quiet, but the room changed around it. “You do
not get to say my name like that and make me reasonable.”

Elias set the truck beside the bed.

Insleep, the child shifted. Elias went still at once, as if even the smallest
proof of his son’s life could undo a structure he had spent two years
building.

Clara saw it.

“He thinks you don’t like him,” she said.

“Good,” Elias finally said, drained of energy.

“If they map him through me, if they can establish a stable dependency
vector, then he becomes an access point. You know what they did with
yours.”

“He is a child.”

“That doesn’t protect him.”

“No,” Clara said. “Apparently neither do you.”

Elias closed his eyes.

Alden wanted the memory to look away, but it did not. It held his
father’s face there, exposed in the dim blue light from the night lamp.

“I am trying,” Elias said.
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“You are teaching him that love sounds like a locked door.”

He had no answer for that.

The child in the bed slept on. The repaired truck waited beside him
for morning.

Piece ten.

Voss sat alone in the old lab after midnight.

At first Alden thought the memory had gone wrong. Voss should
have been behind glass, hands folded, watching someone else suffer with
managerial patience. Instead he sat in the prototype cradle with the sensor
ring hovering above his head. No technicians. No observers. Only Elias
at the console and Mara in the doorway, half-hidden by shadow.

Voss looked younger in the dark. Less arranged.

“You said the model can isolate recursive affect,” he said.

Elias did not start the machine. “In test conditions.”

“Then test it.”

“On you?”

Voss smiled without humor. “You sound surprised that I have a mind.”

Elias’s hand remained above the console. “This is not treatment.”

“Everything is treatment once it works.”

Mara stepped into the room. “Director, this is not logged.”

“Then don’t log it.”

She looked at Elias.

Elias looked at Voss.

For a moment no one spoke. Then Voss reached up and pulled the ring
lower himself.

“There is a room in my head,” he said. “I wake inside it more often
than I wake in my own bed. My mother crying through the wall. My
father pretending not to hear. Me counting the pauses because if the next
sound came too late, I thought she had died. Do you understand that kind
of repetition, Dr. Gray?”

Alden felt the lab alter around the words. He looked on.

Voss’s pulse rose.

“It is not memory,” Voss said. “Memory would have the decency to
remain behind me. This is governance. I have built departments, models,
funding structures, entire corridors of brilliant people, and some part of
me is still eight years old measuring silence like a threat. Remove it.”

Elias’s expression changed.

“I can’t.”
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“Don’t be modest.”

“I am not being modest.”

“Then be useful.”

Elias brought up the scan. The old interface rendered Voss’s mind in
crude lines. Not a house. Not a waiting room. A narrow hallway with one
closed door and a child seated beside it, knees drawn up, counting under
his breath. Each count sent a tremor through the rest of the structure. Fear,
shame, control, anticipation. The hallway fed them all.

Mara moved closer despite herself. Voss watched the display with
naked dislike.

“There,” he said. “You see it.”

“I'see it.”

“Erase it.”

Elias shook his head slowly.

“That pattern is tied into executive control, threat modeling, long-
range planning. If I sever it cleanly, I don’t know what else collapses.”

“Then don’t sever it cleanly. You like complexity. Use it.”

“You are asking me to hollow out the part of you that learned to
survive.”

Voss laughed once. “Survival is a poor excuse for a life.”

“Sometimes it is the only bridge to one.”

The child in the hallway counted and counted.

Voss looked at Elias through the ring.

“You saved Clara.”

The room went cold.

Mara’s face did not move.

Elias said, “Leave her out of this.”

“You built a private exception for a woman you loved, but for the rest
of us you suddenly discover ethics.”

“I did not save her by erasing her.”

“You saved her because you could bear her pain better than you can
bear mine.”

Elias looked wounded. Voss saw that too. Some small door closed
inside him.

“If pain is load-bearing,” he said, “then redesign the building.”

“People are not buildings.”

“You were the one who called them architecture first.”
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Elias looked at the display, at the child waiting beside the closed door.
“I will not do this.”

Voss lifted the sensor ring away from his head. He looked calmer
already, but not because he had been healed.

“Then I will find someone who understands mercy.”

Piece eleven. The memory began to move faster.

Alden saw his childhood as his father had built it, a series of carefully
engineered distances.

Elias standing outside school gates but leaving before Alden turned
around.

Elias at the kitchen table after midnight, filling out a scholarship form
Alden would later believe had arrived by administration.

Elias deleting photographs from his own devices, then watching Clara
sleep with one hand curled around Alden’s outgrown sweater.

Elias refusing to attend a school recital, then sitting alone in his car
two streets away while rain blurred the windshield and a cheap recording
played through Clara’s phone on speaker. Onstage, young Alden forgot
a line from some old poem and laughed in embarrassment. In the car,
Elias laughed too, once, with his hand over his mouth as if laughter were
evidence.

Every tenderness had been rerouted. Every fear had been mistaken for
strategy. And every strategy had taught Alden the same lesson: do not
reach. You cannot risk to put him at threat too.

In the memory, Clara aged in small increments. A gray hair near her
temple. Lines around her mouth from worry and from laughter, both
refusing to give up ground. She argued with Elias in the laundry room, in
the kitchen, on the porch while young Alden sat upstairs pretending not
to listen.

“You are losing him,” she said one night.

Elias stood with his back to the sink. “He can hate me later, only when
he is safe.”

“He already does.”

That hurt him. He covered it badly.

“Good.”

Clara slapped him. The sound shocked the kitchen into silence.

She looked as startled as he did, then more furious because grief had
nowhere else to go.

“Stop saying that as if it costs you nothing,” she said.
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Elias touched his cheek.

“It costs me everything.”

“Then stop paying it.”

He looked toward the ceiling, toward the faint creak of a child’s
floorboard above them.

“I don’t know how.”

Piece twelve.

Mara and Voss stood in a room Alden had never entered.

Not the public executive office. Not the old lab. This room had no
windows and too much refrigeration. Servers lined the walls in black
stacks. The air carried the dry electric smell of machines working hard
to remember what people had tried to hide.

Mara placed a set of recovered logs on the table.

“Gray distributed the architecture,” she said.

Voss looked older now. The gentleness had improved. He wore it
smoothly, the way expensive clothes learned the body over time.

“Where?”

“Everywhere he thought we would undervalue. Domestic memory.
Dead language. Personal habit. Relational resonance. He is using con-
tempt as a hiding place.”

“Whose contempt?”

“Ours.”

Voss smiled. “Accurate.”

Mara touched the display. A network appeared, half data model, half
family tree. Clara’s name pulsed at one node. Alden’s at another. Elias at
the center, overconnected, unstable.

“The wife carries a stabilizing imprint,” Mara said. “Not enough to
reconstruct the full reversal path. The son may be different.”

Voss’s eyes moved to Alden’s name.

He was twelve in that version of the file.

“Too young,” Mara said, before Voss could speak.

“I did not ask.”

“No. But you were going to.”

Voss considered the network. “Children become adults.”

Mara looked away first.

Alden, watching, felt something old and sickening unlock in him. His
life had not been discovered by SynCore after his father’s death. He was
tracked and recorded since birth.
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“Gray will destroy the core if pressed,” Mara said.

“Then do not press him until we know where he will run.”

“He will run home.”

“Of course he will,” Voss said. “Even men who worship distance
return to the place they failed.”

Piece thirteen.

Elias’s study. The real one.

Papers lay everywhere. Books stood open on the floor like doors left
mid-swing. Coffee had dried in rings across the desk. The lamp threw
yellow light over equations, Old English fragments, medical diagrams,
access logs, and a child’s drawing of a star that had been preserved under
a paperweight as carefully as any proof.

Outside the closed door, the house slept.

Alden, older now in the memory, was not home. College, applications,
distance, years of thinking his father did not care enough to call. Clara
slept down the hall with one hand on Elias’s empty side of the bed.

On the desk, four stacks waited.

The first was visible. Manuals. Technical notes. Enough of the architec-
ture to tempt. Enough warnings to frighten. Enough errors to slow anyone
who thought in SynCore’s clean lines.

The second was linguistic. Old English fragments in margins, not
because ancient words were magic, but because they forced the mind
to move differently. Meaning had to be recovered, not consumed. Alden
would know that, if Alden still cared about useless things.

The third was Clara. A lullaby, badly made and therefore impossible
for SynCore to respect. Home comes through dark. What is pressed down
comes back as song.

The fourth was resonance. Zlfric’s Key, not the disk alone, but
the way the disk answered a mind that understood pressure without
obedience.

Elias copied one final proof by hand.

His handwriting was worse than Alden remembered. Injured by speed.

If Alden comes, let the surface be bait. Let the bait be true enough to
wound him. Let the wound make him listen.

He stopped writing. For a long time, he stared at his son’s name. Then
he scratched out the sentence so hard the paper tore.

He began again.

I’'m sorry.
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That was worse. He scratched that out too.

At last he wrote only:

Gemynd is not storage. It is return.

The tablet on the desk lit up. YOU ARE OUT OF TIME.

Elias did not touch it.

He lifted the page with Clara’s star, sealed it in wax, and hid it behind
the bookshelf panel with hands that shook only after the work was done.

Then he began to erase everything else.

Piece fourteen.

Voss arrived before dawn.

He did not come alone. Mara stood behind him in the hallway, pale
but composed. Two security officers waited at the stairs. Clara was awake
now, wrapped in a cardigan, one hand gripping the banister.

“Elias?” she said.

The study door was open. Inside, the room looked like a storm had
learned mathematics. Pages torn. Drives cracked. Screens filled with
corruption strings. The Alfric interface pulsed on the main monitor,
older and stranger than the version SynCore would one day teach Alden
to use.

Elias stood at the desk. He looked exhausted. He also looked free in
the narrow, terrible way people looked when they had given up surviving
the hour.

Voss surveyed the damage without raising his voice.

“This is disappointing.”

Elias smiled faintly. “You always mistake disappointment for injury.”

“And you mistake self-destruction for morality.”

Clara tried to step into the room. One of the security officers moved.

Elias’s eyes went to her.

“Don’t,” he said.

She froze.

Because of the way he said it. Every unsaid thing in their marriage had
gathered inside that single word.

Mara looked at the main monitor. “He’s running an internal burn.”

Voss’s face changed. Finally, something like fear.

“Stop it.”

Elias touched the iron disk at the center of the desk.

Alfric’s Key answered with a low vibration Alden felt through the
memory, through the floorboards, through years.
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“You wanted the architecture inside the person who made it,” Elias
said. “Here it is.”

Voss stepped forward. “If you collapse your own access paths, we lose
decades.”

“You lose a weapon.”

“Ilose a cure.”

That stopped Elias for half a breath. Voss saw it and moved in.

“You think I wanted this because cruelty amused me?” His voice
sharpened, the practiced gentleness burning off. “I wanted a mind I could
live in. I wanted an end to rooms that rebuilt themselves every night. You
had the key in your hands and decided suffering made people authentic.”

“No,” Elias said. “I decided you could not be trusted with anyone’s
pain.”

“Because I wanted mine gone?”

“Because you wanted everyone’s gone where it inconvenienced you.”

The Key vibrated harder. On the monitor, command lines unfolded in
two languages. Mathematics and Old English, proof and prayer, pressure
and return. The system tried to map Elias’s memory for extraction. Elias
turned the map against itself.

Mara moved to the side console.

“Director, if I can interrupt the compression sequence...”

“Doit.”

Elias looked at her.

There was no surprise in his face. Only grief, old by now.

“Mara,” he said.

Her fingers paused above the keys.

For one second Alden saw the woman from the old lab again, young,
brilliant, still close enough to another life to choose it. Then she typed.

The interface screamed without sound. Clara pushed past the guard.

“Elias!”

Everything happened at once.

Voss reached for the disk. Elias slammed his palm over it. Mara’s
counter-command struck the burn sequence and split it. The room filled
with white light, not clean, not merciful, but overexposed, like the world
had been forced to stare at itself too closely.

For a moment Alden was inside his father’s mind.

Not watching. Inside.
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He felt the fear first. Not abstract fear. Not noble fear. The raw terror
of a man who wanted to live. Elias wanted another morning. He wanted
Clara’s burnt onions and his son’s voice through a phone he had been too
afraid to answer. He wanted to repair what he had broken. He wanted
time, and the wanting was so huge it made every sacrifice look smaller
and crueler than the story had allowed.

Then the love came. It arrived as load.

Clara laughing in a grocery aisle. Clara drawing a star beside her name.
Clara asleep with one hand open. Alden at two, reaching for a repaired
truck. Alden at seven, mispronouncing an Old English word because he
wanted Elias to look up. Alden at twelve, pretending not to care when
the study door stayed closed. Alden at eighteen, leaving for college with
a suitcase too heavy and a face with no love towards himself.

Every memory had been held.

Every one.

Elias’s final command opened beneath them:

Erase it before it erases us all.

The visible architecture burned. The hidden architecture scattered.

Into manuals. Into margins. Into Clara’s lullaby. Into the Key’s res-
onance. Into the son he had failed and trusted in the same impossible
breath.

Elias turned his head toward Clara.

The white light tore at the edges of him.

“I'm sorry,” he said. Maybe to her. Maybe to Alden. Maybe to the
whole unfinished world. Then his body hit the floor.

Alden could feel the spinning of the world inside Elias, and then the
thud.

Piece fifteen.

Afterward, SynCore cleaned.

Alden watched men in gloves collect broken drives, wipe blood from
the corner of the desk, remove pages too dangerous to leave and place
others carefully back. The room became less itself by the minute. Chaos
disappeared. Coffee rings vanished. Dust lifted from shelves. The sweater
was folded, then taken away. The bed was made. The lamp adjusted.

Mint entered the air.
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Clara sat at the kitchen table downstairs with a medical band on her
temple. Her eyes were open. Tears dried on her cheeks, but her face had
gone confused around the edges.

“Chronic disease,” a man in a gray suit said gently. “It happened
quickly. You did everything you could.”

Clara looked toward the stairs.

“He was in the study,” she whispered.

“Yes.”

“I should remember...”

The man touched the band at her temple.

Her sentence thinned.

Upstairs, Mara stood in the study doorway while Voss arranged the
manuals on the desk.

“It’s too obvious,” she said.

Voss centered the stack beneath the lamp.

“Grief reaches for obvious things.”

“And if Alden notices?”

“He will,” Voss said. “That is why it will work. Suspicion makes
intelligent people feel independent. He will think he gets the option of
choosing the risk.”

Maralooked down the hall toward the stairs, where Clara sat forgetting
the shape of her own scream.

For a moment her face moved. Recognition.

Then it closed.

“When?” she asked.

“When he is desperate enough to need what we left him.”

The memory began to break.

The clean study flickered. The real study rose underneath it, messy,
alive, impossible to preserve. Elias on the floor. Elias at the hospital door.
Elias outside the recital. Elias repairing the toy truck. Elias lowering his
hand. Elias raising it. Elias failing to become the father love required him
to be, and failing because he loved too much and trusted fear too easily.

Alden tried to hold the memory open.

“Wait,” he said, reaching out his hand frantically to grad only thin air.

No one heard him. The lab vanished. The hospital vanished. The
kitchen vanished. The study became his again, cold and clean and waiting
under the lamp.

[170]



ERASE IT BEFORE IT ERASES US ALL

Alden was on the floor of the old Gray house with the tablet dark
beside him and Clara’s hidden page open in his lap.

For a while he could not breathe properly.

The room smelled faintly of mint.

He hated the smell so much he thought he might be sick.

He looked at the manuals on the desk, at the bait he had taken, at the
pages that had led him to SynCore, to Jarek, to Milo, to Evelyn in the
cradle, to Clara looking at him with a stranger’s kindness. He wanted to
forgive his father and could not. He wanted to condemn him and could
not do that cleanly either.

Elias had loved him.

Elias had harmed him.

Both were true. Neither repaired the other.

Alden pressed the heel of his hand hard against his chest, as if something
inside him could be kept from coming apart by pressure alone. He could
hear his rapidly pounding heartbeat.

He felt a strong sentiment toward his father. Maybe it was remorse.
Maybe it was hate. Maybe it was love.

For the first time in his life, he missed his father and knew exactly who
he was missing.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

AFTER UNDERSTANDING

ALD EN stayed on the floor until morning.

The old Gray house did not wake around him. It only changed color.
The black window softened into gray. The desk lamp light became
unnecessary. Dustless shelves held their positions with the patience of
things arranged by people who had never intended to live among them.

Clara’s hidden page lay open across his knees.

Alden tried to decide what he felt. The attempt exhausted him.

There had been a time, not long ago, when understanding had seemed
like salvation. If he could understand why Elias had left the manuals, why
Clara had gone strange in her emails, why Mara looked familiar on the
riverbank, why Evelyn kept seeing violence where everyone else saw care,
then the pain would rearrange itself into something useful. A shape. A
proof. A clean line from cause to consequence.

Now he understood. Nothing became easier.

Elias had loved him. Elias had hurt him. Voss had wanted mercy and
built a machine that made mercy indistinguishable from obedience. Mara
had seen the knife forming and chosen to sharpen it. Evelyn had stood
in front of Alden again and again, alive with anger, and he had called her
difficult because she kept refusing to let the truth become comfortable.

Then he had optimized her.

Then he had optimized Clara.

Alden folded the page along its old creases. His hands moved carefully,
as if gentleness still counted for something after the fact.

The tablet on the floor had gone dark. In the glass, his reflection looked
like someone waiting for instructions.

He almost laughed. The sound did not arrive.

At 8:12, SynCore sent the first message.

DR. VANE: Please confirm current location.
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At 8:17, Voss.

DIRECTOR VOSS: Alden, grief produces dangerous interpretation
drift. Return to medical supervision.

At 8:22, Mara again.

DR. VANE: Your mother is stable. Evelyn is stable. We need to discuss
next steps.

Alden looked around the room. The bed made sharply. The manuals
aligned. The air still carrying mint under the colder smell of morning.
Stable was what SynCore called a room after it had removed every sign
that people had been alive there.

He put Clara’s page into his coat pocket and stood.

His legs had gone numb. Pain moved into them in bright, practical
lines.

Downstairs, the kitchen waited in perfect order. Alden opened one
drawer, then another, for no reason except to make something in the
house misalign. Spoons. Towels. Empty space where the old pan should
have been.

He left every drawer open. It was a small rebellion. Pathetic, almost.
Evelyn would have made fun of him for it.

He leaned against the counter until the room steadied.

“You were right,” he said. The kitchen did not answer.

By the time he reached SynCore, the building had returned to its
ordinary morning rhythm. That was the first insult.

People crossed the lobby with coffee in their hands. Badges flashed.
Elevators opened and closed. A man near security laughed at something
on his tablet, then lowered his voice when Alden passed because Alden’s
face must have been saying something before he could stop it.

The world had not changed shape to acknowledge what had happened.
Of course it hadn’t. SynCore had built itself around that principle.

At the medical checkpoint, the nurse looked up from her screen. She
recognized him and softened her voice automatically.

“Mr. Gray. Dr. Vane asked to be notified if you came in.”

“Don’t notify her.”

“I have to log-”

“Log it after.”

The nurse hesitated.

He looked at her hands, at the cursor blinking beside his name. She
was not cruel. That was one of the things that made the place unbearable.
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So many ordinary people performing small obedient actions, each one too
minor to feel like harm.

“Please,” he said. The word worked because it sounded broken.

She let him through.

Evelyn was sitting up in the recovery suite when he entered.

Not the hidden room where he had last seen her collapse. Not the
neural cradle. This was a softer room, designed for visitors and long-term
stabilization. Pale walls. A low chair. A tray table. A window with smart
glass set to morning instead of whatever weather existed outside.

Evelyn sat beside the window with a tablet in her lap. Her scarlet coat
was gone. Someone had given her a gray cardigan. That was the second
insult.

She looked up when he stepped in.

“Alden,” she said. His name arrived cleanly. Empty of every previous
use.

He had thought he was prepared for that. He had been stupid.

“Ev.”

Her gaze moved over his face and paused on his coat pocket, where
Clara’s folded page made a slight edge under the fabric. “You appear
tired.”

“Iam.”

“Would you like me to call medical staft?”

“No.”

“Would you like to sit?”

He almost said yes. It was such an Evelyn-shaped question and nothing
like her at all. The old Evelyn would have told him to sit before he fell over
and embarrassed everyone. She would have thrown a packet of sugar at
his chest. She would have said something unkind enough to be merciful.

This Evelyn offered a chair because the room had taught her courtesy.

Alden stayed standing.
“I saw him,” he said.
She waited.

“My father. I saw what happened. What SynCore did. What Mara did.
You were right about all of it.”

Evelyn’s expression remained attentive. “I am glad the information was
useful,” she said.

Alden flinched.

She noticed. ““Was that an inappropriate response?”
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“No.”

“You seem distressed.”

“Stop saying that.”

Evelyn lowered her eyes to the tablet. “I am sorry.”

He walked to the window and stopped beside her chair. The smart
glass showed a clear sky over a city that probably had clouds in it some-
where. SynCore had even edited weather into something manageable.

“You used to hate this room,” he said.

Evelyn looked around. “It is a standard recovery environment. There
is no reason for me to hate it.”

“You said the people here were linear.”

“That is not a reason for someone to hate this place.”

“No. It wouldn’t be.”

She folded her hands over the tablet. Her nails had been cut short.
There was a small mark near one knuckle, almost gone. He remembered
her hands wrapped around Milo’s file. He remembered the way the paper
trembled once before she forced herself still.

“I should have listened to you,” he said.

Evelyn processed that with quiet patience.

“Listening is indeed always useful,” she said.

Alden closed his eyes. There it was. SynCore’s language coming out of
her mouth with her voice around it.

“You told me you liked me,” he said. “I never got the chance to say it
back.”

She looked at him then. For one second, something passed behind her
eyes. But it was only a small disturbance in the clean water of her attention.
Then it was gone.

“I'm sorry. I don’t think I remem...”

“Ido.”

“Would you like to provide context?”

He laughed once, badly.

Evelyn’s hand moved toward the call button.

“Don’t.”

She stopped at once. Obedient. That was the third insult.

The word entered him with such force that he had to sit down after all.
He put his elbows on his knees and pressed both hands over his mouth.
He could feel her watching him, concerned. Some part of him wanted
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her to be angry. Wanted her to say his name like an accusation. Wanted
her to call him stupid, cowardly, late. Anything with blood still in it.

Instead she said, “I forgive you if that would reduce distress.”

Alden lowered his hands.

The room became very quiet.

“No,” he said.

Evelyn tilted her head.

“Don’t give me that because it is useful,” he said. “Don’t make
forgiveness another sedative.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I know.”

She looked at him for a long moment.

Then, without apparent reason, her fingers moved against the edge of
the tablet. Thumb to forefinger. Fold, press, release. Fold, press, release.

There was no paper in her hand. Alden stared. The motion stopped.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

He could not speak.

Her fingers rested still again, pale against the black glass. Not recovery.
Barely even a trace. But something had moved underneath. That some-
thing had made him feel worse.

Hope, he was learning, could be another kind of cruelty when it
arrived too small to save anyone.

He stood too quickly.

“I have to go.”

“Goodbye, Alden. I'm sure we were very good friends.” She looked
back at her tablet.

“Goodbye, Ev.” He left before Mara could arrive.

Clara was on a secure medical call from the Gray house.

Alden almost did not answer when the request came through. He stood
in a quiet corridor outside Medical C while the screen pulsed in his hand,
the name MOM replaced by a clinical routing label.

Clara Gray: stabilization check-in available.

His thumb hovered over decline. Then he thought of Elias in the
hospital doorway, hand lifted and stopped.

Alden accepted.

Clara appeared seated by the window. Someone had brushed her
hair. She wore the blue cardigan Alden remembered from his childhood,

[176]



AFTER UNDERSTANDING

though the sight of it did not land where it should have. Not after the
medical band at her temple. Not after the polite uncertainty in her eyes.

“Hello,” she said.

Her smile was gentle. Stranger-gentle.

“Hi.”

She looked down at something offscreen. A card, maybe. “Alden.”

He nodded.

“I'm sorry,” she said. “They told me you might call. I'm told you are
my son.”

Alden had thought Evelyn’s room had used up the worst version of
recognition. He had been wrong again.

“Yes,” he said.

Clara’s face tightened with sincere concern. “That must be very difh-
cult for you.”

He looked away.

“I'm sorry,” she said again. “I don’t know if that is the right thing to
say.”

“It’s fine.”

For a second, the old shape of her appeared. Not memory. Habit,
maybe. Some buried arrangement of care that had survived without
knowing its own address.

Alden held on to the edge of the tablet. “You used to ask me if T was
safe,” he said.

Clara considered this with painful seriousness. “Are you?”

He almost broke then. She did not remember him, but the same
question found him again.

“No,” he said.

Clara’s eyes filled with worry that had nowhere personal to attach. “Do
you need help?”

The corridor lights hummed above him. Somewhere behind a door,
medical equipment kept someone alive with approved rhythm. Alden
thought of Elias wanting another morning. Evelyn wanting an answer.
Clara wanting to remember why a stranger on a screen looked like grief.

“I don’t know what help means anymore.”

Clara nodded slowly, as if this were a problem she wanted to respect
before trying to solve it.

“When I don’t know what a word means,” she said, “I usually make

2»

tea.
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Alden made a sound. It hurt on the way out.

Clara looked surprised by herself. “Do I like tea?”

“Yes.”

“Do you?”

“You used to put too much honey in mine.”

“That sounds kind.”

“It was.”

She smiled, almost shyly. “Then I hope I did.”

He wanted to tell her everything. He wanted to say Elias loved you,
and I saw it, and he died trying to keep us from becoming instruments.
He wanted to say you loved me so much they had to cut it out of you
to make you survive. He wanted to say I did that. I selected temporary
neutralization. I watched the house go quiet.

Instead he said, “You did.”

Clara looked down at the card again, then back up. “Alden, have you
eaten?”

He shook his head.

“You should,” she said. “Even if everything else is terrible.”

“Okay,” he said.

“Will you call again?”

He could not tell whether she wanted him to, or whether the card had
instructed her to ask. Maybe there was no difference left that mattered.

“Yes.”

“Good.” She paused. “I'msorry I don’t remember you. I'm sure Iloved
you very much.”

I’'m sure we were friends. I'm sure I loved you. That was enough of
the morning for Alden. He had lost them both.

Alden looked at her face. The face that had once folded around his
name, once crossed weather and hospitals and years to keep loving him.
The face he had helped make polite.

“I'm sorry too.”

The call ended softly.

By afternoon, Alden had nowhere left to go.

He did not go to Voss. He did not go to Mara. He did not go back to
the old house. He walked through SynCore because his badge still opened
doors and because no one had told the system to stop recognizing him.

Recognition, he thought, was such a cheap thing when machines did
1t.
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He passed the cafeteria where Evelyn had once stolen food from his
tray. He passed the old Records archive where she had stood with her
hands empty and said she liked him like it was both confession and
indictment. He passed Operating Suite 4 and did not look through the
glass.

At the end of the corridor, he found a vending machine.

It offered protein bars, electrolyte drinks, focus gum, meal squares,
vitamin gel. All efficient. All individually wrapped in clean compliance
blue.

On the bottom row, half-hidden behind a reflective strip, was a
chocolate bar.

Not the kind Evelyn had pushed across Elias’s notes at the bookstore.
Not the same brand. Not the same silver wrapper. But it was close enough.

Alden bought it. The machine dropped it with a hard mechanical
sound.

He picked it up and stood there, holding the little rectangle like
evidence from a life that had briefly existed outside the building’s per-
mission.

He did not eat it. He put it in his pocket beside Clara’s folded page.

Then his tablet vibrated.

For one sharp second he thought it would be Mara. Or Voss. Or an
alert from Evelyn’s room. Or a final message from some other part of his
life waiting to be taken.

It was a private message from Marcus.

Hey, man. Mara said you had a rough couple days. I'm around. Let’s
get some fresh air.

Alden stared at the words.

Let’s get some fresh air.

He had seen them before. Heard them before. From Marcus. A door
opening in his old apartment. The river waiting at the end of a walk that
had felt casual because Alden had wanted one thing in his life not to be
arranged.

Instead he stood in the corridor with chocolate in one pocket and his
mother’s hidden page in the other, and felt nothing rise to protect him.

The tablet vibrated again.

Marcus: You shouldn’t be alone right now.

Alden closed his eyes.

No. Probably not.
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He typed one word.
Okay.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

THE RIVER AGAIN

MARCUS found him by the south elevators twelve minutes later.

Alden knew it was twelve minutes because the hallway clock had a red
second hand, and he had watched it make two full circles, then five, then
ten, then twelve without moving from the vending machine alcove. The
chocolate bar sat in his coat pocket beside Clara’s folded page. His tablet
was still in his hand, the last message open.

“There you are,” Marcus said.

He came around the corner with two paper cups in one hand and his
coat half-zipped, breathing a little hard. His hair was flattened on one side.
His cheeks were pink from the cold outside, or from the rush, and for a
moment he looked so much like the Marcus from college that Alden felt
something in his chest loosen out of habit.

“I got you tea,” Marcus said, holding out one cup. “Or something near
tea. The kiosk downstairs called it botanical restoration, which is a crime
against leaves, but it has honey in it.”

The cup was warm. Tea. Honey.

Marcus looked at him with open, worried eyes. “You look like you
lost a fight for an entire week.”

Alden tried to answer. Nothing came.

“Yeah,” Marcus said, softer. “Okay. We don’t have to do talking yet.

That, too, was familiar. Marcus had never been good at silence, but
he had always been willing to sit inside it badly for Alden’s sake. In their
old dorm, after rejection emails or unpaid bills or the bleak little winters
when neither of them could afford proper heat, Marcus would fill the
electric kettle, burn instant noodles, and announce that misery required
sodium. Then he would talk too much until Alden either laughed or told
him to shut up.

E3]
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He let Marcus guide him through the security gate and out into the
city.

The air outside cut through his coat. Evening had come early, the kind
of winter-blue evening that made every window look farther away than
it was. SynCore rose behind them in clean glass planes, bright at the edges,
reflecting a sky that had no interest in what happened underneath it.

Marcus walked at his side without hurrying.

“Do you remember the dorm radiator?” he asked after a while.

Alden looked at him.

“The one that made that ticking noise like it was trying to communi-
cate with the walls.”

“It screamed,” Alden said.

Marcus pointed at him with the coftee cup. “That. It screamed. I forgot
the exact word.”

“You used to hit it with your shoe.”

“Did that work?”

“No.”

“Sounds like me.” Alden laughed.

“You read those dead-language books under three blankets,” Marcus
said. “I remember thinking, man, this guy is either a genius or unemploy-
able.”

“Both.”

“Mostly both.”

The sidewalk sloped toward the river.

Alden noticed only because the air changed. It gained cold water under
the exhaust and street steam, the metallic smell of the railings, the open
smell that came from a place with nothing built over it yet. His body
recognized it before his mind did. His shoulders tightened.

Marcus glanced over. “We can go somewhere else.”

“No.” Alden heard himself say it before he decided. “It’s fine.”

They reached the river walk just as the bridge lights came on. White
bulbs along the cables, red markers blinking on distant rooftops, trafhic
shifting overhead in a long dull rush. The water below moved in black
folds, taking light apart and putting it back badly. A ferry crossed farther
down, its windows glowing like a row of small, indifferent rooms.

Alden stopped at the railing.

Here.
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Not exactly here. A few yards down, maybe. Or closer to the old stone
steps where the maintenance path dipped below the bridge. Memory
came as temperature first: water shutting over his head, his coat dragging
at his arms, the river entering his mouth with the cold authority of
something that did not know his name. Someone pulling him out of the
water and putting him on the shore. Someone calling the ambulance.

He had told himself he had slipped. He had told himself many things.

Marcus stood beside him and looked out over the water.

“I thought fresh air might help,” he said.

Alden gave a breath that might have been a laugh in another life. “You
said that before.”

“Did I?”

“After my father died. In my apartment.”

“That sounds like me,” Marcus mimicked how Alden said it with a
wink.

Alden turned the paper cup between both hands. The lid pressed into
his palm. Heat moved through the cardboard.

“I was useless then,” he said.

“You were grieving.”

“I was lying in bed pretending if I didn’t move, nothing else could
happen.”

“That is different from useless.” The kindness in Marcus’s voice struck
him so directly that Alden had to look away.

“My mother doesn’t remember me,” Alden said after a second of
silence.

Marcus’s face tightened.

“Ev doesn’t either. Not really.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

Marcus looked down at his cup. “Mara told me enough.”

“I'm sorry. I didn’t know she...I'm sorry for all she’s done to you.”
Marcus continued.

The name moved between them like a small blade. Alden waited for
anger to come. It did not. Anger required a body with room in it.

Alden nodded.

Then he said, “Okay.”

The river moved below them.
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Alden stared at the place where the surface folded around a bridge
shadow. He thought of Clara asking if he was safe without knowing
why she cared. He thought of Evelyn saying she doesn’t rememebr that
preference with her hands folded neatly on a tablet. He thought of Elias
reaching toward a newborn and stopping because fear had convinced him
love could be managed by distance.

“I don’t know what to do,” Alden said.

Marcus leaned his elbows on the railing. “No one does, at first.”

“At first?”

“After optimization.”

Alden turned.

Marcus was still looking at the water.

The sentence did not arrange itself in Alden’s mind. It sounded like
something Marcus might say carelessly after years inside SynCore. Then
Marcus set his paper cup on the railing with unusual precision.

“Sorry,” Marcus said. “That came out too direct.”

The air changed again. Not the river this time.

“What do you mean?” Alden asked, he found his voice shaking.

Marcus rubbed his thumb along the cup lid. Once. Twice.

“I mean you keep thinking of optimization as the event,” he said.
“Something that happens in a lab, with rings and monitors and everyone
speaking in complete sentences. But sometimes it is older than that.
Sometimes it’s a condition you wake up inside.”

Alden stared at him. He did not understand, though it was something
someone else had said to him many, many times before.

Marcus finally looked back.

His face was still Marcus’s face. Round, familiar, a little tired. The
mouth that had complained about dorm food. The eyes that had laughed
over cheap noodles and failed interviews. Nothing had transformed. That
made it worse. Betrayal did not arrive wearing a new face. It kept the one
you had trusted.

“I was optimized before you came to stay with us,” Marcus said.

The bridge traffic roared overhead. Alden waited for the world to reject
the sentence.

“No,” he said.

“No.”

“Alden.”

“Don’t say my name.”

[184]



THE RIVER AGAIN

Marcus closed his mouth. Alden took a step back from the railing. The
tea sloshed in the paper cup and burned his fingers through the lid seam.
He barely felt it.

“You are my friend,” he took a step back.

Marcus nodded.

“You were my friend.”

“Yes.”

“Then what are you saying?”

Marcus looked downriver, toward the dark shape of the lower main-
tenance stairs. “I’m saying both things are true.”

The phrase struck Alden because he had used it on himself that
morning.

Elias had loved him.

Elias had harmed him.

Both were true.

He hated Marcus for using a truth-shaped thing.

“No,” Alden said. “You are different.”

“You must be different. I know Mara, I know Voss, I know mysef. But
you...you are different than them. I knew you were all along.”

“Not anymore,” came Marcus’s voice queitly.

“Come with me, Alden”

“Where?”

“There is something under the bridge. An old municipal access route.
SynCore uses it now.”

Alden should have walked away. His mind has turned blank, and he
walked automatically, without knowing he had walked.

Later, if there was a later, he would understand that this was the last
moment before the trap became architecture around him. But at the time
he did not move because the sentence I was optimized before you came
to stay with us had pinned every other thought in place.

Marcus started down the steps.

Alden followed because shock had made obedience out of gravity.

The maintenance path curved below street level. The river noise grew
louder. Water struck the stone pilings in heavy, irregular breaths. The
lights overhead thinned until the city became a broken glow behind them.
At the bottom of the steps, a steel door sat recessed into the concrete wall,
tagged with old city markings and newer SynCore access seals.

Marcus placed his badge against the reader.
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The lock opened.

“How long?” Alden asked.

Marcus did not turn around. “How long what?”

“How long have you been part of this?”

The door slid aside.

Cold air came out, dryer than the river, smelling faintly of metal and
old electricity.

“Since before I knew the word part meant anything,” Marcus said.

The corridor beyond was narrow and low-ceilinged, lined with cables
and emergency lights. The walls sweated where the river pressed close.
Farther in, the concrete gave way to reinforced glass set into one side of
the passage. Black water moved beyond it, inches away and impossible,
full of reflected bridge light.

Alden stopped. His lungs remembered drowning.

Marcus stood between him and the corridor ahead.

“This is where the first scan finished,” Marcus said.

“Scan?”

“Your resonance event.”

The word event made Alden’s fingers tighten around the tea until the
lid popped loose. Hot liquid spilled over his knuckles. Marcus reached out
automatically.

Alden stepped back.

Marcus let his hand fall.

“Don’t,” Alden said.

“Okay.”

“What resonance event? Tell me.”

“You didn’t slip,” he said.

For a moment there was only the river moving behind glass.

“Say that again.”

“You didn’t slip.”

Alden’s mouth went dry.

Marcus swallowed. “I shoved you.”

The corridor lengthened. The water outside moved closer without
moving at all.

“From behind. Near the old railing. You didn’t see me. You had
your headphones in, I think. Or maybe you had just taken them out. I
remember your hand was in your coat pocket.”
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Alden shook his head once, not denial exactly. A physical attempt to
dislodge the words before they found structure.

“I pushed you in,” Marcus said. “Then I went in after you.”

Alden could hear it now. The splash in two parts. The water closing.
Arms around him. Not rescue. Not only rescue.

“I pulled you back because the drop was not supposed to kill you,”
Marcus said. “The hypoxia window had to be long enough to open the
inherited pattern inside your brain without causing loss. Mara had the
field anchor on the bank. The rock-shape object in her hand. You saw
her. Remember?”

The woman at the edge of the crowd. Clutching something in her
closed fist.

Mara’s face blurred by ambulance light.

Alden put one hand against the glass wall. Cold traveled through his
palm.

“She was there,” he whispered.

“Yes.”

“She pretended not to know me.”

“Yes.”

“You called the ambulance.”

“Yes.”

“You watched them take me away.”

Marcus looked at the floor.

“Yes.”

Alden’s hand slid down the glass.

The river outside kept moving.

It had moved that night too. It had carried his panic, his body’s fight,
the strange hollow left afterward when memory thinned around the edges.
He had thought the river had taken something from him because water
was old and careless and people slipped.

He had spent weeks with an emptiness in his head, telling himself
trauma was strange, telling himself maybe some memories were better
left forgotten because Marcus had smiled beside the water and said almost
exactly... that.

Some memories are better left forgotten, don’t you think?

The sentence came back wearing Marcus’s voice.

Alden turned on him.

“You said that to me.”
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Marcus nodded.

“You stood beside this river with me after my father died and said that
to me.”

“Yes.”

“Did you think it was funny?”

Marcus flinched.

Good, Alden thought, viciously and briefly. Good. Something in you
can still flinch.

“No,” Marcus said.

“Then what was it?”

“A reinforcement phrase. Casual structure. Something to make you
avoid chasing the missing memory.”

Alden stared at him. The word casual felt obscene.

“You practiced that?”

“I was given options.”

“By Mara.”

“By Mara and Voss.”

There it was. A chain, clean and bright and terrible, link by link.

“My father’s death,” Alden said.

Marcus closed his eyes for one second. “They were ready before he
died. They knew he would try to destroy the architecture. They knew
you would come home. They knew the manuals would pull you in
because they looked too obvious and too important to ignore.”

“And you.”

“I came after.”

“You came to rescue me.”

“I came to retrieve you.”

The word struck harder than pushed.

Retrieve.

I came to retrieve you.

Alden’s breath broke in his chest, once, sharply.

Marcus went on because the confession had become a track and he
could not seem to step off it.

“The apartment visit. The move. Mara making room for you. The job
introduction. The first tour. Evelyn at dinner.”

He stopped at her name. Alden felt the corridor tilt. He closed his fist,
feeling nails carve deep into skin.

“Ev?”
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“Was she... too?”

“She was meant to create proximity.”

Alden grabbed Marcus by the front of his coat. The paper cup hit the
floor. Tea spread dark across the concrete.

“Shut up.” He felt he was being hit on the head with a baseball bat.

Marcus did not resist. “She was not optimized into it,” he said quickly.
“Alden, listen to me. Evelyn was not controlled that way.”

“You put her in my path.”

“Yes.”

“You used her.”

“Yes.”

“Did Mara tell her?”

“No.”

“Did she know?”

“No.”

Alden’s grip loosened.

“SynCore used her presence,” he said. “Her defiance. Her closeness to
Mara. Her habit of finding fractures in systems. They expected friction.
They expected suspicion. They expected you to attach to the only person
in the building who kept telling you not to trust it.”

“And?”

Marcus swallowed.

“They did not expect her to love you.”

The words entered the corridor and stayed.

Alden let go all of sudden. Marcus’s collars were all wrinkled from the
grip. He stepped back slowly, as if Marcus had become too hot to touch.

“They did not create that,” Marcus said. “Mara couldn’t have. She was
angry about it.”

Alden laughed. This time the sound came out. It sounded like some-
thing tearing.

“Good,” he said.

Marcus looked at him.

“I'm glad she was angry.”

For one second, Evelyn was there so vividly that the corridor could not
hold her. Scarlet coat. Bad poem. Chocolate on Elias’s notes. Her face in
the photograph, mid-objection, alive with the bright refusal that SynCore
had mistaken for instability because the company had no other category
for a person who would rather burn than be convenient.
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Ev had been real. That was the mercy. That was the blade.

Because he had not trusted the real thing until after he had helped
destroy it.

Alden backed against the glass. The river pressed behind him in black
movement. He could feel the cold through the wall, through his coat,
through the folded page in his pocket.

Clara had been real too. His mother with too much honey, with badly
made songs, with stars in recipe margins. Elias had been real, terrible and
loving and too late. They were alike. They had all reached for him in their
broken ways.

And Marcus.

What was Marcus?

The boy from the dorm who had dragged him outside when grief
turned his room airless. The man who had smiled at the river after
pushing him into it. The optimized asset who had been assigned warmth
because warmth worked better on Alden than force.

Alden looked at him and could not find the place where the lie ended.

He stared into his eyes, painfully acknolwedging that this Marcus was
no longer the Marcus that spent four years of college with him. This
Marcus had never been his friend.

But he cannot shake the old Marcus out of his head. He can see him
deep inside this stranger’s, this monster’s eyes.

Marcus laughing with his mouth full. Rent warnings taped to the
fridge. A winter night when Marcus had failed an interview and come
back trying not to cry, and Alden had divided a single takeout box into
two bowls as if ceremony could make the portions larger. Marcus had
said, when we’re rich, I'm buying you a whole dinner, and Alden had
said, start with a whole fork.

Had that happened?

Or had SynCore left it because it made the trap believable?

Alden could no longer tell which memories were shelter and which
were cages with blankets inside.

He pressed both hands over his face.

The concrete floor seemed to roll under him. Enough to remind him
of water. The corridor lights reflected on the glass in broken lines. His
breath sounded too loud.

“Why?” Alden asked. It came out small. That, too, was humiliating.
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After everything, after father, mother, Evelyn, river, house, bait, he
had arrived at the oldest childish question. Why me. Why did you do it.
Why did no one love me cleanly enough to leave me out of the machine.

Marcus looked down the corridor, where another door waited.

“Because Elias made you the witness,” he said. “Because the Key
answered you, and only you. Because your grief opened paths he scattered
and your attachment to the subjects gave SynCore access points it couldn’t
simulate. We need you.”

“Subjects.”

“I know.”

“Don’t say subjects.”

Marcus looked back. “Evelyn and Clara.”

Alden closed his eyes.

“Because you loved them,” Marcus said. “Because you wanted to save
them. Because you kept thinking the next operation would repair the last
one.”

Alden sank slowly to the floor. His back stayed against the glass. The
river moved behind him like a second darkness.

He saw the whole thing then, not as memory but as a structure.

The river first. Cold water to open the hidden signature. Mara on the
bank with a field anchor in her fist. Features taking shape on the rescuer’s
face and being Marcus. The ambulance doors closing before Alden could
ask the right question.

Then the father dead. The study cleaned. The manuals centered under
the lamp. Mint in the air. Suspicion placed exactly where it would feel
like independence.

Then Marcus at the apartment door, badly dressed, familiar, impossible
not to let in.

Let’s get some fresh air.

Then Mara’s warm kitchen. Pancakes. A guest room. Family as far as
we’re concerned.

Then Evelyn, dragged into his orbit as friction, becoming not friction
at all but heat, light, future tense. Evelyn who had told him she liked him
with anger in her throat.

Then Jarek. Milo. Subject E.

Then Clara on a screen asking, Are you safe?
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No. He had never been safe. He had only been moved carefully from
one room to another by people who knew how badly he wanted each
room to mean rescue.

Something inside him lowered its head.

The weight of having mistaken arrangement for kindness.

The weight of having thanked the hands that guided him.

The weight of seeing too late that his father had tried to make him a
witness, not a weapon, and SynCore had made him both.

Alden laughed again, almost silently.

“I was grateful,” he said.

Marcus did not speak.

“To you.”

“Alden...”

“I was grateful to Mara.”

Marcus’s face tightened.

“I slept in your guest room.” Alden looked at the water. “I ate her
pancakes.”

It was absurd. That was why it hurt. Not the labs, not the command
codes, not the old facility humming under the river. Pancakes. Tea. A
clean towel on a guest bed. The small domestic kindnesses that had not
stopped being kind just because they had also been bait.

“I thought you saved me,” Alden said.

Marcus crouched in front of him.

“I did pull you out.”

Alden looked at him.

Marcus’s voice broke, then corrected itself. “That was part of the
protocol.”

“There it is.”

“I'm sorry.”

“Are you?”

Marcus’s mouth opened. No answer came.

The facility hummed softly around them. Beyond the glass, river water
shouldered past the old concrete, carrying lights from the bridge in torn
gold strips. The city above kept moving, entirely unaware that Alden Gray
was sitting underneath it with his best friend in front of him and no usable
category left for love.

His pocket pressed against his ribs. Clara’s folded page. The chocolate
bar.
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Paper and sugar. Mother and Ev. Proof that some things had existed
before the machine erased them. Before he erased them.

Alden put one hand over the pocket. For a second Marcus’s gaze
followed the movement.

Something in his face changed. Then it smoothed.

“We should keep moving,” Marcus said.

Alden did not move.

Marcus’s eyes flicked toward the dark door at the end of the corridor.

“Alden.”

“No.”

“It isn’t optional now.”

There it was. The warmth gone too cleanly. The sentence laid flat by
something inside him that had been waiting under the friend.

Alden pushed himself up against the glass.

“What happens now?”

Marcus stood with him. He looked miserable. He looked calm. The
two expressions should not have been able to occupy the same face.

“What do you still want for me? After all I have done for you, for
SynCore?! I optimized Evelyn and Clara, happy?”

“My value is used up. There is nothing else.”

“And now, whoever you are, leave me alone.”

His knees shook, but he stayed upright. His hands were cold, but they
did not reach for Marcus. He thought anger might finally come roaring
in.

Instead he felt very young.

Young enough to be back in the dorm, pretending cheap food was a
feast.

Young enough to stand at a river and believe his friend had brought
him there because walking helped.

Young enough to see his father in a hospital doorway and not under-
stand that the hand lowering was also a kind of scream.

“Was any of it you? Was any of what I see the old Marcus that I love?”
Alden asked.

Marcus looked at him for a long time.

The optimized answer must have been waiting. Alden could almost
see it press against his face: reliable proximity modeling, positive anchor
retention, social trust pathway. Efficient words. Clean lies.

“I don’t know,” he whispered.
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Alden looked away.

The river blurred. Not from tears. He did not think he had any left.
The lights simply came apart because the world had lost the courtesy of
edges.

Marcus stepped closer. Alden did not stop him. He thought, absurdly,
that Marcus might hug him.

He thought this because some stupid, surviving part of him still
remembered the old Marcus, who did not know what to do with pain
except put his arms around it and make a bad joke too close to someone’s
ear.

Marcus’s hand touched his shoulder.

“I'm sorry,” he said.

Alden shut his eyes.

Then cold metal touched his temple.

His eyes flew open.

Marcus was too close. One arm around his shoulders, not holding him
up now, holding him still. In his other hand, something thin unfolded
from beneath his sleeve: a portable neural halo, all narrow metal arcs
and black contact points, lighter than the rings in SynCore’s operating
suites and somehow more intimate because there was no chair, no glass,
no warning screen between them.

“Marcus,” Alden said.

The first ring slid across his forehead.

Cold.

Precise.

Real.

Alden grabbed at it, but Marcus caught his wrist.

The second arc settled against his other temple.

The hidden facility lights dimmed in response.

Alden stared at Marcus.

Marcus would not look away.

The metal rings tightened.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

I STILL REMEMBER YOU

THE metal rings tightened.

Alden could not understand why the world had become so small.

There was Marcus’s hand around his wrist. Marcus’s arm across his
shoulders. Marcus’s face inches from his own, miserable and calm, human
and not human, friend and instrument inside the same impossible body.

Then the hidden facility woke. Light ran along the corridor floor in
thin gold lines. The portable halo at Alden’s temples gave a small, intimate
click.

“I'msorry, Alden,” Marcus said. His voice was close enough that Alden
could feel the breath of it.

It sounded like a door closing.

“We used your hands to finish what we needed,” Marcus said. “Your
father’s work. Your bloodline response to the Key. Your grief. Your
attachment to Evelyn Vane and Clara Gray. Each contact point advanced
the project. We needed you.”

Alden tried to pull back. Marcus held him still.

“Thank you,” Marcus spoke. His words were so gentle.

“Your mission is complete.”

“You can rest now.”

For one absurd second Alden wanted to laugh. Mission. As if his life had
been a task handed across a desk. As if Evelyn and Clara and Elias’s ruined
love had been steps in a checklist destined to complete. As if Marcus had
not eaten half of Alden’s dinner in a freezing dorm room and called it the
best rice in the city because hunger had made lying merciful.

The halo opened. Cold pressure slid through Alden’s skull and found
the places where pain had been stacked too densely to name. His knees
buckled. Marcus lowered him to the floor with the careful grip of
someone helping an injured friend sit down.
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He must have done the same that day he scooped him out of the water.

That, more than anything, made Alden make a sound.

“Don’t,” he murmured. Alden felt anger rise so violently that it almost
became relief. But under it came grief. Under grief came a humiliation
so deep it felt physical. He had been grateful. All this time, he had been
grateful. He had built pieces of his life on that gratitude.

“Resistance noted,” Marcus said.

A panel opened in the concrete wall out of nowhere. Inside, an old
interface came alive. The SynCore logo appeared first, then vanished
behind lines of Old English and calculus.

Subject A: final stabilization.
Operator: Marcus.

Remote oversight: active.

Voss’s voice entered the corridor through hidden speakers. “Begin.”

Alden’s eyes widdened at the voice. Marcus’s hand moved to the
control band at his wrist. His thumb found the switch without looking.

The halo pulsed. Alden’s body arched against the glass.

The first echo core opened.

Evelyn.

Not one memory. All of them arriving at once.

Scarlet in white corridors. Rain on her hair. Evelyn saying I like you,
Alden, and hating that she did. Evelyn in the cradle, eyes open, saying
Alden Gray as if his name were a label printed correctly on a file. Evelyn’s
fingers moving against a tablet, folding paper that was no longer there.

Love and accusation arrived together.

You kept choosing the machine when I was standing right here.

He had no breath for the answer.

The second echo core opened.

Clara.

Too much honey. A blue cardigan. Are you safe? The song with broken
old words. Home comes through dark. Then her stranger-gentle smile.
I’'m told you are my son. I'm sure I loved you very much.

The third echo core opened.

Elias.

A hand lifted and stopped. A toy truck repaired at night. A father sitting
in a car two streets from a school recital, laughing with his hand over
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his mouth. The study in white light. I'm sorry. The hidden architecture
scattering into manuals, margins, lullaby, Key, son.

Alden tried to turn toward Marcus. The rings held him forward.

The fourth echo opened before the system named it.

Marcus.

A dorm room with one working lamp. A plastic takeout container
between them. Alden dividing the last of the rice into two bowls. Marcus
staring at his half as if embarrassed by hunger.

“You need more,” Marcus had said.

“So do you.”

“I'm bigger.”

“You failed an interview. You need ceremonial rice.”

Marcus had laughed then. A small, broken laugh that let the night
continue.

The system cut into the memory.

Positive anchor detected.
Proximity utility: high.
Compress.

Alden screamed. Or tried to.

The sound came apart before it reached his mouth. The rings held it
inside and translated it. Pain became light. Grief became branching code.

He could no longer tell whether Evelyn’s empty eyes belonged to Clara,
whether Elias’s apology came from Marcus’s mouth, or whether the river
had been water or a machine that had learned how to drown him politely.

Marcus stayed kneeling in front of him. His left hand had not left
Alden’s shoulder.

Alden hated that hand. Then he needed it. Then he hated that he
needed it. The emotions did not replace one another. They crowded
together, each one alive, each one humiliating. He wanted Marcus to
disappear. He wanted Marcus to say his name like he used to. He wanted
to tear the hand oft him. He wanted to hold it before it became only
another thing SynCore had touched.

Mara’s voice came through the speaker, controlled but tight. “Marcus
Dear, affective load is climbing faster than projected. Lower resistance
betore full expansion.”

“Lowering resistance,” Marcus repeated. His fingers moved across the
wrist band.
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Alden felt something inside him go soft at the edges.

No.

The word did not come from thought. Thought was breaking. No. Not
again. Not easier. Not clean.

The interface responded.

Paternal legacy conﬂic[: active.
Maternal recognition loss: active.
Unreciprocated affective bond.: active.
Friendship betrayal vector: active.
Collapse probability: 78%.

Voss sounded almost pleased. “Good. Keep him inside the contradic-
tion.”

Alden’s hands clawed at the concrete. One fingernail split. Pain entered
from the outside and disappeared into all the other pain before he could
claim it.

Marcus looked down at the blood under Alden’s hand.

“Alden,” he spoke to him.

Hearing his name, Alden looked at him, hard.

Meeting his gaze, “subject remains responsive,” Marcus reported.

“Proceed to compression,” Voss instructed.

Marcus’s thumb reached for the control band.

Inside Alden, Evelyn turned toward him in the archive with her hands
empty.

I like you, Alden.

Then the same face in recovery.

I don’t think I remember.

The two sentences struck each other until neither could stand.

Clara leaned toward the screen.

Are you safe?

Clara looked at a card.

I’'m told you are my son.

Elias reached toward the bassinet.

Elias lowered his hand.

Marcus smiled in a doorway.

Let’s get some fresh air.

Marcus pushed him.

Water entered his mouth.
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Marcus pulled him back.

Marcus held him down.

The mind, Alden discovered, did not break like glass. It negotiated. It
offered pieces. Take this, it seemed to say. Take the anger. Take the father.
Take the girl in the red coat. Take the mother. Take the friend. Leave
just enough to stand, to answer, to sign the form, to say thank you when
someone calls the outcome stable.

Final compression path: ready.

Transfer subject consciousness to core model: armed.

Marcus inhaled. His thumb descended.

Alden said his name. He had no strength left for loudness.

“Marcus,” it felt like a beg.

Mara’s voice sharpened. “Proceed, Marcus, proceed.”

The corridor lights flickered once.

“Marcus,” Alden said again. It sounded like a person using the only
word left that had ever meant please don’t leave me alone in this.

Something moved under Marcus’s face. The system noticed.

Operator drift.

“Marcus,” Mara said. “Continue.”

Marcus looked down at his own hand, at the control band, at the ringed
halo locked around Alden’s head.

“I...” he said.

The word collapsed. The wrist band flashed again and delivered a
correction current. Marcus flinched so hard his shoulder struck the wall.

“Operator,” Voss said.

“Subject...” Marcus began.

He stopped. His eyes moved to Alden’s face.

“Alden,” he said.

The system rejected it.

Subject A.

“Alden,” Marcus said again, quieter.

Alden could barely see him through the pressure. Marcus pressed his
free hand to his temple.

Mara’s breath sharpened over the speaker.

“Marcus Dear.”
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The name struck something in him. Alden saw the optimized layer
reach for it: husband, operator, asset, obedient warmth. Marcus’s expres-
sion smoothed for half a second. His hand lowered toward the switch.

A new line appeared among the data streams, faint at first, then
brighter.

Marcus: retained positive anchor.

The dorm room surfaced again. Not in Alden alone. In Marcus.

His eyes widened.

“The radiator,” Marcus whispered.

Mara went silent. Voss did not. “Suppress it!”

“It screamed,” Marcus said.

Alden’s chest hitched against the rings. “What?”

“You said it screamed.” Marcus’s voice broke around a laugh. “I kept
saying it ticked. You said, no, Marcus, it screams. Like it has rent due.”

Alden stared.

The memory struck him again, sharper now. Marcus pressed both
hands to his head.

“Stop,” he said, but Alden could not tell whether he meant the
machine, Mara, himself, or the memory.

The rings hummed.

Mara’s voice came back lower. “Marcus, that is nonessential recall.”

“We had one fork!”

“Suppress!” Voss ordered.

Marcus gripped his head harder, as if the memories were physically
forcing their way through bone. “No, we had two. One bent. You hated
the bent one. You said it changed the noodles.”

The wrist band flashed red.

Operator noncompliance.
Correction escalated.

Marcus seized.

His jaw locked. His hand slammed against the floor, fingers splayed,
and for one sick second Alden thought the system had taken him back by
force. Then Marcus dragged in a breath that sounded almost like anger.

“Marcus,” Alden said.

“Don’t.” Marcus shut his eyes. “Don’t say it like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like I can still answer.”
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The interface shook.

Positive anchor expansion.
Operator lattice contamination.

Proximity utility destabilized.

Mara’s voice sharpened into fear. “Director, the anchor is spreading
through the operator lattice.”

Voss answered quickly. “Then cut operator empathy access. Marcus,
route the final compression now.”

Marcus’s hand moved toward the controls again.

The band was not decorative. Alden saw that now. Beneath the black
casing, fine silver contacts had already bitten through Marcus’s skin.
Marcus’s wrist trembled as the correction current built again.

“I can’t...” Marcus whispered.

“You can,” Mara said, too quickly. “You have done harder things for
us, my Dear.”

Marcus’s eyes lifted toward the speaker. Something in his face went
terribly young.

“Did I?” he asked.

Mara did not answer.

The band flashed, and without before anyone could make another
sound, Marcus tore it off. Skin came with it. He made a sound through
his teeth, half pain, half surprise.

ALARMS flashed across the wall panel.

Operator link interrupted.

Manual routing required.

Voss’s voice hardened. “Marcus!”

Marcus stared at the torn band in his hand. The inside of it glowed
with bare contacts, wet with blood, still alive with command. Without
the band secured to his wrist, the halo began to hunt for a route. The
rings around Alden’s head pulsed, tightening, loosening, tightening again.
Alden’s vision whitened at the edges.

Marcus looked at the panel. Then at Alden. Then at the river beyond
the glass, black water moving over the hidden facility like night with
weight.

“I pushed you,” he said.

Alden could not answer.

“I know.” Marcus’s mouth trembled. “I know I did.”
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The halo around Alden pulsed again, trying to continue without full
operator confirmation. Alden’s vision whitened at the edges. The Old
English whisper began under everything, low and repetitive.

Dii eart gebunden.

Bound.

Marcus crawled to the wall console. Crawled. One hand against the
concrete, one pressed to the torn place on his wrist, leaving small dark
marks behind him.

“Don’t,” Alden managed.

Marcus laughed once. It sounded like the old dorm laugh after three
nights without sleep. “You always say that too late.”

“Stop.”

“I tried.”

His hand found the console edge. He pulled himself up only enough
to see the screen.

The interface threw warnings in gold and red.

Subject A overload: active.
Core model transfer: incomplete.

Operator lattice: accessible.

Marcus read the last line. Then he looked at the torn band in his hand.
Alden understood only a second after he did.

He hooked two fingers beneath a metal seam in the band and pulled.
The casing opened with a hard crack. Thin contact arcs sprang loose, and
Marcus pressed them against his own temple.

His body went rigid. The console recognized him.

Alternate host contact detected.
Operator Marcus.
Neural lattice: optimized.
Compatibility: high.
Risk: terminal cascade.

Mara’s voice turned cold with panic underneath. “Marcus, do not
route through yourself.”

Marcus’s teeth were clenched around the pain. The contact arcs had
burned into the skin at his temple, and still he held them there, one hand
clamped to his own head, the other braced on the console.
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“If the compression has nowhere to go,” he said, each word forced
through a breath that did not want to move, “it takes the nearest compat-
ible lattice.”

“You are not compatible,” Mara cried.

The screen contradicted him.

Compatibility: high.

“You made me compatible,” Marcus said.

Mara’s voice cracked. “Marcus.”

He looked up toward the speaker. For the first time since Alden had
known him, Marcus’s voice held her name without obedience.

The speaker crackled.

“Listen to me,” she said, much softer. “Please, listen to me.”

He flinched.

He looked up toward the speaker. The marriage was there for a second.
Or the designed version of it. The apartment. Pancakes.

Then another memory pushed through. The dorm room. Alden sliding
a bowl across the desk.

“Eat,” young Alden said. “You become impossible when you’re hun-

gry"’
“I'm always impossible.”
“Then eat twice.”
The contact arcs sparked against Marcus’s temple. He nearly dropped

them. His hand shook so badly the line on the screen broke and reformed.

Route unstable.
Manual hold required.
Subject release possible.

Outcome: operator cognitive failure.

Marcus stared at the last line. His face crumpled. Just for a second. Then
he put his hand over the console.

“I'm sorry,” he said.

Mara’s breath caught over the speaker.

“Marcus,” Voss said. “Security is inbound. Step away from the con-
sole.”

“Then tell them to swim faster.”

Then without further hesitation, Marcus slammed his palm down.
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The operator link reversed. Alden felt the change like a hook being
torn out of his chest.

The pain did not vanish. Alden was still inside every echo core, but
the pressure holding them open shifted away from him and into Marcus.
The rings around Alden’s head flared bright. The console screamed with
warnings. The river outside the glass trembled as if something beneath it
had taken a breath.

Marcus arched over the panel. His optimized mind was torn opened.

It was not like Evelyn’s mind, all resistant crossings and bright refusal.
Not like Elias’s scattered architecture, messy with love and failure. Mar-
cus’s mind had been made into clean corridors already. Useful corridors.
A place designed for quick access, reliable scripts, emotional load kept in
labeled compartments.

The nonlinear echoes entered it like weather entering a sealed building,
too rapid, too complicated, too strong.

Evelyn’s anger hit first. Then Clara’s question. Then Elias’s love. Then
Alden’s betrayal, raw and enormous and carrying Marcus’s name inside it.

The clean corridors buckled. Marcus cried out in pain.

“Cut the transfer!” Mara shouted.

Voss said, “No. If we cut now, we lose both.”

“We are losing him.”

“Marcus is expendable.”

Marcus heard it. Something like recognition moved across his face. Not
surprise. Of course not. Some part of him had always known. Optimized
people were not freed from pain. They were made useful enough to be
spent without protest.

“There it is,” Marcus whispered. His hand slipped from the console.

Alden lurched toward him, but the rings sparked against his temples
and held.

“I can burn the lock,” he said looking at Alden.

“No!”

“It’ll open the halo.”

“Marcus, don’t.”

“The facility seal too, maybe. Not cleanly.” He coughed. Blood
darkened his teeth.

“Don’t talk.”

“That’s new advice from you.”
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Alden made a sound that might have become a laugh if the world had
not been ending. The console displayed the route Marcus was building:

Transfer to operator lattice.
Binding sequence: reversed.
Outcome: subject release.

Other outcome: operator cognitive failure.

Marcus stared at the last line and crumpled his face again, this time
longer. Long enough for Alden to see that he was afraid. Then he kept
typing.

Mara’s voice broke. “Marcus, my Dear, please. Please stop. Look at me.
It’s me.”

He looked toward the speaker again, and Alden understood that even
now Mara had a hold on him. Maybe something that had once tried to be
love before SynCore filed it down into function.

“Did you know?” Marcus asked her.

Silence.

“When they optimized me,” he said. “Did you know they left him in
there?”

Mara did not answer.

Voss did. “Proceed with security override.”

“Answer me,” Marcus said.

Alden had never heard him sound like that.

Mara’s voice came through very quietly. “Yes.”

Marcus closed his eyes.

“Okay,” he said. He pressed the final command.

The facility went dark. Not all at once. Light withdrew from the
corridor in segments, gold lines blinking out along the floor, wall, ceiling.
The glass beside Alden filled with the river’s black reflection. The halo
around his head tightened so hard he thought his skull would split.

Marcus held the torn contacts to his temple with both hands now.
There was no way to type anymore. No way to adjust the route if it shifted.
He had become the route.

The transfer took him in pulses.

First his voice. He opened his mouth, but what came out was only
breath and broken static from the console.

Then his balance. His knees hit the floor. His shoulder struck the panel.
Still he kept the contacts against his head.
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Then his memories began to stutter aloud.

The first ring snapped back. The second followed.

Alden fell forward onto his hands. For three breaths he could only gasp
against the concrete, every echo still shuddering in him but no longer
forced wide by the machine. Evelyn’s voice receded. Clara’s question
remained. Elias’s final command dimmed to a scar instead of a blade. They
were still there.

Marcus collapsed beside the console. Alden crawled to him.

The portable halo hung dead around his neck, half-folded, black
contacts smoking faintly. The skin at his temples had burned in small,
precise marks where the operator link had reversed through him. His eyes
were open.

“Marcus.”

Marcus blinked.

For a second, he looked young.

Not physically. He was still older, heavier, marked by the life SynCore
had arranged around him. But something in his face had lost the opti-
mized smoothness. He looked terrified. Guilty. Present.

“Hey,” he said.

Alden put a hand under his head.

“No. No, don’t do that. Stay awake.”

“Bossy,” Marcus whispered.

“Shut up.”

“There he is.”

Alden swallowed hard. His throat felt torn open. “What did you do?”

“Improvised.”

“You hate improvising.”

“I know.” Marcus’s mouth moved like he wanted to smile and could
not find enough strength. “Growth.”

“No.”

“Yeah,” Marcus said. “No.”

Alden pressed one hand to the side of Marcus’s neck. Pulse. There was
still a pulse. Fast, uneven, slipping under his fingers.

“Help!” Alden shouted.

The dead corridor returned his voice to him.

No answer. Of course no answer. The facility lock had burned. The

system had gone dark. Marcus had saved him by cutting them off from
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the only people who might keep a body running after the mind inside it
had been ruined.

“Stay,” Alden said.

Marcus looked at him.

“I was optimized, Alden.”

“I know.”

“No.” His breath caught. “I mean... I don’t know where I start. Where
they start. I don’t know which parts were kept because they were useful.”

“It doesn’t matter right now.”

“It does.”

“Marcus.”

“I still remembered you.”

Alden froze.

Marcus’s eyes moved over his face with a strange wonder, as if Alden
were something half-lost that had come back enough to be named.

“Not everything,” Marcus said. “Not right. Not when I should have.
But you were there. Under it. All the time.”

Alden gripped his shoulder.

“Why?”

He hated himself for asking. Hated the smallness of it. Hated needing
one more explanation from someone who had already broken him open.

Marcus’s breath shook.

“Because you were the good part,” he said.

Alden bent closer.

Marcus’s voice thinned.

“They left you in me because it made me useful. Made me warm
enough to get close. They thought kindness was only a tool if they named
it one.”

His eyes flickered toward the river glass.

“They forgot tools can remember hands.”

Alden could not speak.

“You were the part they forgot to fear,” Marcus whispered.

The pulse under Alden’s fingers stumbled.

“No.”

Marcus looked almost peaceful now, which was unfair. Obscene. He
should have looked like betrayal. He should have looked like everything
he had done. He should have looked like the river, the push, the ambu-
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lance, the apartment door, the whole long trap closing around Alden’s
life.

Instead he looked tired. He looked like a2 man in an old dorm room
after too many bad nights, finally asleep because morning had not yet
asked anything from him.

“Alden,” Marcus said.

“I’'m here.”

“I'm sorry I pushed you.”

Alden’s face twisted.

“I'm sorry I pulled you out for them.”

“Stop.”

“I'm sorry I brought you home.”

“I'm sorry I gave you to her.”

Alden shook his head, but Marcus kept going because this was the last
thing his mouth could still do.

“I'm sorry I couldn’t tell which love was mine.”

That one ended something in Alden. The last childish belief that if
someone loved you, they would know how not to destroy you.

Marcus’s eyes lost focus.

Alden caught his face between both hands.

“Look at me.”

Marcus tried.

“Do you remember the dinner?” Alden asked.

Marcus’s gaze moved back a little.

“What?”

“The takeout. After your interview. The rice. One fork bent.”

Marcus breathed out. It might have been a laugh. It might have been
pain.

“You gave me the bigger half.”

“I did not.”

“You did.”

“I was bad at fractions.”

Marcus’s mouth lifted.
Barely.

“Liar.”

Then the smile faded.
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Somewhere beyond the walls, water shifted through old pipes. Emer-
gency red lights began to pulse weakly, only enough to make the darkness
blink.

Alden held Marcus tighter.

“Stay with me.”

Marcus’s eyes were almost closed.

“I did,” he whispered.

Then he was gone.

Not dramatically. Not like the machines, with warning codes and
collapse probability. One moment his breath touched Alden’s wrist. The
next it did not.

Alden waited for another breath.

There was none.

He waited anyway.

The red emergency lights pulsed over Marcus’s face. On. Off. On. Off.
In the light, he looked pale and strange. In the dark, he looked only asleep.

Alden could not cry.

At first he thought the rings had taken that too. Then he understood
that there was simply no room left for tears to travel through. He had
cried in advance, perhaps. For Evelyn. For Clara. For Elias. For himself in
pieces. Now Marcus lay in his lap, and Alden’s body had become a place
after weather, everything torn down and still.

He should hate him.

He did.

He should forgive him.

He could not.

He should put him down.

He did not.

The facility groaned again. Far above, the city went on crossing bridges
and buying coffee and saying ordinary things into ordinary phones. Some-
where in SynCore, Evelyn might be sitting neatly beside a window with
no paper in her hand, fingers remembering folds no one had taught them.
Clara might be looking at a card that told her she had a son. Mara might
be staring at a dead feed, understanding too late that an optimized man
had chosen the useless part of himself.

Alden looked down at Marcus.

The betrayal was still there.

[209]



SYNC

So was the old dorm. The bad radiator. The noodles. The bent fork.
The night Marcus had laughed because Alden had made poverty cere-
monial. The warmth had been used, yes. Measured. Preserved because it
made access easier. But before SynCore named it useful, it had happened.

That was the cruelest mercy.

It had happened.

Alden bent over him until his forehead touched Marcus’s.

“You idiot,” he said.

His voice was flat. Ruined. It was almost the shape of an old joke.

Marcus did not answer. Alden held him there, under the river, with
the dead halo beside them and the burnt console cooling in the dark.

Around Alden, river water and Old English whispers merged: Pt eart
gebunden. Bound. Bound. Bound.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

MIRROR TRAP

AT first, the control room did not understand that Marcus had died.

It understood failure.It understood route loss, operator drop, cognitive
cascade, emergency seal. It understood the river facility blinking red on
the wall display and the halo output collapsing into unreadable static. It
understood, with cruel precision, that Subject A was no longer contained.

But Marcus Vane was lying under the river with Alden Gray’s arms
around him, and no one in the room had language ready for that.

The technicians stopped moving.

One of them had both hands above a secondary console, fingers still
curled in the shape of an unfinished command. Another turned slowly
toward Mara, as if her face would tell them which category this belonged
to. Fault. Attack. Sacrifice. Contamination. Loss.

On the main screen, Alden bent over Marcus’s body. The emergency
lights below the river flashed across them. On. Off. On. Off.

Marcus did not move. Alden did not let him go.

Voss stood near the center display, very still.

That was how Mara knew the room had been wounded. Voss was
never still unless something had entered from the wrong side.

“Status,” he said.

No one answered fast enough.

Mara’s hands moved before her thoughts did.

Restore operator link.

The system returned:

[211]



SYNC

No viable link.
She typed again.

Recover operator lattice.

Lattice failure.
Again.

Reverse terminal cascade.

Cascade complete.

Again, harder, as if force could make the keys ashamed.

Restore Marcus Vane.

For half a second the interface hesitated.

Then NO VIABLE PERSONHOOD MAP.

Mara stared at the line.

Personhood.

The word should not have appeared. That was not the field she had
opened. She had asked for operator recovery. Lattice repair. Containment
restoration. She had asked the system to return a damaged asset to func-
tion.

Instead it had given her a word with a human shape.

“Run it again,” she said.

The technician nearest her swallowed. “Dr. Vane—"

“Run it again.”

The command went through three more times. Each answer was worse
because it did not change.

No viable link.
Lattice failure.
Cascade complete.

No viable personhood map.

On the other side of the screen, Alden pressed his forehead to Marcus’s.

Mara’s first feeling was not grief. It would more so be disbelief.

Marcus could not be dead. Marcus could not have chosen this. Marcus
could not have torn the route open and fed it through himself like a man
stepping into fire because another man was burning.

That was not how optimized structures behaved. That was not how
her structures behaved.
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“He redirected the compression into himself,” one of the technicians
said, voice thin.

Another answered without looking away from the feed. “To preserve
Subject A.”

“I can see that,” Mara said.

Voss looked at the diagnostics. “Inefhcient.”

To minds trained by SynCore, Marcus’s final act was an useless ex-
change. One optimized operator destroyed to spare a subject who was
already unstable, emotionally contaminated, and now uncontained.

The technicians began to move again because Voss had given them a
category.

Inefhicient meant error. Error could be investigated.

Mara did not move. Marcus had been many things before the system
reduced him to an error.

Her operator. Her proof. Her most reliable proximity asset. Her
husband.

The last word arrived late.

Husband.

She looked at his body on the screen and felt something turn over inside
her, small and dark and unclassifiable. It was not the grief people wrote
about. It was not clean enough. It was mixed with ownership, shock,
irritation, pride injured so deeply it almost felt like sorrow.

He was hers.

She had selected him. She had optimized him.

She had built the domestic pattern around him, trained the warmth,
preserved the Alden anchor, approved the marriage file, touched his
shoulder in public, called him my Dear.

Marcus Vane had been her signature product. Her stable result. Her
answer to a question she had never allowed anyone else to ask.

Could love be engineered?

Now her engineered man had died for a love she had not authorized.

Mara’s vision blurred at the edges. The control room loosened around
her.

For one second, she heard the river through the speakers, though the
audio feed had already failed. A low pressure. A buried rush. Under it,
something older whispered at the limit of language.
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Dii eart gebunden.

Bound.

Mara saw herself at seventeen.

She was standing in the old lab with Voss behind her and Elias Gray’s
stolen architecture in front of her, bright on the screen like a confession
that did not know it had been stolen yet. She was very new at SynCore.

At seventeen, Mara had already learned how to look at other people.

Not glance, but look.

She looked at grief and found hinges. She looked at fear and found
pressure points. She looked at guilt and found repeatable loops. Other
researchers saw suffering and lowered their voices. Mara saw structure.

Structure meant intervention. Intervention meant power. Power
meant no one had to stand outside a clinic door again, listening to a
phone call that would never be answered in time.

Voss understood that before she told him.

“You have discipline,” he had said, the first year she worked under
him. She was barely eighteen.

He did not say kind. He did not say good. He said discipline, and she
had felt chosen by the severity of it.

Later he said necessary. Later still, exceptional.

Each word arrived after she gave him something.

Elias’s hidden contour. Clara’s residual imprint. The first stable grief
dampening model. The first subject who thanked them with dry eyes.
The first report that proved attachment could be used as an entry point
without destroying compliance.

Praise was aleash when given to the right hunger. Mara had not known
that then.

She rose quickly. She survived Elias. She survived Clara. She survived
every room where someone on the other side of glass became easier to
manage.

She learned to call hesitation sentimental. She learned to call tenderness
unstable. She learned to look at people until the human shape fell away
and the mechanism showed itself underneath.

Then came Marcus.

He was not remarkable on the first report. That had interested her.

Some people came to SynCore glittering with obvious uses: ambition,
terror, obsessive love, grief so loud even weak technicians could map it.
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Marcus arrived warm. Socially adaptive. Loyal under proximity. Protec-
tive without much ideology. He was just a university undergrad looking
for a job. He made nurses laugh. He remembered people’s food allergies.
He turned apology into a room people wanted to stay inside.

Useful, the file said. Mara read it three times.

By then she had optimized guilt. She had optimized grief. She had
optimized panic, dependency, shame, repetitive longing, moral injury.
She had watched people leave SynCore lighter because the parts of them
that made life complicated had been cut down to something functional.

She began to wonder about the opposite.

If pain could be adjusted, could love?

Not erased. Not dampened. Designed.

Could intimacy be built the way fear was interrupted? Could repeated
proximity, reliable cues, controlled vulnerability, and domestic thythm
produce attachment in a brain already made linear enough to accept the
pattern?

The proposal had not used the word love.

Voss read the first page and smiled.

“Ambitious,” he said.

Mara had thought he meant the experiment.

Perhaps he had meant her.

Marcus became the subject because Marcus was already warm enough.
Optimization did not need to invent tenderness in him. It only had to
make tenderness reliable. It only had to reduce the inconvenient crossings,
quiet the stray loyalties, preserve the pieces that made him believable.

One piece was Alden.

Mara had signed the preservation note herself.

Positive anchor retained for future proximity utility.

At the time, it had seemed elegant.

Keep the good part because the good part opened doors.

After the procedure, Marcus woke and asked if he had missed dinner.

Mara remembered standing beside his bed with a tablet in her hand,
recording the baseline.

“You missed lunch,” she said.

“Tragic.”

“Dinner remains possible.”
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He looked at her then, unfocused from sedation and still somehow
considerate. “Have you eaten?”

That question was not in the expected response set. Mara looked down
at the tablet.

“Yes,” she lied.

“Too bad,” he guessed.

She recorded spontaneous social attunement intact.

The marriage came later. Not suddenly. Nothing in Mara’s life hap-
pened suddenly if she could design it first.

Shared apartment. Mutual calendar exposure. Morning routine. Physi-
cal proximity without crisis. Controlled conflicts with low stakes. Public
story introduced to selected colleagues. Rings after six months, with
enough private ceremony to make Marcus trust it and enough documen-
tation to make SynCore fund it.

Breakfast became part of the protocol because Marcus responded
strongly to ordinary care.

Pancakes, at first. He burned the first batch and looked so sincerely
offended by the pan that Mara laughed before remembering to note the
reaction time.

Marcus smiled at the sound.

That was data. It was also, for one unguarded second, not data.

Mara built anniversary gestures, shared jokes, domestic shortcuts, the
little language of married people who did not need to explain where
the mugs were. She tested whether an optimized mind could grow
attachment from repetition and cue. Marcus brought her tea before late-
night reviews. Marcus learned when not to touch her shoulder. Marcus
noticed when her headaches started behind the left eye.

Every kindness could be coded after it happened. That did not mean
it had been coded before. This was the part Mara didn’t examine.

When Marcus looked at her across their kitchen table and asked, “Long
day?” without wanting anything from the answer, she called it success.

When he remembered her brother’s birthday after hearing it once, she
called it retention.

When he stood in a doorway while she worked and did not interrupt
because he had somehow learned the exact shape of her concentration,
she called it adaptation.
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She never called it love. Calling it love would have required asking
whether she had made something real or only trapped something real
long enough to use it.

So she kept looking at him as a result. She kept looking at everyone as
a result.

Elias was a brilliant man with exploitable guilt. Clara was a stabilizing
imprint. Evelyn was a sibling threat vector with inconvenient moral
persistence. Alden was bloodline access and grief-driven compliance.
Marcus was proof.

Mara was the one who looked. Mara was the one who arranged. Mara
was the one who never failed.

The control room snapped back around her, bringing her back from
her long trail of thought.

Marcus was still dead. Alden was still holding him.

The proof lay ruined under the river, face turned toward the man he
had chosen to save.

Mara’s hand went to the console again.

“There must be a residual route.”

“There isn’t,” the technician said.

“Then find one.”

Voss’s voice cut through the room. “There isn’t.”

Mara turned.

He was no longer watching Marcus. He was watching the field map.
Gold lines radiated from the river facility, branching beneath the city like
a nervous system under skin.

“Gray is loose,” Voss said. “The Key path is open. Marcus is irrele-
vant.”

Irrelevant. The word did what grief had not done.

How ironic. She herself had used that very phrase so many times when
optimized lovers and friends part. She never thought her property, her
husband, her proof one day would be called irrelevant.

“He was my husband,” Mara said.

Voss looked at her. He looked at her with the same patient focus he
had used when she was seventeen and ambitious and hungry to be seen.

“You were his operator.”

Mara heard the old leash click. Operator. Product. Asset. Result.

Had Voss put those words in her hand, or had she carried them to him
already sharpened?
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The answer came with no mercy. Both.

He had not invented her ambition. He had not placed control inside
her chest. He had not created the girl who stood outside a failed clinic
system and decided helplessness was obscene.

He had only rewarded the parts of her that could be used.

He had given her rooms, titles, funding, access.

He had called her disciplined when she became colder.

He had called her necessary when she made herself cruel.

He had called her exceptional when she stopped asking whether the
people behind glass still had names beyond the ones on their files.

Mara looked down at her hands.

Clean hands.

Hands that had signed clearances, arranged homes, held field anchors,
touched Marcus’s hair, adjusted Evelyn’s sedation, opened doors for
Alden, closed them for everyone else.

She had thought she was holding strings. She saw now that every string
ran both ways.

From Marcus’s operator band to her wedding ring,.

From Voss’s praise to the part of her that still wanted to deserve it.

From Elias’s stolen mercy to every optimized room SynCore had built.

From Evelyn’s blank face to Mara’s old fear of being seen clearly by
someone who loved her enough to hate her.

From Alden’s pain to the promotion she had accepted years before he
knew her name.

The main feed flickered.

For a moment the black screen reflected her face.

Not a monster. A monster would have been separate from the work.
Mara saw only herself: young, brilliant, afraid, rewarded, useful. A woman
who had mistaken being trusted with the machine for being free of it.

Behind her, Voss gave orders.

“Seal the lower access points. Prepare unrestricted entry. Route all Key
telemetry to my private channel.”

People obeyed.

Some looked at Mara first.

Even now.

Even after the failure.

Even with Marcus dead.

They still looked to her to authorize the shape of harm.
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For years, she had mistaken that look for power. Now it felt like a hand
closing around her throat.

The mirror response stayed on her console, a single gold line beneath
the failed recovery commands.

Mirror response: active.

Mara lifted her hands from the keys.
For the first time, Mara saw the strings and found her own hands tied.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

THE UNLIMITED BORDER

UNDER the river, the word Bound changed shape. At first it was
sound.

Dii eart gebunden.

Bound.

Bound.

Bound.

Then it became pressure behind Alden’s eyes. Then grammar. Then
slope.

He was still on the floor of the dead facility. He knew that because
Marcus’s weight remained in his arms, because the concrete was cold
beneath his knees, because the emergency light still blinked red against
the glass. The body understood facts the mind could no longer hold.

Marcus was dead. He was still alive.

The river was above them.

The river was beside them.

The river was not water anymore.

It thinned against the reinforced glass until every black fold became a
line of calculation. Current turned into vector. Foam became noise term.
Reflected bridge light broke into angles, then into rates of change. The
old facility did not disappear; it lost the arrogance of being only one
thing. Concrete became boundary condition. Glass became limit. Blood
on Alden’s hand became a variable the system could not cancel.

The world began to show its work.

Alden looked down. Marcus’s face was still. For one terrible second he
thought the border would take Marcus too, turn him into symbol, make
him useful one final time.

Marcus remained Marcus.

That was how Alden knew this was not SynCore’s interface.
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The emergency light went out. Then the darkness opened. Alden stood
in a room without walls.

No. Not stood. Standing implied floor, gravity, body. He existed at a
point where all of those had been proposed and none accepted yet.

Around him, the river continued without water. It moved through
air as a field of silver-black equations, each current curling into another
current, each curve carrying small pulses of memory. Rain fell upward
through it. Roots extended from nowhere and wrote themselves as branch-
ing proofs.

The sky had no color. It had depth instead.

Far below, or far above, Alden saw the dead facility as a small geometric
bruise beneath the city. He saw Marcus’s body there, folded beside him.
He saw Mara in the tower with her hands lifted from a console. He saw
Clara sitting with a card that told her what love had forgotten. He saw
Evelyn at a window, fingers moving against nothing, folding air where
paper should have been.

Everything was connected. Not metaphorically. That was the first
answer.

Alfric’s Key was not the iron disk. It had never been only the disk. It
was not the Old English phrase. It was not Elias’s equations. It was not
Alden’s blood, or grief; or aptitude, though SynCore had mistaken each
of those for the door.

The Key was the mapping between them.

Language slowed the mind enough to make meaning earned instead
of consumed. Calculus described change without pretending a changing
thing had become false. Love supplied boundary conditions no machine
could simulate from outside. Grief supplied continuity, the terrible proof
that what was gone still shaped the curve of what remained.

The disk had been an anchor. The words had been syntax. The math
had been path. Alden had been the one point where all three crossed with
enough pressure to open the border.

He heard Elias then, not as a voice, not exactly.

A mind is not a point.

SynCore had treated it as one because points could be moved. A
point could be optimized along a gradient. Push fear down. Push grief
down. Push dependency down. Push resistance down. Find the nearest
minimum and call it peace.

But a mind was a field. It had curvature. It had weather.
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It had local storms that made no sense until seen across time. It had
discontinuities where trauma had broken the surface. It had integrals: not
what a person felt in a single instant, but what every instant accumulated
into. It had derivatives: the rate at which love became fear when threat-
ened, the rate at which gratitude became obedience when someone in
power named rescue correctly.

SynCore removed anything with a dangerous slope. Elias had built a
way to see why the slope mattered. That was the second answer.

The unlimited border was not another room. It was the edge of every
room at once. A place where the mind approached its own limit and
discovered the limit was not a wall. A place where a memory could be a
river, a proof, a wound, and a door without choosing one shape. A place
where pain did not have to be deleted to stop being prison.

Alden stood there with Marcus’s last breath still inside his hands.

“Beautiful,” Voss said.

The word entered the border like a knife entering water. Alden turned.

Voss stood some distance away, though distance was negotiable here.
He looked younger and older at once. The border could not decide which
face was the one. For a moment Alden saw the director in his perfect
suit. Then the younger man from Elias’s memory, asking for a mind he
could live in. Then the child from that same memory: Voss as a boy, seated
beside a closed door, counting silence because silence had once been the
shape danger took. Silence meant danger was coming at him.

Alden remembered him now. The door that never opened on com-
mand. The child counting because counting was the only kind of control
small enough to fit in his hands.Counting was the safety ritual a child
invented when he could not control his world: if he could count, predict,
and impose order, then maybe he would not be hurt.

Voss looked past Alden at the border.

His expression held hunger so pure it almost became awe.

“He did it,” Voss said.

Alden did not answer.

“Elias pretended this was a warning,” Voss continued. “All those
sentimental decoys. Dead language. Domestic thythm. A lullaby. A son.
He hid the most important architecture in things no serious institution
would respect.”

“He knew you.”
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Voss smiled faintly. “He knew my contempt. That is not the same
thing.”

Around them, the river without water bent into a long spiral. Its surface
held images and lost them. Voss watched the spiral with visible effort. He
wanted to understand it as tool before it touched him as meaning.

“Your father thought suffering made people human,” he said.

“No,” Alden said. His voice sounded strange here. It did not echo. It
changed the field around it. “He thought you couldn’t be trusted with
anyone’s pain.”

“Because I wanted to end it?”

“Because you wanted to own the ending.”

Voss looked at him then.

The border sharpened. For a second all the equations around them
arranged into straight lines, clean and obedient, each pointing toward
Voss.

“You have seen what unmodified suffering does,” Voss said. “Your
mother lost you before she lost memory. Evelyn walked herself into
ruin because she preferred being right to being alive. Marcus’s preserved
attachment killed him. Elias sacrificed his family on the altar of moral
discomfort. Tell me where the dignity is.”

Alden looked down at his hands. They were empty here, but he could
still feel Marcus’s head in his lap.

“I don’t know.”

Voss’s smile almost softened. “At least you are honest.”

“I don’t know where the dignity is,” Alden said. “I only know what
was taken when you tried to remove the pain.”

The field changed. Clara appeared not as a person but as a curve of blue
and gold, a line interrupted at the point where Alden had optimized her.
Before that point, the curve bent toward him, over and over, through
fever, honey, old songs, fear for his safety. After it, the line continued.
Smooth. Stable. Terrible.

Continuity without recognition.

Evelyn appeared next, a red line full of sharp turns. Not efficient. Not
smooth. Full of discontinuities, arguments, laughter in rain, bad poems,
folded paper, refusals that made the curve difficult to predict. SynCore
had straightened her. The line after optimization was elegant enough to
be useless.

Then Marcus.
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His line should have been clean. It had been made clean. Yet near the
end, where Alden’s name had entered the operator link, the curve broke
upward against every modeled gradient.

A local impossibility. A preserved good part exceeding its assigned use.
Voss saw it.

“A statistical anomaly.”

“A choice.”

“A failure of containment.”

“A choice.”

“You need words like that because otherwise you have to accept that
pain killed him.”

Alden felt the border darken. The statement was almost true. That was
how Voss made things dangerous. He never lied where a cruel half-truth
would do more damage.

“Pain didn’t kill him,” Alden said. The river curled around his ankles
without touching them.

“You did. Mara did. SynCore did. And then the part of him you kept
because it was useful became more than useful.”

Voss’s eyes moved across the field again.

“Then give me that,” he said.

Alden went still.

“Give you what?”

“The condition.”

Alden stared at him.

“What condition?”

Voss stepped closer. The space between them folded, not shortening
exactly, but losing interest in distance.

“The crossing point. Your father could open the architecture, but he
could not stabilize it. Marcus burned the lock but could not survive the
field. Mara understood control but not emergence. You are the remaining
boundary condition.”

“That doesn’t mean anything,” Alden said. His voice shook, and he
hated that Voss could hear it. “Not enough. Say it plainly. What do you
want from me?”

For the first time, Voss did not answer at once.

The border shifted around his silence. It brought the hallway closer.

One closed door.

A child sitting beside it.
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Counting.

One.

Two.

Three.

The numbers were small and exact, the way children made rituals
when no adult made safety. Each count sent a pulse through the unlimited
space. The river recoiled from it. The equations bent around it as if the
child’s fear were a mass too dense to ignore.

Voss still did not turn around.

“I want you to optimize the origin,” he said.

Alden looked from him to the child.

“Your origin.”

“Yes.”

“The boy.”

Voss’s jaw tightened.

“The loop,” he corrected. “The anticipatory terror. The shame re-
sponse. The primitive belief that safety can only exist if every variable
is forced into order before it has time to become threat.”

The child kept counting. Each number landed softly and made the
equations bend.

“You want me to erase him.”

“No.” Voss’s voice sharpened. Then it lowered, and underneath it
Alden heard something worse than anger. Need. “I want you to solve
him.”

Alden did not speak. Voss’s face changed in the border light. Older.
Younger. Exhausted past elegance.

“Do you think I built all this, all of SynCore because cruelty enter-
tained me?” he asked. “I wanted a mind I could live in. I wanted one room
in my own head where silence did not become prophecy. Elias saw the
architecture and refused to complete it because he thought refusal made
him pure. Your mother suffered. Evelyn suffered. Marcus died. Elias died.
I have spent decades watching brilliant people defend pain because they
were afraid of what came after it.”

His voice was steady, but the hallway behind him was not. The door
trembled once in its frame.

“You can end the recurrence,” Voss said. “Not only mine. Mine is
the proof. If you use the Key to resolve the first loop, if you can show
that even this can be made stable without collapse, then the architecture
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scales. No more inherited panic. No more grief that eats a life raw from
the inside. No more children building rituals beside closed doors because
no one came.”

It should have sounded monstrous. It also sounded wounded.

“You want me to do to you what my father refused to do.”

“I want you to finish what your father was too sentimental to finish.”

“Optimize you.”

“Optimize the fear,” Voss said. “Optimize the part that made me
necessary.”

“No.”

“You have not heard the request.”

“I have now.”

For the first time, Voss looked impatient.

“Do not perform morality at me. I am not asking you to forgive me. I
am asking you to complete the work.”

Voss did not turn around. He knew what was there.

“There,” he said, voice lower. “You see it. A primitive recursion gov-
erning an entire life. Anticipation of harm. Compulsion toward control.
Hypervigilance converted into institutional design. Remove it, and I can
build something clean.”

Alden stared at the child. He had expected hatred to become simpler
when he saw Voss’s wound.

That was the cruelty of the border. It did not let one truth erase
another.

Voss had been a child once.

Voss had built rooms where other children would one day forget their
mothers.

Both were true.

The equations around the hallway began to resolve. Alden could see
the path SynCore would have taken if given access: isolate the fear loop,
dampen anticipatory response, compress the shame, redirect the control
drive into productive leadership without distress. A neat gradient descent
toward a local minimum.

Quiet Voss.

Functional Voss.

Optimized Voss.

The border offered the path because the path existed. It also offered
another.
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Do nothing,.

Leave the child beside the door forever.

Let Voss remain trapped in the thing he had spent a lifetime exporting
into everyone else.

Alden felt his hatred rise. Hot hatred had burned out in him long ago.
This was colder and more precise. He wanted Voss to understand. He
wanted him to be unable to look away. He wanted him inside every
memory he had made other people carry alone.

The Key responded. For one second, Alden understood how easy it
would be.

Not to kill Voss. Worse. He could make the pain total.

He could remove every defense, every abstraction, every gentle voice,
every institutional word. He could open the man’s echo chamber until all
the screams SynCore had classified as outcomes returned to him at once.
Clara’s emptied recognition. Evelyn’s last impossible seconds. Marcus
burning through his own head to save a friend. Elias wanting another
morning and dying anyway.

The border did not forbid it. That was the third answer.

A’Elfric’s Key was not moral.

It opened. It did not judge what came through.

Voss saw Alden’s understanding.

“Yes,” he whispered.

There was no fear in his face now. Only desire.

“You see the scale.”

“I see the danger.”

“All medicine is danger held by competence.”

“This isn’t medicine.”

“It can be.”

“No,” Alden said. “It can be control. It can be punishment. It can
be mercy if the person holding it is clean enough, and no one is clean
enough.”

Voss’s expression sharpened. “That is cowardice.”

“Maybe.”

“You would leave the world unfinished because you are afraid to
decide.”

Alden looked again at the child beside the door.

The child counted.
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Four.

Five.

Six.

Beyond him, the door remained closed.

“No,” Alden said. “I'm afraid because I know what deciding feels
like.”

He saw Evelyn in the cradle.

He saw Clara reading the card.

He saw Marcus saying, I still remembered you.

“I decided for them,” Alden said. “Every time I thought I was saving
someone, I was standing where you wanted me to stand.”

“And now?”

“Now I step away.”

Voss stared at him. The border shivered.

“You cannot step away from architecture this large.”

“Watch me.”

Alden raised his hand, towards Voss but also towards the equations
around him.

He did not erase the pathway. He did not close the border. He did not
optimize the child or punish the man. He withdrew himself as boundary
condition.

No Alden to complete the cure. No son to unlock Elias for Voss. No
grief-driven compliance. No love converted into access.

The equations faltered. Voss looked around sharply.

“What did you do?”

“Nothing.”

“No.”

“Exactly.”

The border accepted the refusal. As a condition.

The river without water pulled back from Alden and turned toward
Voss.

Every line he had tried to straighten found the pressure he had used to
straighten it. Every optimized room returned to him not as accusation, but
as unsolved work. A proof with no shortcut. An integral over every life
he had treated as input. The area under the curve did not vanish because
he disliked its shape.

Voss stepped backward. The hallway behind him widened. The closed
door became many doors.
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Behind one, Clara asked, Are you safe?

Behind another, Evelyn said, I like you, Alden, furious and alive and
already almost lost.

Behind another, Marcus laughed about the radiator.

Behind another, Elias said, I wanted time.

Behind another, a subject Alden had never met wept with relief after
losing the part of herself that knew why she had been weeping.

Voss lifted a hand. The field did not obey.

“This is feedback,” he said. His voice was tight now, but still trying to
name the terror into discipline.

“This is an unmanaged echo convergence.”

Alden said nothing.

“Gray.”

The name sounded wrong in his mouth here. Too institutional. Too
late. His father was also called Gray here, in the exact condition, under
the exact request.

Voss turned toward the child beside the first door. For the first time,
Alden saw fear enter him without being converted into something else.

“Open it,” Voss said.

The child did not move.

“Openit.”

The doors answered all at once. By remaining closed.

The border gave Voss what he had asked Alden to remove: anticipation
without control, pain without extraction, memory without an operator
standing outside it. He was not devoured by teeth or fire. He was
surrounded by the unfinished shape of himself and by every unfinished
person he had tried to simplify.

Voss looked at Alden. For a moment he was only a man. Not innocent.
Never innocent. But human in the most inconvenient way.

“You could end this,” he said. He handed over Alden the sleek metalic
rings he hated so much. He wanted him to put them on him.

Alden’s hatred moved in him. So did pity. So did Marcus’s last warmth,
Clara’s emptied kindness, Evelyn’s difficult life, Elias’s fear.

None of them canceled the others. That was what SynCore had never
understood.

“I could,” Alden said.

Voss waited.

“I'won’t.”
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The border shifted behind Alden. A path opened, narrow as a line of
proof, wide as a river seen from a bridge. On one side, equations moved
like reeds in current. On the other, Old English fragments turned in the
air, not commanding him now, only returning meaning to breath.

Gemynd.

Memory.

Ham.

Home.

Niht.

Night.

Eft cymth.

Comes back.

Alden felt the Key in all its pieces: Elias’s failed fatherhood, Clara’s
song, Evelyn’s refusal, Marcus’s remembered friendship, his own terrible
need to undo what could not be undone.

It was access; it was not salvation.

Access to unlimited love. Access to unlimited hatred. Unlimited grief.
Unlimited control.

The door to becoming exactly what Voss wanted, if Alden chose to call
pain a problem someone else could solve.

He stepped away.

Voss shouted something behind him. A command, perhaps. A plea
shaped like one. The border took the words apart before they reached
Alden whole.

The child kept counting.

The river kept moving without water.

The equations did not close.

Alden did not kill Voss.

He did not save him.

He left Voss with everything Voss had tried to remove.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

THE UNFINISHED WORLD

HE world came back without ceremony. No white light. No

I revelation. No final door opening onto mercy. Only concrete un-

der Alden’s knees, river-black glass beside him, the dead console
cooling in the dark, and Marcus’s body still in his arms.

Alden did not move.

The facility had gone quiet after the border released him. There
were still alarms somewhere beyond the corridor, but they sounded
distant now, muffled by water and steel and the enormous indifference
of structures continuing after the people inside them had been ruined.

The lights flickered once.

Marcus’s face appeared.

Then disappeared.

Then appeared again.

In the red flash, he looked like a crime. In the dark, he looked like
sleep.

Alden kept one hand at the side of Marcus’s neck long after there was
no pulse to find. He knew it was irrational.

Above them, SynCore began to crumple.

Not explode. Not collapse in a way clean enough for headlines. It failed
like a system built on secrecy failed when secrecy lost its shape. Doors
opened because override chains had burned through themselves. Sealed
records copied into public channels. Recovery suites unlocked and locked
and unlocked again while frightened staff tried to decide which orders
still belonged to a living hierarchy. Somewhere in the tower, Mara Vane
stood at a console with her hands lifted from the keys. Somewhere else,
Voss remained inside the thing he had wanted Alden to remove.

Alden did not see any of it. He saw only Marcus.

When the first rescue team reached the river facility, they found him
sitting on the floor with the portable halo broken beside him. A guard
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said his name. A technician said it twice. Someone tried to lift Marcus
away.

Alden held on.

“Sir,” someone said, softly now, because even people trained by Syn-
Core sometimes remembered the first shape of decency when standing
close enough to death. “We need to move him.”

Him. Not operator. Not asset. Not failed lattice.

Him. That was the word that made Alden let go.

They carried Marcus out under emergency lamps that stuttered along
the corridor. Alden walked behind them because he did not know where
else to stand. River water pressed against the glass as they passed, moving
in dark folds, ordinary again and therefore unbearable.

At the old access stairs, dawn had begun.

The city was pale and unaware. The bridge lights were going out one
by one. Traffic moved above the river with the same tired patience as any
morning, and for one strange second Alden hated every car for crossing
safely.

Someone wrapped a blanket around his shoulders. Someone asked
whether he needed medical attention. Someone asked what happened.

Alden looked at the river and did not answer.

By afternoon, SynCore was everywhere.

Not the building. The story. Screens in cafe windows showed aerial
footage of the east tower. Reporters stood behind police barriers using
words too small for what had been done. Experimental misconduct.
Memory intervention. Unauthorized neural procedures. Whistleblower
leak. Deaths under investigation.

The city learned SynCore’s name as if the name had not been writ-
ten quietly under its hospitals, courts, clinics, research grants, insurance
protocols, recovery centers, and grief programs for years.

There were families outside the tower by evening. Some shouted.
Some held photographs.

Some stood in silence with expressions Alden recognized too well: the
look of people waiting for a building to give back someone who had
already come home altered enough to make grief complicated.

Alden watched from across the street. No one recognized him. That
felt correct.
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He had been subject, operator, son, tool, witness, mistake. None of
those things made him innocent enough to stand among the grieving as
if he had arrived from outside the harm.

He put his hand into his coat pocket. The small iron disk was there.
He did not remember picking it up.

Maybe he had taken it from the dead console. Maybe it had been in
his hand when the border released him. Maybe the Key, being not only
an object but a mapping, had followed the one mind still willing to refuse
1t.

It rested against his palm, cold and heavy. No larger than a coin. No
smaller than a world.

He could use it. That was the terror left after Voss. Not that Alden had
no power. That he still did.

He went to Clara first.

The Gray house looked wrong in daylight after everything. The porch
needed paint. A delivery box sat near the steps. Someone had left mail
half pushed through the slot. Life had continued there in ugly practical
pieces while the past unfolded under rivers and inside machines.

Clara was in the kitchen when he arrived.

A nurse let him in and looked at him with careful sympathy, the kind
people used when the chart had told them enough to be gentle and not
enough to be useful.

“She may not recognize you,” the nurse said.

“I know.”

Clara stood by the stove in her blue cardigan, watching a kettle as if
it had asked her a question. Her hair was tied back loosely. There was a
card on the counter beside her, updated in neat black text.

Alden Gray.
My son.
Safe to speak with.

She turned when he entered.

Her face brightened politely.

“Alden,” she said, reading him from memory she did not have.

“Hi, Mom.”

Clara’s eyes softened without recognition. Alden felt the disk in his
pocket answer, a small pressure against his leg.

He could. The thought came before he could stop it.
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He could open the Key here, in the kitchen where Elias had once tried
to preserve her. He could search for the severed path. He could follow
honey, fever, lullaby, blue cardigan, fear, the thousand small movements
by which a mother became a mother. He could put his hands into the
architecture and try to undo what he had done. He knew it was all
possible.

And even if he found it, even if the Key showed him the exact place
where recognition had been folded away, he would still have to choose
for her. Which grief to return. Which fear to preserve. Which version of
motherhood deserved to be called whole. He had already mistaken that
kind of choosing for love once.

The kettle began to sing. Clara turned it off. Then, under her breath,
she hummed. Only three broken notes.

Home comes through dark.

She stopped, puzzled by herself.

“Do you know that song?” she asked.

Alden’s throat closed.

“Yes.”

“Is it mine?”

“It was.”

Clara considered that. “It feels familiar.”

He wanted familiar to be enough. He wanted to fall to his knees and
beg the song to open. He wanted to take the Key from his pocket and
force the world to return what it had taken, what he had taken, what
Elias had tried to protect at the cost of his life.

Instead he stood still. Clara poured water into two mugs. Too much
honey went into his. She looked a bit startled at her own choice. Neither
of them said anything about it.

After a while, she looked at him with gentle worry. “Are you safe?”

Alden almost laughed. It would have been a terrible sound.

“Not yet,” he said.

“Will you be?”

He looked at the honey clouding the tea.

“I don’t know.”

Clara nodded, accepting the unfinished answer with more grace than
he deserved. “Then sit for a minute.”

He did. He sat in his mother’s kitchen while she did not remember
loving him and loved him in pieces anyway.
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He did not use the Key. He did not want to choose for her again. He
hated that he did the first time.

He went to Evelyn after sunset.

SynCore’s recovery wing had changed in a day and not at all. There
were officers near the elevators now. New badges. Temporary access
bands. Staff whispering in corners as if volume had been the true crime
all along.

Evelyn’s room was quieter than the hallway. She sat beside the window
with a blank report open on the table. Someone had given her a pen. Her
gray cardigan sleeves were pushed to her elbows. The scarlet coat was not
there.

Alden stopped in the doorway. For a moment he saw all versions of her
at once.

Evelyn arguing in a white corridor. Evelyn stealing a dumpling without
asking. Evelyn in rain, laughing because the umbrella had failed them both.
Evelyn in the cradle, looking at him as her operator. Evelyn now, calm and
empty.

She looked up.

“Alden,” she said.

“Evelyn.”

“You appear injured.”

“Iam.”

She waited for him to explain why.

He took the chocolate bar from his pocket. It was bent from being
carried too long. The wrapper had softened at the corners.

“I brought you this.”

She looked at it.

“You used to like chocolate.”

“I did? I don’t remem....”

“I know.”

He placed it on the table, not close enough to pressure her into taking
it. That mattered now. Distance mattered. Permission mattered. The fact
that he could reach for the Key in his pocket and did not mattered, though
no one in the room would praise him for it and praise had become a
dangerous thing anyway.

Evelyn touched the wrapper with two fingers. Silver caught the win-
dow light. Her hand paused. Then, without looking down as if she had
chosen it, she folded one corner of the wrapper inward.
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Once.

Twice.

Alden stopped breathing. The shape was not a star. Not yet. Not
anything that could be called recovery by any medical board or miracle
by any desperate man. Only a small crease made by a hand that had once
known paper, joking evidence, bad poems, the private economy of useless
things.

Evelyn frowned. “That’s strange.”

“What is?”

“I don’t know why I did that.”

Alden’s eyes burned.

“Ido.”

Evelyn did not smile. She did not remember him other than what’s on
the surface. She did not stand, did not laugh, did not say something sharp
enough to save him from solemnity. The room remained a recovery room.
The building remained a crime. The woman in front of him remained
injured beyond any honest promise.

But her fingers stayed on the folded corner of the wrapper.

Alden could use the Key. The wanting opened in him so violently that
he had to grip the back of the chair. Not Voss’s wanting. This was simpler
and more dangerous because it had love in it.

Bring her back. Find the red line. Find the laugh. Find the exact place
where the machine turned her away from herself and force it open.

But what would he be opening? Evelyn, or the version of Evelyn his
guilt could survive? The Key could follow longing with terrible precision.
It could build a path out of every thing he missed about her and still leave
him unable to know whether he had saved her or remade her in the shape
of his need.

He stood there shaking with the possibility.

Then he saw the pattern.

Elias had touched the machine for Clara and put himself at risk to leave
her whole. He had modified the optimization from inside the danger,
lying to the system so the woman he loved could survive without being
reduced to a clean result.

Marcus had touched the machine for Alden. He had taken the final
compression into his own optimized mind, burning the route through
himself so Alden could live. Betrayer, operator, friend, husband, proof, all
of him ruined by a last refusal to let the person he loved become usable.

[236]



THE UNFINISHED WORLD

Again and again, people had tried to alter the machine by stepping
between it and the person they loved.

They had paid with themselves.

Alden had not. Alden had sat at the console. Alden had selected the
path. Alden had reached into Evelyn’s mind and called it rescue. Alden
had reached into Clara’s mind and called it necessary.

Two people who loved him more purely than he had known how to
receive had been placed before him, and he had solved them.

He closed his eyes.

The guilt did not become cleaner because he understood it. It did
not become noble. It did not turn into a lesson, or a vow, or a useful
scar. It remained what it was: the area under the curve. Every choice
accumulated. Every excuse counted. Every good intention still touched
the blade.

“Are you unwell?”” Evelyn asked.

He opened his eyes.

“Yes.”

“Should I call someone?”

“No.”

She considered this. “We can sit quietly.”

It was not the old Evelyn. It was also not nothing. Alden sat. For ten
minutes, perhaps longer, they shared a room with the damage. Evelyn did
not remember how to comfort him. Alden did not ask her to. The folded
wrapper stayed between them, small and silver and unfinished.

When he stood to leave, Evelyn looked up.

“Memory,” she said.

Alden turned back.

“It feels incomplete.”

“Itis.”

She nodded as if that made sense.

“Goodbye, Alden Gray.”

He held the doorframe for a moment.

“Goodbye, Ev.”

Outside, night had come down over the city.

SynCore’s tower was half dark now. Floors that had never gone unlit
were black behind glass. People still crowded the street, their voices rising
and falling in waves. Police lights moved over the pavement. Someone had
taped photographs to the temporary barricade. Someone else had written
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names on paper because names were what remained after systems finished
reducing people.

Alden walked through them without speaking.

He carried the Key to the river.

The same river. Not exactly the same place. Memory had never placed
itself cleanly. A few yards from the old stone steps, perhaps. Near the
railing where Marcus had set down the paper cup. Close enough for the
water to know him, if water knew anything.

The bridge lights trembled across the surface. For a long time, Alden
stood there with the iron disk in his palm. It was quiet now. No Voss. No
operator voice. No closed door. No child counting at the edge of danger.
Only the river, old and dark and moving.

He understood the Key at last.

It could open unlimited love. He had felt that. It could follow every
buried path toward Clara, toward Evelyn, toward Marcus, toward Elias. It
could make longing architectural. It could let a person mistake devotion
for permission.

It could open unlimited hatred. It could have left Voss screaming inside
every life he had harmed. It could have made justice feel indistinguishable
from revenge and called the difference irrelevant.

It could have gone the other way, too. It could have found the
frightened child behind Voss’s arithmetic and optimized the terror into
silence. Mercy or punishment, repair or revenge, the motion would still
be the same: Alden at the console, deciding what another person’s pain
was allowed to become.

It could open unlimited grief.

Unlimited sadness.

Unlimited control.

It was not salvation.

It was not evil.

It was a door.

And doors were dangerous when held by people who could not bear
the rooms they were already in.

Alden thought of Elias, afraid and loving him from a distance that had
still become harm. He thought of Marcus, saying I did when Alden asked
him to stay. He thought of Clara humming three broken notes in a kitchen
that remembered more honestly than she could. He thought of Evelyn
tolding the corner of a wrapper.
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He thought of Voss, left with the child beside the closed door. He
thought of Mara, seeing strings in her clean hands.

He thought of himself. He could turn the Key inward and become
bearable: guilt indexed, grief shaved down, hatred erased. A stable man.
A linear man. The final result SynCore had wanted. Someone who won’t
feel the pain and grief he held so badly right now. Someone who can
forget all of this and live a simpler life.

Not forgiven. Not optimized. Not whole.

Alive.

That would have to be enough to begin with. Alden opened his hand.
For one second, the disk caught the bridge light.

It looked almost ordinary.

Then it fell. He let it fell.

No flash rose from the river. No voice called his name. No equation
unfurled across the surface to approve or condemn him.

The water opened, received the Key, and closed.

Behind him, the Key sank without a sound.

Ahead of him, the world waited, unfinished.

Alden walked toward it.
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