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PROLOGUE

	The Things I Preserve

	

	The thing about working with dead people's secrets is that you develop a very particular relationship with time.

	Not clock time. Not the kind that runs a Tuesday into a Wednesday or tells you when to catch the 7:42 bus. I mean the other kind — the long, strange compression of a century into a cardboard box. I pull on a pair of cotton gloves, open a lid, and suddenly it's 1931 and a man named Eduardo is writing to a man named Piet in a language that's mostly formal and then, in the third paragraph, isn't formal at all. I have translated enough of these letters to know what's hiding in the subjunctive.

	I like that part of the job. The subjunctive. The thing meant beneath the thing said.

	My name is Emilio Reyes-Voss, and I am twenty-six years old, and I am an archivist at the Aldermoor City Historical Society, which is housed in a Victorian building in the Harrowgate neighborhood that smells permanently of old paper, radiator heat, and the ambitions of people who died before I was born. My title is Junior Archivist and Research Associate, which means I make fifty-one thousand dollars a year before taxes and spend approximately forty percent of my waking hours on a stepladder. I have a master's degree in archival science with a concentration in queer historical documentation. I have never successfully kept a houseplant alive. I own seven pairs of the same canvas sneakers in rotating states of decomposition. I have strong opinions about the Oxford comma and stronger opinions about the people who don't use it.

	None of these facts are the important ones. I know that. But I lead with the catalog of small things because the big things take longer to say, and I've learned from the letters that the big things are usually hiding in the small ones anyway.

	◆

	

	The important things:

	I live in Cerro Verde, which is the neighborhood in Aldermoor that people who don't live there describe as 'up and coming' and people who do live there describe as home. My apartment is on the third floor of a building that smells like my neighbor Delgado's bakery downstairs from 5 AM onward — cinnamon, piloncillo, yeast, the particular sweetness of pan dulce cooling on wire racks. I share the apartment with my best friend Priya, who works as a graphic designer and maintains strong opinions about fonts, houseplants, and me. We have lived together for four years. The apartment has one bathroom, approximately three hundred books more than the shelving can accommodate, and a radiator I have named Gerald who expresses his emotions through a series of clanks and hisses that Priya finds maddening and I find deeply relatable.

	I am gay, which is not a complicated fact about me. It is a fact the way being left-handed is a fact, the way preferring tea to coffee is a fact, the way knowing all the words to three different Chavela Vargas albums is a fact. My queerness is in my hands when I translate the subjunctive letters, in my Thursday nights at The Foxhole where Jin and Tomás and I argue about historical revisionism and drink whatever's on tap, in the way I navigate the apps with the resigned cheerfulness of a man who has made peace with a hobby he's not particularly good at.

	What I mean is: that part of my life is fine. That part is not where the wound lives.

	◆

	My father said it when I was seven. I want to be precise about this because I've spent almost twenty years being imprecise about it, softening it, finding the generous interpretation. He looked at me across the dinner table — I was seven, I was crying about something I can't even remember now, some minor catastrophe of childhood — and he said, quietly, without cruelty: 'You're too soft for this family, mijo.'

	He wasn't trying to hurt me. That's what I've always said, and I believe it. He was a man from a culture of men who had survived difficult things by becoming harder than the things they survived. He saw something in me — the crying, the sensitivity, the way I felt everything at a volume he couldn't quite understand — and he named it a problem. He thought he was being honest. He thought honesty was a gift.

	The problem with a sentence like that, delivered at seven, is that it doesn't stay in the past where you put it. It travels forward. It shows up in the apartment where you're thirty minutes late returning a text because you're worried the reply will be too much, too needy, too exactly the weight of what you actually feel. It shows up in the relationships that end not because anything goes wrong but because you've made yourself so frictionless, so easy, so careful about taking up space that eventually there's nothing there for the other person to hold.

	I've had two relationships of any real duration. The first was with a man who was interested in me the way you're interested in a specimen — carefully, with academic fascination, from a measured distance. I was with him for three years, which tells you something about how long I can mistake observation for love. The second lasted four months and ended when he told me I was hard to get close to. I said I understood. I didn't tell him that close was the thing I wanted most in the world and the thing I was most systematically preventing.

	I'm not telling you I'm broken. I'm telling you what shape the break is. There's a difference.

	◆

	There's one other thing. One other fact that belongs in the important-things list, that I have told exactly two people: Priya, and a counselor I saw for a year in my early twenties when I was trying to understand what my body was doing and why.

	At nineteen, during a routine medical procedure, a blood panel flagged my secondary gender designation. I'm an omega. The designation is rare — maybe three percent of the population — and carries, in certain circles, a weight I've spent years learning to set down. In the ordinary world, it means certain biological rhythms that I manage with a daily suppressant, a prescription I've had filled quarterly for seven years with the methodical diligence I bring to everything I don't want to think about.

	In the wolf world — the shifter community, the pack networks, the old hierarchies that coexist with the ordinary city like a palimpsest, the older text showing through — it means something more specific. Omegas and alphas read each other on a frequency most people can't hear. The biology is ancient, pre-language, a system of recognition that doesn't ask permission. I know this the way I know historical facts: intellectually, at a distance, as information about a world that is technically mine but that I've never chosen to enter.

	I take my suppressants. I do my work. I catalog the letters of the people who loved in the dark and are remembered now because someone like me was willing to look.

	That is enough. That has always been enough.

	◆

	It's late October — a Tuesday, 4:47 PM, the light going amber through the archive's dirty windows — and I'm on a stepladder in a room full of someone else's secrets with a flashlight between my teeth.

	Three weeks ago, the Historical Society received a donation of private documents from an entity called the Aldermoor Heritage Trust. The donation arrived in fourteen acid-free boxes, pre-processed, which should have been a red flag — private donors don't usually have archival-grade preservation protocols. I noted the anomaly in the intake form and moved on, because there is always more work than time, and because I am very good at noting anomalies and then continuing.

	The collection is remarkable. Photographs, ledgers, correspondence going back to 1902. Deeds to properties that no longer exist. Maps of neighborhoods that were razed. And mixed in, unexpectedly, like the subjunctive in a formal letter — handwritten notes, personal correspondence, things that feel private in the way that money and love always feel private. I've been working on the collection for three weeks and I am not close to finished and I don't mind at all.

	I'm reaching for a box on the highest shelf, the flashlight in my teeth because the overhead fluorescent light started flickering at 3 PM and I haven't reported it yet, when the door to the archive room opens.

	I was startled. The flashlight falls.

	A hand catches it. Not mine.

	The man holding my flashlight is not anyone I've seen before. He's tall — considerably taller than me — and he's wearing a dark coat that fits the way expensive things fit, like it was built for him specifically. His face is — I don't catalog it immediately. What I register first is the stillness. He is completely, uncanily still, the way a room is still after a loud sound stops.

	He holds the flashlight out toward me. His eyes — gray-green, patient — don't move from my face.

	'I'm the archivist,' I say, because something must be said, because I'm standing on a ladder in a dim room and a stranger has just caught my flashlight.

	'I know,' he says.

	He shouldn't know. The contract is anonymous. The access log shows my ID number, not my name. And yet he says it with the complete ease of a man stating a fact he verified hours ago.

	He goes to one of the shelves — the one I haven't reached yet, the one with the newer boxes — and opens a housing box. He takes out a manila folder. He tucks it under his arm. He doesn't use gloves. I open my mouth to say something about archival protocol and then close it again because he's already moving toward the door.

	He pauses there. Looks back.

	'Thank you,' he says, 'for taking care of them.'

	And then he's gone, and the archive is dim and still again, and I am standing on a stepladder holding a flashlight with no idea what just happened.

	I climb down. I open the housing box he touched. I check the intake manifest. One item is missing — a letter, listed in the catalog as item 7-C, provenance unknown.

	I should file a missing-item report. I sit on the floor instead.

	He knew my name.

	Nobody was supposed to know my name.

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	The Archive Room

	

	At midnight I'm lying on the kitchen floor because that's where I think best, which is either a character trait or a neurological quirk and I've stopped trying to determine which.

	Gerald is clanking. The tea I made an hour ago has gone the temperature of a lukewarm apology. Outside, Cerro Verde is doing its late-night thing — a distant sound system playing something with brass in it, a dog making its case to the universe, the specific urban hush that isn't really hush at all.

	Priya is on the couch with Dev's voice coming from her laptop, and she's doing the thing where she pretends the call is casual by having it near a pile of design work she's gesturing at intermittently. They've been doing this for eight months. I've been watching her not call it what it is for eight months. I say nothing because people in glass apartments shouldn't throw definitions.

	'Weird day,' I told her when I came in.

	She said 'mm' in a way that meant she'd ask later, which is one of the things I love about her. She asks later. She doesn't chase.

	What I'm doing on the kitchen floor is reconstructing the encounter, which I've been doing since the 5:23 bus home. Height: six-three, maybe more. The coat: charcoal, wool, not off-the-rack. The stillness. The way he said I know like it was the least remarkable thing in the room.
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