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      Elias Crowe counted the seconds between the elevator chimes and decided they were wrong.

      They weren’t off by much. The average human ear wouldn’t notice, and even if they did, they’d do the same thing humans did with all patterns that didn’t wave their arms and shout: ignore them. The first chime hit precisely twenty-one seconds after the elevator left the lobby. The second took thirty-eight. The floor count on the panel suggested it should have been closer to thirty-one. Mechanical variance, friction, load, the excuses lined up easily. But the building had been completed eight months prior, and in eight months a high-end cable lift shouldn’t drift that much unless it had been recalibrated or interrupted.

      He considered the word: interrupted. He didn’t like it. It suggested intention.

      He checked the sanitizer level in the small squeeze bottle he kept in his jacket pocket, then slid his thumb over the snap cap twice, more reflex than need. The doors parted, and conditioned air pushed at him with the faint, institutional smell of carpet cleaner and HVAC dust. He stepped into the corridor like a diver entering an unfamiliar current, his shoulders square despite the itch along his palms that demanded he keep moving, avoid surfaces, avoid contact. One of the uniformed officers posted at the hallway intersection lifted his chin in recognition. The officer didn’t try to shake his hand. Elias appreciated that.

      “Are you Crowe?” the officer asked.

      “Elias,” he said. “But Crowe is fine.”

      “Detective Mathis is inside. Watch your shoes.”

      He watched his shoes. The blue booties they’d left on the floor were folded into triangles, crisp edges, like someone took pride in presenting them in a way that suggested control. He bent to pull them over his oxfords, thumb and forefinger working the elastic. The itch in his palms eased as the layer went between his soles and whatever had spilled across this hallway in the last hour, microbial films, particular debris, and the living and the dead.

      He kept his hands in the pockets of his jacket as he approached the double doors at the end of the hall. They were not double doors in the architectural sense, that would have implied symmetry. One was a primary, flush with the wall on a glossy pivot with a handle that would retain skin oils indefinitely, and the second a panel invisible if you weren’t looking for it. He was always looking for it. He saw the hinge line, and the hair-thin shadow.

      Nora Mathis opened the primary door before he touched it. She used a pen under the latch, careful, and pulled the door toward them with her body weight. She had cut her hair since he’d seen her last. It was shorter at the nape, sharper at the jaw, and there was a red mark on her cheek like she’d leaned into something that didn’t want her there. He catalogued the change, assigned a minimal value to the likelihood that it mattered to the case at hand, then said, “You look tired.”

      “Good to see you too, Crowe,” Nora said, and stood aside. “Welcome to the palace. Wipe your feet.”

      He had wrapped his shoes in plastic. He wiped them anyway.

      The penthouse was all angles and intent. There was the intentional turn of a corridor that forced the eye onto a piece of art that didn’t belong to the person who owned it; the intentional sightline that carried a visitor from the foyer to the skyline beyond the glass; the intentional sink of a couch cushion that told you this room was to be sat in, not lived in. The owner was Julian Croft, and even if Elias hadn’t known the name, the space would have told him the man collected value for its own sake. People who collected value often believed the laws of probability were suggestions.

      “How long?” Elias asked.

      “Seventeen minutes,” Nora said, and then made a face. “Depending on which clock you believe.”

      Elias swallowed down the automatic correction. Ninety-nine percent of people used time as though it were a concrete construct they could stack bricks on. His job worked best when he treated it like water. “Bodies cool in predictable ways,” he said.

      “Bodies also live in apartments with thermostats, humidifiers and fans,” Nora said. “I know what you’re going to say.”

      “You know the conclusion,” he said. “You don’t know the path.”

      “I know the path ends with me getting yelled at by someone with a law degree. Croft’s counsel is already calling this a tragic cardiac event and threatening to sue if anyone uses the word homicide where a camera can hear it.”

      “Then we won’t say it where a camera can hear,” Elias said. He stepped past her. “Show me.”

      Croft lay in the study, not the bedroom, though the bed through the open door down the hallway had the look of recent use. Not rumpled, just adjusted. The study was at the corner of the building, glass on two walls, a desk like a command console between them. Croft lay on the carpet with his left arm pinned under him and his right arm extended as if reaching for something that had not been there. His face was turned toward the ceiling, eyes half-closed. He was fifty-six years old, give or take a year. Elias had seen him in the business pages, the kind of grainy photos that made men in suits seem timeless and more handsome than they were. In person, Croft’s skin showed the cost of stress in cracked capillaries across the cheeks and the yellow undertone of someone who’d paid for his successes with small, constant increments of sleep.

      The medics had placed him on his back earlier. Elias could see the mark where the chest compressions had started and then stopped. They’d done their job until protocol told them to stop doing it. An EMT had cut the shirt open and left a neat pile of buttons on the desk blotter. That spoke to someone who had been thinking about someone else’s need to piece things back together later. He appreciated that too.

      “What time did the call come in?” Elias asked.

      “Dispatch log says 19:11,” Nora said. “Private security here placed it. They do rounds and found him unresponsive.”

      “Rounds happen at what times?”

      “Top of the hour. Cameras show them on this floor at 18:00. No reason to check in between,” she said, then tapped her pen against her notebook. “Except. You’re going to say ‘except.’”

      “Except the elevator.”

      “The elevator chime tells you what my overtime budget already knows Crowe.”

      He closed his eyes, counted five slow beats to give his brain somewhere to set the metronome, then opened them again. He refused to think of his heartbeat as a variable. It was a constant he chose. “What did the watch say?”

      She lifted a plastic evidence bag. Inside, a smartwatch lay dark against the clouded plastic. The strap had been undone with care. There was dried sweat along the perforations. “It recorded a heart rate spike at 18:54. Then it stopped sending. We don’t know if that means it ran out of battery, lost contact, or the wearer’s heart stopped. I’ve got the model number. The company’s data is on some server in Arizona, and their counsel is going to need a subpoena to even say hello.”

      “Where was it?” he asked.

      “Under the desk. He must have taken it off. Or someone else took it off.” Nora raised her eyebrows. “We’re not using the M-word.”

      “We are inside an apartment with more cameras than a casino, a man is dead on a floor, and we have clocks that disagree by a prime. You can say it inside your head.”

      “You want to walk me through that last part?” she asked, but she was already turning toward the wall to his left.

      The study featured a piece of built-in wood that presented like a wall but did the work of a hidden closet. This was the building’s idea of clever. Elias was not interested in the secret. He was interested in the temperature strip embedded along the inside edge that shouldn’t exist at all unless the designer had thought about how heat moved in a room where everything else was controlled. He ran his eyes along it. The strip showed a faint, layered gradient. The darkest band was centered at a point twenty inches above the floor. That point would correspond to Croft’s exhalations if he had been seated there, breathing. The line shifted abruptly to a lighter shade halfway along, the telltale of a sudden temperature change.

      “Somebody adjusted the thermostat within the last ninety minutes,” he said.

      “Showoff,” Nora said, but her voice lacked sting. She pointed to a tablet on the desk that controlled the apartment’s integrated systems. “Set to sixty-three. It was at seventy-one according to logs as of 18:10. I’ve got the change time at 18:53.”

      “Which is one minute before the watch spike at 18:54,” Elias said. He moved to the desk without touching it. The chair had been pushed back with precision, no scuff mark on the carpet, and no drag line. That meant someone had lifted it, not slid. The effort betrayed an assumption of strength he’d only attribute to certain types of visitors: security, owner, or someone physically strong enough to be annoyed by moving furniture delicately.

      He bent at the knees and looked under the desk. The polymer cable conduits had been disturbed. He could see the outline where they had settled in the dust like a body in snow. Someone had moved something, then put it back. He checked the comically wide monitor’s power button and made a note of the oil smear left where the right thumb would brush the bottom bezel to find the switch. It was recent enough to glisten. He didn’t like that it glistened. He didn’t like that his hands itched again.

      “Crowe,” Nora said, “we pulled a partial print off the glass downstairs. A wine glass by the piano. Housekeeping says Croft drank alone. He liked to hear himself play.”

      “Croft lacked an audience,” Elias said. “He created one.”

      “Or somebody came by. Someone interesting enough to take off his watch.”

      “Or someone who wanted the watch off because watches tell the truth to servers in Arizona.”

      Nora snorted, but it sounded like a concession. She made a face as she scribbled. “Our security guys swear up and down that nobody came to this floor between 18:00 and the call. Elevator logs are clean. Lobbies are clean. Stairwells are access-controlled and we’ve got no alerts.”

      “‘Clean’ is a deceptive word. It suggests an absence of dirt. Really, it’s a mask for what we don’t see yet. Clean means someone did work.”

      Nora stilled. For a moment they were both the same person, looking at the word. Then she shook it off. “You get anything else?”

      He turned away from the desk, away from the thermostat and the watch, and walked to the far wall. He didn’t touch the glass. The city beyond looked like it had been arranged with tweezers. He examined the reflection instead. His own lanky frame, the bony slope of his shoulders, and the jacket that fit like he’d borrowed it. Behind him, the room arranged itself in reverse: desk to the right, a liquor cabinet in a niche to the left, a credenza with an expensive sound system that could probably render a symphonic heartbeat with perfect fidelity. He crouched and looked at the gap at the bottom of the credenza. Dust bunnies like small animals nested there, unbothered. Along their ragged edge was a line a fraction of a shade darker than the floor beyond. He stared until his eyes adjusted. He saw the F-shape of a skid. The sound system had been pulled forward at some point in the recent past. There was a dark line from something that had dripped and then been wiped up with a rag that absorbed more oil than water.

      “Anything behind that speaker?” he asked casually.

      “Nope,” Nora said. “You going to move it while I’m still on shift, or are you waiting for the morning crowd?”

      “I’m going to ask for permission to imagine I’m moving it,” he said, “and then I’m going to say the conclusions I reach aloud as though I had.”

      “Save me the paperwork,” she said, then, raised her voice a half octave. “No touching. Three men with latex and a day off are on their way to treat every knob like a newborn.”

      “Don’t touch,” he agreed, then kept not touching as he went to the kitchen.

      It wasn’t far from the door, just a threshold that told your feet to call it a different room. The island’s surface was a slab of something that had once been deep underground and then was scraped up and polished until it was both colder and warmer than the rest of the world. Elias glanced at the sink. The basin was dry, but the drain had a water ring slightly above the rust line, not concentric. Someone had run water within the last two hours and not long enough to fill it and then empty. He moved to the refrigerator. The panel told him nothing useful that he could trust; appliances lied to make their owners feel smart. He opened the door with a folded napkin that he found beside the coffee station. Inside were the normal rich-man artifacts: liquor with labels in languages that appeared on yachts sometimes, water that came from places water shouldn’t come in bottles, and a carton of eggs with a brand name stamped across them like a tattoo.

      He closed the door and went to the coffee station. The grinder was still warm.

      “How much coffee did he drink?” he asked.

      “Housekeeper says he had one espresso after dinner every night,” Nora said. “Intake is consistent with a man who wants to stay awake but not think straight.”

      “The grinder is warm,” he said. “Grinder systems on this model stay hot for approximately thirteen minutes. It’s been more than thirteen minutes since the watch spiked if the watch spiked at 18:54 and it is now 20:03. So, either someone made coffee after he died, or the timeline on the thermostat and the watch is wrong, or the grinder is showing variance.”

      “Or the housekeeper is wrong,” she said.

      “She is not a machine; her consistency varies. But patterns are comforting for a reason. He did this every night,” Elias said. He turned and looked at the sink again. “If he ground coffee after 19:10 and then died before security found him at 19:11, that is a narrow band for a person who liked to linger.”

      “You think he lingered?”

      “The cup is by the piano,” he said. “He liked to hear himself play.”

      Nora sighed through her nose and leaned against the doorframe like it was his fault the room existed. “The M-word,” she said.

      “I didn’t say it.” He returned to the study.

      He knelt at Croft’s side. He didn’t touch the body. He let his eyes do the work. Croft’s fingernails were neat, no tear marks, and no blood under the edges. The cuticles were a little too pink for a man of this complexion. He adjusted his angle, the lighting changing how the little cells of the skin reflected. He counted moles and blemishes like coordinates in a system, then stopped counting when he reached the crook of Croft’s left elbow. There, under the crease, was a very small dot, almost like a freckle that had been placed instead of grown. The skin around it didn’t show the characteristic inflamed ring of trauma. It took a specific kind of thin needle to do that. He drew breath in through his teeth and let it out carefully.

      Nora watched him watching the body. “Crowe,” she said quietly.

      “You cut his shirt off carefully,” he said.

      “I didn’t do the cutting but I told them to put the buttons on the blotter. It makes the daughter feel like the world isn’t as broken as it is when she has to come claim his things.”

      “Did he have a daughter,” Elias asked, automatic.

      “Two,” Nora said softly. “One in London. One in grad school in Seattle, an ex-wife in Westchester. None of them were in the building. You’re avoiding saying something.”

      “Because if I say it, we don’t get to unsay it,” he said. He glanced at the window again and then at the ceiling. The recessed lights had been programmed to warm as the hour progressed; a designer had thought about how the sun moved and then tried to replicate that inside. But the system had a quirk. The planters by the glass were under their own lights, and those lights were tied to the building’s circadian schedule, not the apartment’s preferences. They didn’t match. They were slightly too cool. He watched the shadow of a leaf on the carpet blade outward as a light increased by one step. He looked at the corner where that shadow had grown a little longer a little sooner than the others and felt the itch in his palms become centered, precise.

      “The lights are four minutes ahead,” he said.

      Nora didn’t pretend she saw it. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and thumbed to the building app that she had, because detectives in a city worth money always had building apps like they had keys. “Four minutes ahead of what?”

      “Of the thermostat,” he said, then added before she could ask, “The thermostat is synced to the kitchen hub. The kitchen hub is synced to an external atomic time server because the sort of people who live here like their ovens to start when they tell them to start. The lights in the planters are controlled by the building management system, and the building management system is on a separate NTP. They don’t match, because somebody turned one of them off, then on, then off again. They drifted, but they didn’t drift uniformly. The coffee grinder would not remain warm for this long under any normal use case given the time since the call and the recorded spike. Which suggests that one of our clocks is lying. The odds that the building system, the apartment system, a consumer-grade kitchen device, and a commercial-grade elevator would all drift in such a way as to be exactly seventeen minutes out of phase with each other.”

      “Is?” Nora interjected, her lips pursed as if it were a math class and she’d made herself take the front row.

      “Less than one in four thousand under naive conditions,” he said. “Under real conditions, given the degree of isolation and independent sync, the odds drop several magnitudes. The number is interesting but unhelpful.”

      “It tells you somebody cared enough to meddle.”

      “It tells me someone understood how time is treated by systems as a convenience and by people as a fact. It tells me someone came here to compress a window, to expand another, and to make sure the official story fit. That someone might work for people with law degrees or they might kill for reasons of their own.”

      Nora said nothing for a long ten seconds. The kind of silence that has weight. Then: “Why seventeen?”

      “Because twelve would be obvious. Fifteen is a human number, a quarter of an hour; we respect it. Eighteen touches superstition, and seventeen slides by,” he said. He felt the certainty prick the hairs at the nape of his neck.

      “Seventeen’s a prime,” she said.

      “Everything is prime when you want it to be,” he said automatically, then corrected himself. “It is a prime. It is also sloppy. It is also elegant. It is whatever you make it mean. Human brains are foreign bodies inside systems. We aren’t meant to sit on top of them and tell them stories. But we do.”

      “You’re going to tell me a story now?”

      “No. I’m going to tell you a sequence of facts,” he said. He raised a gloved finger, and Nora swatted at him like he was a mosquito. He lowered it before she could land a hit. “Fact: We have a man who appears to have died of a cardiac event, in a room that suggests he sits at his desk until late hours and then plays piano when the world does not applaud him enough. Fact: We have a building with an obsession with control. People like Croft move into buildings like this because they like to tell themselves that control can be bought. Fact: The primary ways a man like this is killed are in the open, guns, knives, messy narratives, and in the dark, chemistry, electronics, and quiet. Fact: We have quiet.”

      “Nothing obvious,” Nora said.

      “No ligature marks; no petechiae that leap out and bite. No foam at the mouth that his housekeeper would have wiped and called paramedics sooner because she would not have waited for the round. No vomit, and no broken glass. His tongue is clean. His nails are clean. Someone touched him after he died.”

      Nora looked at his hands, which were in his pockets. “How many more facts?”

      “Fact: The watch shows a spike at 18:54. Fact: The thermostat was adjusted at 18:53. Fact: The house security called at 19:11. Fact: The grinder is warm.”

      “You keep coming back to the coffee,” she said.

      “Because people lie to themselves about what they do when they are alone,” he said. It came out sharper than he intended. He closed his eyes again, and for a moment the room was a set of numbers arranged on a grid he could rotate with tongue and teeth and the bones in his ears. He opened them, and the numbers resolved into objects. “If he meant to drink coffee, he meant to sit up. If he meant to sit up, why did he die on the floor?”

      “Because he fell,” she said, gentle, the way you are with someone you think is about to go somewhere you can’t follow.

      “People fall in arcs they have rehearsed since they were toddlers. He is a man who has rehearsed his falls in gyms with mirrors and safeties and people to catch him. When elderly individuals fall, they instinctively extend a hand to protect themselves.

      “He’s not old.”

      “He is old enough to know to throw his hand out. He didn’t.”

      “You think he was on the floor already.”

      “I think he was put on the floor.”

      “By whom?”

      “The M-word,” he said lightly, because if he wasn’t careful the word would fill the room and push everything else out. He stood. The itch in his hands had changed. It was not the itch of dirt. It was the itch of proximity. A puzzle’s edge, under his fingers, as tangible as wood.

      He stepped away from the body, scrubbed sanitizer into his palms until the alcohol burned, then stood very still and listened.

      The building hummed with expensive silence. In that silence, small noises took on meaning. A vent sighing. The distant hydraulic whisper of an elevator brake. The whisper of shoes on carpet in a room he couldn’t see. He did not turn. Nora did. Her expression slid from professional to bored in an instant, the transformation of someone who had to talk to all manner of people and make them each feel special.

      “Counsel,” she said under her breath. “Brace yourself.”

      He braced. He arranged his face into the neutral that offended fewer people than his natural curiosity. The man who entered wore a suit that would have paid a junior detective’s salary for a year and a tie that would have fed the precinct for a week. He had a smile that did not change his eyes. Elias disliked him instantly and interrogated that emotion with himself: it was unhelpful, it was sensory, it was because the man’s aftershave was too insistent and already threading the fear wiring in his brain that screamed keep away.

      “Nora,” the man said. “I’m relieved. And Mr. Crowe.”

      Elias didn’t ask how the man knew him. People who did this kind of work knew him the way people in war zones learned the names of medics and snipers, they learned who moved toward or away from their interests. “Counsel,” Elias said.

      “Julian was a client and a friend,” the lawyer said, testing different words to see which made him feel the correct amount of sorrow. “We expect discretion.”

      Nora didn’t roll her eyes. Elias had learned that her facial muscles had more discipline than his. “We treat all scenes with discretion,” she said.

      “And you will, of course, make a statement that no foul play is suspected, pending medical examiner confirmation,” the lawyer added, like someone ordering coffee while insisting the barista call them by a name they didn’t respond to.

      Nora looked at Elias. It was a small look. She didn’t need his permission to tell a man to go wait outside. But she was also telling him: we will pay for this later.

      Elias said nothing. He stared at the lawyer’s shoes. They were too shiny. Shoes that shiny had been lifted in a hurry from a box and polished to a mirror by someone else. “What time did you last speak with Mr. Croft?” Elias asked the man, tone neutral.

      The lawyer blinked, surprised to be asked a question not about himself. “Me personally? Two… no, three days ago. We had a standing call. Mondays, Wednesdays. This is Wednesday,” he added, as if Elias might have just discovered the concept of calendars and needed help.

      “And was yesterday Wednesday?” Elias asked.

      The lawyer’s smile pinched. “Monday and Wednesday calls. Today is Wednesday.”

      “Did he mention health concerns?” Elias asked.

      “He had an executive physical every quarter. More than some people can claim,” the lawyer said, and somehow made charity into a weapon. “He cared for himself.”

      “Any medications?” Elias said.

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss his medical history.”

      “Then same question, different angle,” Elias said. “Do you manage personal purchases for Mr. Croft, or does someone else?”

      “His assistant manages it,” the lawyer said quickly. “I don’t know her name. She is very competent.”

      “Then ask your assistant to ask hers to send Nora a copy of the purchase logs for the last ninety days,” Elias said. “Gloves, saline, and needles. Things that might look like they belong in a medicine cabinet.”

      The lawyer’s eyes had shifted from annoyed to unsettled. “What are you suggesting?”

      “I’m thinking out loud in the room,” Elias said. “Out loud thinking is not legally binding.”

      “You don’t have the M.E.’s report. You don’t have …”

      “We don’t have time to argue about all the things we don’t have,” Nora interrupted cheerfully. “What we do have is a dead man and a job. You can wait in the hallway and rehearse your line for reporters who will be here in thirty minutes.”

      The lawyer worked his jaw and then left. When the door snicked shut behind him, Nora exhaled. “You love making my life harder,” she said. She didn’t say it like she meant it.

      “You asked me to come,” he said.

      “Because the last time I didn’t ask you to come, I had to drive across town and watch a mother volunteer to go into a room I would not wish on an enemy just to confirm that the body in it belonged to a person she had had a fight with three days prior,” Nora said. She said it like a measured recounting, not a wound. “You keep us from doing that more often.”

      He accepted the gratitude without turning it into anything else. He had learned how to do that. “I’m going to need five things,” he said.

      “Only five?”

      “Concentrate, please,” he said, and raised a hand as if ticking off numbers because it helped. “One: Building NTP server logs for the last twenty-four hours. Two: Apartment system logs for the same. Three: Raw footage from this floor and the forty-one and forty-two floors above and below, uncompressed, starting at 17:30. Four: Personal devices: watch, phone, laptop, gaming console if he has one. Five: A list of items in the apartment that include an internal clock. Thermostats, of course. But also, ovens, coffee machines, smart blinds, and televisions.”

      “The blind system is manual,” Nora said.

      “It’s manual and still collects system time,” he said.

      She frowned and put the list in her notebook anyway. “There goes my night.”

      “You weren’t going to sleep,” he said, and they both knew it.

      He went back to the desk. The blotter still bore the singular neatness of the EMT’s kindness, the buttons like a constellation he could not help but try to turn into an equation. He looked at the monitor again, the glistening smear. He measured its size against the finger that could have made it and put his own hand behind his back so that his brain would stop trying to test fits. The keyboard had been shifted slightly left. He stepped back and looked at the line the keyboard had left in the dust, the partial arc of its movement. He replayed the track. If you stand here, if you reach for the watch under the desk, if you adjust the thermostat, if you make sure the coffee is ground then pull the grinder plug—no, not the plug. If you unplug the grinder, it cools quicker. If you run it without beans, the motor heats the body without producing coffee. If you do that, a man who comes to the scene will run his fingers over it and think a thought you want him to think. Why do you want him to think that?

      Because you want him to think about coffee, not the vein at the elbow.

      His eyes returned to the dot under the skin. He found another, this one barely a pressure mark, in the groove where the wrist meets the hand, lateral to the watch’s usual position. He could not be sure without the lab, but he suspected the same thing: a needle fine enough to slide into a vein without puncturing it to bruise, a compound that would interfere with the heart’s rhythm and leave nothing the untrained eye would call foul. Potassium would do it in the right dose. Insulin, too, but insulin would leave a pattern on a glucometer. He would ask for the glucometer and pretend he wasn’t asking.

      “Crowe,” Nora said softly, like they were in church. “Tell me we’re wrong.”

      “We’re wrong all the time,” he said. “It’s the way the edges get sanded. The right answer stays when you’ve filed away the ones that don’t fit.”

      “Tell me we’re wrong about this man not dying the way his friends will insist he died.”

      He stared at the vein, as if it held the data. “We are not wrong enough.”

      She nodded once. “I hate days like this.”

      “You hate all days,” he said.

      “Fine. I hate days with lawyers more. Did you look at the safe?”

      He blinked at the shift in her topic and then realigned. “There is a safe.”

      “There is always a safe,” she said. “In the closet. Behind an HVAC grate, because rich men think trades people are a class of idiot who have never seen a movie. It was open.”

      “Missing?” he asked, and felt the whiff of adrenaline, sharp as sniffing salt.

      “Not empty,” she said with her weight on the word. “Open. Something was removed. But not all the things. A document envelope is missing. Stocks, bonds, or papers. The kind of thing a man can’t bear to let anyone else touch but also never reads.”

      He nodded. “Which could be coincidence.”

      “Could be,” she said.

      “Coincidence becomes conspiracy when we decide we have enough of them to make a theory,” he said. “Right now, we have one coincidence, a prime, and a dead man.”

      “And a hole in a narrative,” she said.

      “And someone filling it by moving time,” he said.

      She made a face that suggested she needed coffee made by a machine that wasn’t evidence. “I’ll get you logs. You do your thing. Quietly. If this blows up in my face, I will make you speak to a press pool.”

      He shuddered theatrically. “I prefer algebra.”

      “Monsters,” she said, and left to go be Nora somewhere someone wanted her less.

      He was alone with Croft.

      He squatted again, letting his knees protest in an organized queue. He let the smell of the room be what it was—not just cleaner and money, but the metallic edge of newness that rooms get when they have been recently occupied by firefighters or medics, the ozone of a defibrillator discharge lingering in the air like a promise not fulfilled. He whispered numbers under his breath: seventeen, fifty-four, eleven, fifty-three. He closed his eyes and thought in sequences. He’d learned as a child to soothe himself with patterns, to make the skin itch into something he could count. His mother had called it his numbers game until she realized it was not a game for him, it was a scaffold. She had loved him anyway. The ache that thought produced moved like a shadow through his ribs and left as quickly as it came.

      When he stood, he did it with a decision attached. He turned and moved to the piano.

      It was a small grand, black and vain. The bench was set at a height that suggested Croft had longer legs than he wanted people to think; men often set their benches to pretend they were pianists when what they wanted was to be seen playing piano. Elias examined the music rest where paper would go if there were paper. There was no paper. The red wine glass Nora had mentioned sat on a coaster that sold for $65 a piece in a catalog that made people who owned everything feel they had purchased taste. He looked at the lip of the glass. A smear. He transferred the observation into a column that he labeled later, because there was no significance yet beyond the obvious: someone had drunk wine. He thought about the partial print Nora had taken. He imagined the grooves of the fingerprint and what they might tell him when someone smarter than anyone in this room ran an algorithm over them.

      He plucked a single key, softly. The string sang. He watched the string vibrate and stopped it with a fingertip through the lid. He didn’t like to touch but sometimes touch told truths nothing else would. There was a fine film of dust on the string. Just enough to imply that while the keys had been touched in the last twenty-four hours, the dust along the edges had been brushed. No one had cleaned beneath the lid in some time. He didn’t know why that made him feel better, but it did. The world needed unclean edges.

      A shadow moved in the glass. He didn’t bother to turn this time. Nora would not have moved like that. Nor would the lawyer. The hallway security man, then. The door slid again, silently, and the air also changed, a subtle pressure difference like when a train enters a tunnel. He did not like that he noticed it. He did not like that his throat went dry. He walked to the door himself this time, because his body was tired of standing in rooms with men who were no longer men, and he needed the cleanliness of corridor air.

      The hallway was full of hazard tape and patience. The uniform breathed like a man pacing himself through an end-of-shift marathon. The lawyer was not there; he had gone to make a call. A second uniform had appeared, younger, her face trying hard not to be pleased with the unusual. She straightened when she saw him.

      “Sir,” she said.

      “Don’t call me sir,” he said, because that was a word that made his skin try to leave his body.

      “Okay,” she said, as though he’d asked for water. He liked her instantly.

      He looked down the hall. The elevator doors were closed. He could hear the machine room’s quiet hum behind a wall of drywall that someone would never notice unless they were a mechanic or a person who couldn’t stop listening. He said, “Has anyone been up to the roof?”

      “The roof is locked,” the older uniform said. “Maintenance has the keys.”

      That wasn’t an answer. “Has anyone been up to the roof,” he repeated.

      “Maintenance is on their way,” the uniform repeated, which was also not an answer, but it told him the truth under the lie: no.

      He walked back inside. Nora met him in the foyer with a look that said I have news. He raised his eyebrows. She said, “Croft’s calendar has a standing. Nine p.m. on Wednesdays. Someone named S. That’s it. Initial. The last three appointments are marked attended.”

      “He’s punctual,” Elias said.

      “He was,” she said.

      “Do you have the last time his phone pinged the tower?”

      “Stop asking for everything at once,” she said. “I’m feeding as fast as I can.”

      He nodded. He didn’t need it yet. He only wanted it because he wanted the feeling of wanting to end. That was the trap of the first hours. He had learned it. Craving resolution wasn’t the same as creating it.

      He went back to Croft. He crouched, then sat on his heels and let the room blur for a heartbeat like he’d stood too fast. He put his hand on the carpet, palm flat between the dots on the weave, then removed it quickly, and it resumed his own shape. It was warm. He had expected that. The building did not allow cold spots.

      He leaned forward, as if whispering to the dead man were a thing he did. “Did you know?” he asked, and heard Nora make a sound that wasn’t quite a laugh and wasn’t quite a scold. He was not asking Croft. He was asking the man who had moved time.

      He pushed himself up, his joints sighing. “I need the watch out of the bag and a Faraday cage tonight. And the coffee grinder motor spec sheet. And the elevator maintenance logs for today. For the last six days. Schedules are habits. People leave fingerprints in time.”

      “You going to sleep at all?” Nora said.

      “When I have all the clocks,” he said, and meant it.

      He stood in the doorway and looked back at the room the way a person looks back at their former life before they leave it. He expected the image to feel important. It did not. It was a room that would keep being a room for as long as the mortgage outlived the human who had paid it. The city outside would keep gleaming, because the city’s job was to reflect what people wanted to see.

      He walked the corridor again and pulled the door closed behind him with his sleeve wrapped around his hand. He knew it made no difference—the latex would be on file from every EMT and every tech who had touched it before him—but the motion soothed. He was surprised to find that soothing mattered right now. He did not want it to matter. He was a man of fact. But he knew what comfort did to a brain starved for certainty.

      “Crowe,” Nora called as he took two steps toward the elevator. He turned. She was at the threshold, a shape against light. “You going home?”

      “I’ll go to the lab,” he said. “Home is a place with a bed you sleep in. I own a bed. That is not the same thing.”

      “Eat something,” she said.

      “The grinder is not evidence of ingestion,” he said.

      “Eat something that didn’t come out of a dispenser. I won’t have you passing out in evidence again.”

      “That happened one time,” he said.

      “Twice,” she said. “Go.”

      He went. The elevator chime sounded again, that fraction of a second late that had crawled under his skin and set up a camp there. He pushed the button with his knuckle and held his breath while he waited, not because he needed the lift to come faster but because holding his breath had become a thing he did when the world took too long. It slid open. He stepped in and pressed the lobby. The ride down was smoother and wrong in the same way that something clean smelled wrong when you knew what had been wiped away. He counted nineteen seconds between the thirty-second interval the building boasted of and the reality. Another prime, a whisper. He set it aside for later.

      As the doors parted on the ground floor, a gust of cooler air hit him, carrying street life with it. The pretzel cart salt, damp wool, and the copper of someone’s jewelry freshly buffed by a shirt. He stepped out and rubbed his palms again with sanitizer until the tack tightened the skin. The doorman looked at him like a person who could be convinced to feel sympathy if given the proper equation. Elias gave the man nothing but a nod. He did not owe the doorman an explanation. He was already building too many.

      Outside, the city laughed a hundred different ways. People huddled in doorways under glass awnings that made them feel chosen by architecture. The lights blurred at the edges where rain had drawn their boundaries with a soft pencil. He pulled his coat tighter and began the walk toward the car he didn’t want to care for but did because the subway turned his bones into tuning forks and he didn’t like to be surrounded by strangers’ breath. He put one hand in his pocket and felt the edge of the watch bag Nora had slipped there when he wasn’t paying attention. She had not asked if he wanted it. She had put it where he would carry it without thinking. The weight of it against his palm made a new line of calculation form.

      He hovered in the gutter of thought where he stood between two conclusions and tasted both. On one side was the neat story: a man’s heart failed, alone in an expensive room, clocks drifted because clocks do, and anyone who saw patterns in that was imposing meaning on noise. On the other side was the story that made his hand itch: someone had decided and then had moved through this apartment like an engineer in a lab, creating variables and controlling them. The coffee. The thermostat. The watch. Time itself, bent enough to stretch a window.

      He did not like stories. They were how people lied to themselves with confidence. He liked the way numbers made liars stutter. But he also knew that for a case to move, someone would ask him for a story.

      Nora’s car pulled up beside him. She rolled the window down, her mouth already shaped for the word he knew she was going to say. “Ride,” she said.

      “I have …” he started.

      “Ninety seconds between now and the moment some enterprising blogger posts a photo of you carrying a bag out of a crime scene,” she said. “Get in.”

      He got in. Her car smelled like fast food wrappers and gun oil and a stress ball he had once given her that had popped and leaked a sweet chemical. She drove like someone who had learned in an older car. He watched the city blur by and thought of the number seventeen.

      He had always preferred the uneven. Even numbers soothed his mother. He had counted evens for her at medical appointments when he was a child, whispering them like a charm in the sterile hollowness of waiting rooms. But primes were his. Primes belonged to no one but themselves. They did not divide obediently into smaller, familiar pieces. They required effort to sit with. They resisted simplification.

      He folded that thought into the other he could not keep from coming back to: the tiny dot in the elbow. The almost-invisible dot at the wrist. The way the body lies when it has been put there. The way a person thinks when they imagine their time is not for others to count.

      “You’re somewhere else,” Nora observed.

      “I’m watching a woman play a piano,” he said without thinking, and stared at his own words as if someone else had set them on his tongue.

      “Croft didn’t have a woman here,” she said after a beat, not correcting him, just adding a fact.

      “I’m not at Croft’s,” he said, and shut his mouth with a small clack of teeth that felt too loud. It wasn’t a lie, exactly. Memory was a room with doors he did not like to open and yet did, sometimes, because doors closed on their own only when you forced them.

      She let it go. She was good at letting things go a safe distance and then catching them again when they tried to cross a line. “You think the interruption is tight,” she said, steering them into the lab’s lane, the bright rectangle of industrial lighting ahead of them like a false dawn.

      “Yes,” he said. “A seventeen-minute adjustment is clever enough to make lazy certainty. But it’s also proud. It’s also someone showing me the seam.”

      “Somebody wants to be seen?”

      “Somebody wants to be invisible and will make a mistake,” he said. He put his hand around the watch bag in his pocket, found the edges with his fingers, and marked them in his mind the way he had marked the edges of the scene. He would make the mistake visible. “You can’t move time.”

      “Crowe,” Nora said as she braked. “People do it all the time.”

      “They pretend to,” he said. “Then the clocks come due.”

      He stepped out into the lab’s fluorescent reality, the hum of electronics. He didn’t think about the fact that his stomach had tried to tie itself into a knot three minutes ago and now was a fist. He ignored the small flutters in his chest that came sometimes when the air was stale. He ignored a great many things. That was his method.

      He turned the watch bag over in his palm like a coin. The plastic crackled. He could see Croft’s sweat again, dried and mapped into a topography across the strap. The watch’s face was inert, but it would not be for long. He would open it. He would pull its time out of it and lay it down alongside all the other times, and then he would see where the seams lined up and where they didn’t.

      He smiled, unpracticed and small. It wasn’t because he liked any of this. It was because a person had tried to present him with a number meant to lull. Seventeen. It was a good number. It was a clever number. It was not enough.

      The lab door banged on its hydraulic hinge behind him. He flinched again. The lights were too bright. He was too awake. He would sleep when the clocks agreed, which meant perhaps never.

      Nora’s final words came back to him as he scrubbed his hands again and reached for latex that did not quite fit his fingers. Eat something. He picked up the watch instead and answered in his head, the same way he had answered questions in rooms where no one else could hear: Later. After the time stops lying.

      He snapped the gloves into place and lowered the watch into the belly of the Faraday cage. As the lid came down, the world outside the mesh blurred, the radio noise dropping a notch in his head like breathing out after a held breath.

      “Let’s see what you remember,” he said to the dead man’s clock, and to the person who thought they had moved time far enough to cover their tracks.
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      The lab breathed in cycles he trusted. Air in through a HEPA filter, air out along a metal spine in the ceiling. The fans in the racks whispered at a speed he could easily identify—nine; their pitch nearly matched the ones his ear preferred.  The fluorescent tubes hummed along at a frequency that married badly to the older power conditioners and produced a harmonic the tech had promised to fix for six months. Elias had stopped reminding him. He had folded the noise into the room’s baseline. You didn’t fight the constants; you corrected for them.

      He set Croft’s smartwatch on the cushion at the bottom of the Faraday cage and closed the mesh lid until the latch bit. The radio quiet that resulted had a physical quality, like the moment inside a car wash when the rollers come down and for an instant the world is all water and machinery and you are a living thing inside an industrial equation. The watch lay with its face turned away. He did not correct it. He understood that humans liked faces to look at them. He also knew that devices, like people, behaved better when they did not feel observed.

      He scrubbed sanitizer into his hands twice. The second time didn’t change the microbial count in any meaningful way, but the burn drew a line through the itch in his palms and told his brain the ritual had been performed. He pulled a pair of nitrile gloves on and then tugged the fingertips to seat them. He hated loose ends. A glove finger that wasn’t fully down was a thread the rest of his mind would pick at until it frayed big enough to take the rest of the work with it.

      He placed his GPS-disciplined oscillator on the cart beside the cage and touched its metal housing with the back of his hand. The casing had its own story: warmth that would be wasted in a world that cared more about energy efficiency, the comfort of stability. He checked the lock. The oscillator’s light was a green dot the size of a small lie. The unit had achieved phase lock on the satellites it called the sky. The lab’s time was clean to within a handful of microseconds. He backed up the time with two other clocks: an old cesium-derived standard he’d bought used from a university that had upgraded, and the city’s NTP he refused to trust more than as a reference. He wasn’t going to be tricked by an outside clock with complicated opinions about its own importance.

      He connected the breakout jig to the watch’s hidden test pads. The jig had been printed and hand-soldered by a friend who lived half the year in a van and the other half in a tiny New England town where he was slowly terrifying the locals by knowing how to get a Fitbit to confess. The test pads sat under the watch face, in a gutter designed for assembly line probes. Elias’s tweezers did their careful work. The satisfying click when the jig seated was almost a sound; he felt it more than heard it.

      Power safe, radios off. He brought a line up from the bench supply and teased voltage into the circuitry the way you’d wake a child you didn’t want to startle. The watch moved from dead to sleep to something in between, a liminal state. He waited until the power draw settled at a pattern he had mapped in his notes the last time, he’d done a watch of this make. Then he bridged the debug interface and watched the first gush of data scroll in a flood of hex that, for anyone else, read like weather through blinds. He didn’t ride the flood with his eyes; he let the parser he’d built chew and sort. The parser put everything into boxes he had pre-labeled: heart rate, accelerometer, gyroscope, battery thermistor, optical sensor amplitude, strap contact status, system time, drift.

      He paced a slow four steps along the length of the bench and back again while the first pass completed. The steps were not impatient. They were a release valve for the part of his nervous system that still thought if you didn’t move the saber tooth would find you before you found it. The room’s hum pressed against his ears. He catalogued the inputs. He thought of Croft’s arm and the dot in the crook of the elbow that was not a freckle. He thought of the second dot at the wrist, placed where a watch sits when you take it off and put it back on without buckling it. He considered the coffee grinder’s warmth as a child’s fake fever the warmth at the forehead that didn’t match the cool skin at the wrists if you knew how to check.

      The first graphs resolved on the monitor above the cage. Heart rate on top, not as numbers but as a line that made sense to eyes before it did to calculus. It had been a smart watch, not a medical device. The heart rate signal was photoplethysmography, not a true EKG, but people made do with what they could carry. The line showed a pattern that looked like most lines for men who thought they were still forty while negotiating with a city; steady at rest with spikes for emails and news alerts that whispered profit or loss. Around what the watch labeled 18:40, the line jittered in a way the algorithm would call artifact, motion noise, shot noise in the photodiode. The algorithm had tagged the segment zero confidence. The raw data beneath didn’t care what the algorithm thought. The raw showed overshoots and undershoots that were not motion but erratic pulse intervals. At 18:54 by the watch’s own clock, the line had peaked at a number the watch had dutifully rounded down to something it could display to a user who would be alarmed but not motivated to call anyone. Then the line had ceased. Not a gentle slope. A wall. Some watches smoothed the end. This one had not. It had been honest and then silent.

      He glanced at the strap status. Worn: true. Worn: false. The timestamps paired with the heart line like chords. The watch reported off-wrist twelve seconds after the last valid interval and twenty seconds before the device stopped attempting to acquire a pulse at all. He let the numbers roll in the open space between his ears long enough to settle. On a normal death alone at a desk, you did not take your watch off after your heart stopped in a clean way that made a log.

      He brought up the accelerometer. The signal looked like a drunk insect trying to find gravity, the usual jitter of a body that twitches even when it thinks it is still. The axis changed orientation twice in the final minutes, a ninety-degree rotation and then a shallow angle shift like the wearer had propped his arm and then let it slip. After the off-wrist flag, there was a gap—no movement for three minutes. Then a series of low-amplitude vibrations at irregular intervals, consistent with a motor running in the room somewhere. He pinched zoom on that segment. The vibrations had a dominant frequency around 120 Hz with harmonics at 240 and 360. He did the conversion automatically and wrote the answer in his head. Two times mains. A motor. Small. In a housing. He thought of the coffee grinder and placed a mental checkmark next to the line he’d written on a different day: run without beans produces harmonics because there is no load to damp the motor, and the rate shifts fractionally because the free spin lifts the amplitude by a hair. The watch’s microphone could have given him better, but not all models bothered to log mic amplitude unless they were in voice mode. This one had not.

      He pulled up the system time. The watch maintained two clocks: one tied to a 32.768 kHz crystal, the other to a notion of wall time it corrected whenever it shook hands with a phone. Phones shook hands with servers. Servers shook hands with God or a Republican’s idea of Him. The last successful sync with Croft’s phone had been six hours before. The crystal had drifted in the intervening hours the way anything at that frequency drifted when subjected to warmth and the minor tyranny of consumer-grade components. He was not interested in the drift. He was interested in the long-term offset flag that told the watch what to do when the phone instructed it to behave like the real world again. That flag was the difference between time the watch thought it was and time the rest of the planet would set a meeting for. The flag read plus one thousand and twenty seconds. He did the subtraction without any ceremony. Seventeen minutes.

      He felt something slide along his spine that wasn’t a shiver so much as the implication of cold. The number hit him the way it had at the apartment. Not because seventeen was anything but a number that didn’t divide into comfort, but because he had already met it in a room where a man had been surprised by what his body did when it stopped.

      He brought up the long-term drift logs. The watch had kept a table of how wrong it had been in the last six months. Most entries held offsets in the realm of the banal: one minute plus or minus, swallowed by sync the next time Croft stepped into Bluetooth range. Two entries were not banal. Eighteen days prior: +1020. Last week: +1020 again. Someone had instructed the watch with authority: we live seventeen minutes to one side of the rest of you now.

      He opened another window and snapped it to the left side of his screen. He pulled down Nora’s file share and found what she had moved into it without comment: a dump of the apartment’s hub logs, the building management system logs he had no right to have and every right to ask for, and the elevator maintenance events for the day between six in the morning and the hour he had left. He ran his own sanitizer on the files, not alcohol, but scripts that checked for manipulations obvious to a person who had watched other people lie to servers.

      The apartment hub told the truth with reluctant precision. At 18:10 by its reckoning, thermostat at seventy-one. At 18:53, setpoint change to sixty-three. If he applied the same 1020-second correction the watch had needed to the apartment system, not because he assumed it fit but because the experiment cost little, he got 18:36. Thirty-seven seconds later, planters’ lights would have stepped to a cooler temperature if he took the building’s schedule at face value. He didn’t yet. He opened the building logs. The planters’ circuit ticked at 18:40:02. If he assumed that the building’s clock was in love with itself and applied nothing to it, then the apartment’s correction to 18:36 meant the planters’ event arrived roughly four minutes after, which matched the misalignment he had seen on the carpet. The lights had moved four minutes ahead. The kitchen had moved seventeen.

      He exhaled and realized he’d been keeping count of the seconds between those numbers without meaning to. The oscillator’s green dot made a steady blink in the corner of his eye. His mouth was dry. He reached for the bottle of water he kept on the bench and then remembered that his hands were gloved and his brain did not love the idea of plastic bottle threaded with whatever he’d touched earlier no matter what the gloves said. He put the bottle down with an emphasis that told his muscles that they had obeyed.

      The elevator maintenance log read like poetry to him; a wrong kind of poetry, but still. Counters, stops, door cycles. At 18:22 building time, a spurious brake event for the up run on the car that serviced Croft’s floor. A correction at 18:23. The tech had tagged the correction as customer-perceived jitter. No fault found. He wrote the times down because writing made him feel like he was catching something falling. If the apartment’s world lived seventeen minutes in the future and the building lived in the present, then a person who wanted to compress the window would ensure that ingress and egress didn’t show when they weren’t supposed to show. A person might tease the elevator so a move occurred between logged intervals rather than on them. That was speculation. He set it aside. He went back to the watch.

      Battery temperature: ninety-eight down to seventy-nine degrees Fahrenheit over forty minutes. Skin temperature: ninety-one then a drop. The drops lined up with the strap off event and then the watch being set down somewhere cooler than a human. The gyroscope had picked up a stimulus at 19:00 by the building’s clock, if he believed the watch’s crystal when corrected, that looked like a short, sharp jerk in a direction consistent with being pushed under a desk. He considered the geometry of Croft’s study. He saw again the mark in the dust where the cable conduits had been lifted and replaced. He heard again, in the file in his head where sounds went, the faint harmonic of a motor without beans, and he wrote a new line on a new page inside: someone timed their acts like steps in a dance routine and then left their scuffs.

      He pulled the raw PPG. Most people would never see it. They saw the heart as a number rounded and comforting. Elias liked the light. The PPG told the story of blood moving in time with a beat, and on that last minute, the light stopped telling a story and began telling a chaos—peaks climbing without rhythm, troughs without symmetry, then baseline. If you had to pick the path of a chemical assault on the heart that left little trace, that path traced nicely with ventricular arrhythmia and then asystole. He had no legal authority to say that. He had the right to look and the obligation to not say more than he knew. But knowing wasn’t a court word. It was a feeling when the numbers leaned.

      He leaned them a little more with other logs. The watch had a barometer; a silly feature on paper unless you were climbing stairs in a building where floors meant stories. The barometer had read the room’s air flatten and shift with the HVAC change at 18:36 real. The spike matched the thermostat event corrected for the 1020-second offset. The watch had not lied. The world around it had. Or rather someone had told the world to say what they wanted said, and the watch had taken notes anyway.

      He opened a folder on his drive whose name meant nothing to anyone but him. Historical anomalies. It was the folder he put things in when his body had told him something mattered in a way his brain wasn’t ready to codify. The folder contained subfolders, named with dates and unimportant words. The wrongness of naming things in a way that told no stories but allowed him to find them later comforted him. He opened a subfolder from a year he didn’t like to visit. The vacation photo the universe had ripped up and handed back to him in shreds.

      Gracie Mae Stone had lived in subtitles in his head. Not the way people said names to make them tragedies again every time they used them, but the way letters can become numbers if you tilt them. Gracie’s case had existed in a house with a narrow hall painted the color people chose when they wanted light inside but couldn’t afford skylights. The clocks there had disagreed small. The baby monitor had had its own clock because manufacturers thought redundancy saved them from suits when parents did what parents did and then needed to blame someone that wasn’t themselves. The baby monitor had drifted by increments. The nursery’s white noise machine had been unplugged, then plugged back in five times in twenty-four hours, which in a house with a child meant nothing until you sent those times against the parents’ phone logs and the building’s power meter and the cheap thermostat’s change history.

      Seventeen minutes in that house had taken on a shape. It had slotted itself between a bath time and a crying bout and a neighbor’s audio of a television show that had aired at a time it could only have aired if time were true. The baby monitor had thought the world was where it wasn’t. The white noise machine’s tiny quartz had kept its own idea and held it stubbornly when the outlet went dead. Someone had pulled the plug and counted and plugged it back in, waited, pulled again, achieving not randomness but a spread no statistician would call natural. The room had felt like clean to the untrained eye because there was no mess and because the person tasked with making it clean had cried into a rag and insisted, she had folded everything back exactly how it was. He remembered the giraffe on the shelf with one ear bent in a way that suggested a child’s hand had learned to torque it. He remembered being told to stay out of the cameras because the cameras belonged to people with lawyers and donating money at the right galas gave them the right to be revised.

      That case had become a wound he learned to not pick. He had failed to keep his distance from the numbers long enough to fall asleep without hearing the white noise machine’s switch snick in a pattern that repeated and repeated the way lullabies repeat when you no longer attend to them. Suppressed details didn’t mean a conspiracy. They meant a prosecutor who had said, “We do not have enough, and we will be eaten alive if we present what you call your intuition, Crowe.” It meant parents who had needed a version of events that let them breathe.

      He looked at the 1020 in Croft’s watch log and felt the scab lift. He did not scratch; scratching solved nothing. He brought up Gracie’s folder’s tiny graphs. The baby monitor’s log file had no PPG, obviously, but it had time stamps on motion alerts and a dotted list of when the camera thought the room had gotten brighter or darker. The brightness changes had stepped at exactly the times the nursery’s cheap smart bulb told him it had been set to shift warmer. The bulb had been on the hub. The hub had been on the phone. The phone had been on a network that had quietly taken its time reference from a box that had once been a router and then, after a hurried repurpose by someone with enough knowledge to be dangerous, had become an NTP man-in-the-middle, a liar that insisted the rest of the house believe it with confidence.

      The offset? One thousand and twenty seconds. He hadn’t even noted it then as the thing; he had put it in a list with eleven other offsets from other scenes that made the back of his neck itch because they were human primes rather than engineering. It had been a signature mocked by a person who thought signatures were for dating letters. He had written it off as a vendor quirk because his brain liked to avoid narratives it couldn’t prosecute.

      He pulled the elevator log again and then put it side by side with a different file entirely: a file he had labeled tunnels because one of the cases in the folder had a service tunnel that ran behind a line of townhouses no one used anymore and yet someone had used that night. He told himself to stop. Across his years he had made a rule: don’t stack cases until the data builds its own bridge. He wasn’t stacking. He was kneeling at the banks on both sides and listening for the wood you could walk on.

      He brought up the FSK recorded by one of his lab’s cheap radios that he kept scanning the bands in the city as a hobby of a person who didn’t like the word hobby. At 18:35 building time, a stutter in the ISM band suggested a low-grade jammer that had been in the area for one minute and fifty seconds. The jammer’s profile fit the output of a unit you could build from a dev board for sixty dollars and change at a maker space. He had logged the stutter because he logged all stutters. The stutter matched the window where the watch had complained to itself and then politely waited for its phone to come back and tell it what time to live in. It never got that call. It took its last moments from its own crystal and then left him a trail the length of a breath.

      Elias lifted his hands away from the bench and flexed his fingers until the skin pulled at the webs. The itch had not reduced. It had concentrated. He blew air out of his nose like an animal and made himself stand still. Do not run at anything, he told himself. Let it come like a tide and then walk with it.

      He moved to a second bench where he kept a small laser vibrometer because stupid purchases sometimes became perfect. He didn’t need it to know the grinder had run. He wanted the comfort of turning one more stutter in the watch’s accelerometer into a frequency map that matched the motor signature he had recorded for that model of grinder in a separate file he had built two years ago when a different rich man had insisted his housekeeper had dropped a unit and time had slipped out of it. He had taken that unit apart and made recordings because he liked the way motors told the truth when given permission to sing. He matched the harmonics within two percent. Close enough to call it what it was: an empty run. A fake heat. A lie that wasn’t even meant for him. It was meant for the person who would press their hand against the machine and say, “Warm. He moved recently,” and then stop looking.

      He brought the watch’s strap pressure down to a new window and saw that in the ten days before, someone had removed and replaced it at regular intervals—three times, at roughly the same hour each time, like a training run. Practice didn’t make perfect. Practice made muscle memory. You didn’t carve seventeen into clocks the first night you tried something. You built your hand to the movement and then you moved for real.

      He felt the room tilt toward the part of his mind that wanted to call the person who had done this a name. Names were dangerous. They made you think of personality, which was how people excused acts of simple mathematics as unavoidable. He didn’t think of a who. He thought of a how repeated with confidence, then adjusted. The planters were four minutes ahead because someone had turned their system off and then on again on a different schedule to produce misalignment—close enough to gloss. The apartment operated at seventeen ahead where someone had full control. The elevator showed spurious error at twenty-two after because someone had needed a window. The watch had recorded a motor at an amplitude consistent with a device thirty inches from its resting place when it lay on the desk and not on a wrist.
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