
CHAPTER 13 — “After” 
 
Tucson — 9:17 PM 
 
The red tally light went dark. 
 
For half a second, nothing happened. 
 
That was the strange part—how quickly a room full of professionals could go quiet when the 
script broke and no one knew which rule applied next. 
 
Then the control room exhaled all at once. 
 
People moved. Headsets crackled. A producer pointed at a monitor with two fingers, sharp and 
accusing, as if the pixels had disobeyed him personally. 
 
Sloane stayed in her chair through the commercial bumper, posture unchanged, face still 
arranged for viewers who could no longer see her. 
 
Julian remained behind the camera line. 
 
No one looked at him. 
 
That was also information. 
 
A stage manager touched Sloane’s shoulder lightly. 
 
“We’re clear,” she said. 
 
Sloane stood, removed her mic pack with practiced hands, and walked off set without rushing. 
Calm was her armor. She didn’t remove it just because the light went off. 
 
A senior producer intercepted her before she reached the hallway. 
 
“What was that,” he hissed—not loud, but tight enough to cut. 
 
Sloane didn’t stop walking. 
 
“It was accurate,” she said. 
 
“We don’t improvise national security.” 
 
“We don’t assert certainty we can’t defend.” 
 



He matched her pace, anger contained inside professionalism. 
 
“Standards cleared that copy.” 
 
“Standards cleared language,” Sloane replied. “Not reality.” 
 
The producer’s mouth opened, closed, then opened again like he was selecting among bad 
options. 
 
“You just told the audience the wallet is manipulation.” 
 
“I told the audience what we can responsibly infer,” she said. 
 
He laughed once, quiet and sharp. 
 
“You said ‘someone wants your fear on schedule.’” 
 
Sloane turned then—just enough to look him directly in the eyes. 
 
“Tell me I’m wrong,” she said. 
 
The producer held her gaze for one beat too long, and that was answer enough. 
 
He broke eye contact first. 
 
“We have executives,” he said. “We have counsel. We have… people.” 
 
“Good,” Sloane said. “Let them explain why we should lie faster.” 
 
She stepped into the corridor. 
 
Julian followed at a distance, not because he wanted to shadow her, but because he didn’t 
know where else to put himself. 
 
Outside the studio, the hallway air felt cooler. Realer. The sound changed—less hum, more 
voices. 
 
Sloane walked into her office and closed the door without asking him in. 
 
Then she opened it again. 
 
“Come,” she said. 
 



Inside, her office was smaller than it looked on television. A desk, a chair, stacks of paper she 
rarely touched, a monitor displaying the post-show rundown. 
 
She leaned against the desk, finally letting the mask relax half a degree. 
 
Julian stayed near the door. 
 
“You did it,” he said. 
 
Sloane looked at him as if he’d offered a compliment she couldn’t afford. 
 
“I introduced variance,” she replied. 
 
“That’s what you said you’d do.” 
 
“That’s not the same as doing it,” she said. 
 
Julian nodded once. 
 
From the hallway, a knock came—one of those knocks that wasn’t asking. 
 
Sloane’s assistant leaned in. 
 
“Legal is here,” she said. “And—” a pause, “—we have a call.” 
 
“From who.” 
 
The assistant didn’t say a name. 
 
She didn’t need to. 
 
“White House comms,” she said quietly. “They want to ‘align messaging.’” 
 
Sloane’s face went still. 
 
Julian felt a coldness pass through him. 
 
Align messaging. 
 
Tempo in human words. 
 
Sloane looked at Julian as if measuring whether his presence was a liability or a witness. 
 
“Stay,” she said. 



 
Then to her assistant: “Tell them five minutes.” 
 
The assistant’s mouth twitched—almost a smile, almost fear. 
 
“Five minutes,” she repeated, and left. 
 
Sloane turned back to Julian. 
 
“What happens now,” she asked. 
 
Julian’s throat tightened. 
 
“Pushback,” he said. “Containment.” 
 
“From who.” 
 
He hesitated. 
 
“From the system.” 
 
Sloane exhaled once, controlled. 
 
“And my mother.” 
 
Julian didn’t soften. 
 
“If they planned this,” he said, “then your deviation changes their timetable.” 
 
“You’re saying I accelerated it.” 
 
“I’m saying you changed the shape of the curve.” 
 
Sloane stared at him. 
 
“Do I regret it.” 
 
Julian didn’t answer immediately. 
 
He watched her face—calm, but working. 
 
“No,” he said. “Because if you didn’t do it now, you’d do it later.” 
 
“And later would be worse.” 



 
“Yes.” 
 
A beat. 
 
Sloane’s phone buzzed on the desk. She didn’t touch it. 
 
Instead, she reached for the printed script. 
 
The one she’d deviated from. 
 
She tapped the two edits she’d refused. 
 
Network. 
Deployed. 
 
“I keep thinking about that word,” she said. “Deployed.” 
 
Julian followed her finger. 
 
“It’s a declaration,” he said. 
 
“It’s permission,” she corrected. 
 
He looked up. 
 
She met his eyes. 
 
“That’s what they wanted,” she said. “Me granting permission.” 
 
Julian nodded. 
 
“You withheld it.” 
 
Sloane straightened. 
 
“Five minutes,” she said again, as if repeating it could hold the walls in place. “What do we do in 
five minutes.” 
 
Julian’s mind moved faster than his mouth. 
 
“Nothing dramatic,” he said. “You don’t panic. You don’t apologize. You don’t over-correct.” 
 
Sloane almost smiled. 



 
“Overcorrection creates visibility,” she said. 
 
Julian’s expression tightened. “Where did you hear that.” 
 
Sloane didn’t answer the question. 
 
“I’m going to take the call,” she said. “And I’m going to sound normal.” 
 
Julian nodded. 
 
“And you,” she added, “are going to tell me exactly what to listen for.” 
 
Julian exhaled slowly. 
 
“Pacing,” he said. “They’ll try to reassert cadence.” 
 
Sloane picked up the phone. 
 
Then she paused, looking at him one more time. 
 
“If I get fired,” she said quietly, “and my mother is still missing…” 
 
Julian didn’t flinch. 
 
“Then we stop treating this like a broadcast problem,” he said. “And start treating it like a 
machine.” 
 
Sloane nodded once. 
 
Then she answered. 
 
 
 
Washington, D.C. — 9:31 PM 
 
The Director received the post-broadcast report as a single phrase: 
 
ANCHOR INTRODUCED UNSANCTIONED FRAME. 
 
She stared at it. 
 
Unsanctioned. 
 



That word belonged to institutions that believed they owned narrative. 
 
The system had responded as predicted: 
 
Legal engagement. 
 
Executive intervention. 
 
Messaging alignment request. 
 
 
Containment pathways activated. 
 
Good. 
 
Then she read the next line. 
 
SECONDARY EFFECT: VIEWER ANALYST UPTAKE +18.6% / 22 MIN 
 
That number mattered. 
 
Not because it was large. 
 
Because it was fast. 
 
She opened the model. 
 
The curve didn’t spike. 
 
It broadened. 
 
Broader curves were harder to contain. 
 
She typed into the secure channel: 
 
INITIATE SECONDARY CHANNEL TEMPO. REMOVE WALLET AS PRIMARY ANCHOR. 
 
A reply came back: 
 
CONFIRMED. NEW ANCHOR READY. 
 
The Director paused. 
 
The pause was not doubt. 



 
It was selection. 
 
Soft constraints. Hard constraints. Spectrum. 
 
She chose the next move—not harshest. 
 
Not yet. 
 
ELEVATE THREAT PROXY WITH PLAUSIBLE ERROR. 
 
Plausible error was important. 
 
People trusted mistakes more than precision. 
 
She closed the channel. 
 
Outside, the river moved without regard for models. 
 
Inside, the system adapted. 
 
 
 
Tucson — 9:58 PM 
 
Sloane ended the call with her face composed and her hands shaking slightly under the desk 
where no one could see them. 
 
Julian watched her fingers tighten and release—tighten and release—like she was trying to 
keep time with a rhythm she didn’t trust. 
 
“They weren’t angry,” she said finally. 
 
Julian didn’t speak. 
 
“They were calm,” she continued, voice thin with disbelief. “They thanked me for my ‘careful 
language.’ They said they support ‘responsible framing.’” 
 
Julian felt his stomach drop. 
 
“That’s not support,” he said. 
 
Sloane looked up. 
 



“That’s capture,” she whispered. 
 
Julian nodded. 
 
“They don’t punish you when they can use you.” 
 
Sloane stared at the script again. 
 
“What did they want,” she asked. 
 
Julian answered immediately. 
 
“Cadence.” 
 
Sloane’s eyes narrowed. 
 
“And what did they give you.” 
 
Julian didn’t answer at first. 
 
Because he wasn’t sure it was real. 
 
Then his phone buzzed. 
 
A new message—unknown sender, no number displayed, just a link preview that refused to 
resolve. 
 
One line of text: 
 
NEXT ANCHOR INCOMING. 
 
Julian showed the screen to Sloane without thinking. 
 
Sloane stared at it, then at him. 
 
No performance now. 
 
Just fear, clean and sharp. 
 
Julian’s mouth went dry. 
 
“They know you’re with me,” she said. 
 
Julian looked down at the message again. 



 
Next anchor incoming. 
 
Not a threat. 
 
A schedule. 
 
He turned the phone face-down on the desk as if that could make it less true. 
 
Then he looked at Sloane. 
 
“Okay,” he said quietly. “Now it’s personal.” 
 
Sloane’s voice was steady again—because steadiness was what she did when the world tilted. 
 
“It already was,” she said. 
 
The city outside her window glowed in tidy lines. 
 
A grid pretending it was stable. 
 
Julian could feel the tempo shifting under it, like a second heartbeat. 
 
And somewhere beyond the lights, Nora Vance remained out of range. 
 
But not out of use. 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 14 — “New Anchor” 
 
Tucson — 10:07 PM 
 
Julian didn’t touch the link. 
 
He didn’t need to. 
 
The phrase was doing the work. 
 
NEXT ANCHOR INCOMING. 
 
Anchor. 
 



Not Sloane. 
 
Not a person. 
 
A fixation point. 
 
He looked at her. 
 
“They’re shifting the focal object,” he said. 
 
Sloane nodded once, already ahead of him. 
 
“The wallet’s compromised.” 
 
“Not technically,” Julian said. “Narratively.” 
 
Her phone buzzed again. 
 
Not White House. Not Legal. 
 
Her producer. 
 
She answered without greeting. 
 
“What.” 
 
Silence on her end while she listened. 
 
Julian watched her face flatten. 
 
“Send it,” she said. 
 
She hung up. 
 
On her desk monitor, a draft alert populated across internal messaging. 
 
BREAKING: FEDERAL SOURCES LINK SIGNAL INTERFERENCE TO SECOND LOCATION 
 
Sloane’s pulse became visible at her throat. 
 
“Second location,” she repeated. 
 
Julian stepped closer. 
 



“Where.” 
 
She scrolled. 
 
A suburb twenty miles west. 
 
Unrelated to Nora. 
 
Unrelated to the Foothills. 
 
Unrelated to anything except proximity to infrastructure. 
 
“This is new?” Julian asked. 
 
“It wasn’t in the field brief,” she said. 
 
Her phone buzzed again—Ramirez. 
 
Julian answered. 
 
“Tell me you’re seeing this,” he said. 
 
“We’re seeing it,” Ramirez replied. “We didn’t generate it.” 
 
Julian felt the floor shift under him. 
 
“Who did.” 
 
“Press leak from D.C.,” Ramirez said. “We’re scrambling to confirm.” 
 
Julian closed his eyes. 
 
Plausible error. 
 
Elevate threat proxy. 
 
He could almost hear the Director’s logic unfolding. 
 
“You don’t confirm,” he said quietly. “You contextualize.” 
 
“What,” Ramirez said. 
 
“Say you’re evaluating reports,” Julian replied. “Don’t validate the second anchor.” 
 



Ramirez hesitated. 
 
“That’s not my lane.” 
 
“Make it your lane,” he said. 
 
She didn’t answer. 
 
The line went dead. 
 
 
 
Washington, D.C. — 10:14 PM 
 
The Director reviewed the rollout. 
 
The second anchor was clean. 
 
Not false. 
 
Inflated. 
 
A minor interference report filed two weeks earlier. Dormant. Buried in a local utility log. 
 
Repurposed. 
 
The model predicted that introducing a secondary locus of threat would: 
 
Broaden urgency. 
 
Dilute skepticism about the first site. 
 
Increase appetite for jurisdictional expansion. 
 
 
She read the projected curve. 
 
Steeper now. 
 
Good. 
 
Her secure terminal flashed. 
 
ANCHOR VARIANCE — SUBJECT VANCE INTRODUCED COUNTER-FRAME. 



 
She considered this. 
 
Then typed: 
 
LEVERAGE COUNTER-FRAME TO SUPPORT SECONDARY SITE. 
 
Counter-frames could be absorbed. 
 
Resistance was useful. 
 
It proved vitality. 
 
She sent the instruction. 
 
The river outside moved steadily. 
 
No spikes. 
 
No collapse. 
 
Margin maintained. 
 
 
 
Tucson — 10:26 PM 
 
Sloane stood at the window. 
 
“They’re widening it,” she said. 
 
Julian nodded. 
 
“They’re removing your mother as the only focal point.” 
 
“That’s supposed to comfort me?” 
 
“No,” he said. “It’s supposed to normalize escalation.” 
 
Her monitor refreshed. 
 
SENATOR CALLS FOR EXPANDED SIGNAL AUTHORITY FOLLOWING NEW REPORT 
 
The phrasing was identical to the earlier push. 



 
Only the geography changed. 
 
Sloane felt it this time—not grief. 
 
Recognition. 
 
“They needed a second fire,” she said. 
 
“They needed a second match,” Julian corrected. 
 
Her phone buzzed again. 
 
White House comms. 
 
She ignored it. 
 
Instead, she opened the raw feed from the west-side suburb. 
 
A shaky cellphone video. 
 
A flicker in a dark yard. 
 
Nothing. 
 
Less than nothing. 
 
“It’s noise,” she said. 
 
Julian leaned in. 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“And they’re elevating it.” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
Her jaw tightened. 
 
“They’re building adjacency.” 
 
Julian looked at her sharply. 
 
“Say that again.” 



 
“They’re making the first site feel less isolated,” she said. “If it’s only my neighborhood, it’s a 
story. If it’s two neighborhoods, it’s a pattern.” 
 
Julian felt something settle. 
 
She wasn’t just reacting now. 
 
She was modeling. 
 
“Exactly,” he said. 
 
Sloane stared at the shaky video. 
 
“And if they find a third.” 
 
“They will,” Julian said. 
 
She didn’t look at him. 
 
“That’s not comforting.” 
 
“It’s predictable.” 
 
She turned away from the window. 
 
“I can’t keep pulling cadence on air,” she said. “They’ll replace me.” 
 
Julian didn’t argue. 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“And if they replace me,” she continued, “they restore tempo.” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
Silence filled the room. 
 
The problem wasn’t whether she could break rhythm once. 
 
It was whether she could survive breaking it repeatedly. 
 
Her phone buzzed again. 
 



This time, not from D.C. 
 
Unknown number. 
 
Julian’s chest tightened. 
 
She answered. 
 
A woman’s voice. 
 
Calm. 
 
Professional. 
 
“Ms. Vance,” the voice said. “We understand this is a difficult time. We’d like to offer additional 
federal support.” 
 
Sloane didn’t blink. 
 
“We have support,” she said. 
 
“This would be supplemental.” 
 
“For what.” 
 
“For grief management.” 
 
Julian felt something cold move through him. 
 
Grief management. 
 
Soft constraint. 
 
Containment. 
 
“I’m not interested,” Sloane said. 
 
“We encourage you to reconsider.” 
 
The line disconnected. 
 
Julian stared at her. 
 
“They’re trying to move you off-air.” 



 
“Not directly,” she said. “Not yet.” 
 
She looked at the message still glowing on Julian’s phone. 
 
NEXT ANCHOR INCOMING. 
 
Her eyes shifted back to the new breaking alert. 
 
Second location. 
 
“Is this the anchor,” she asked. 
 
Julian shook his head slowly. 
 
“No.” 
 
“Then what.” 
 
His phone buzzed again. 
 
Different sender. 
 
Different format. 
 
A single image attachment. 
 
Julian hesitated before opening it. 
 
He turned the screen toward Sloane. 
 
It was a still frame. 
 
Infrared. 
 
A porch. 
 
A shadow. 
 
The timestamp read 2:27:39 AM. 
 
Two seconds before the pacemaker compression notch. 
 
Sloane felt the air leave her lungs. 



 
“That’s my house,” she said. 
 
Julian’s voice was flat. 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“Where did this come from.” 
 
He looked at the metadata. 
 
No source trace. 
 
Stripped. 
 
Delivered deliberately. 
 
“They’re giving you something real,” he said. 
 
“Why.” 
 
Julian didn’t answer immediately. 
 
Because he knew. 
 
To anchor her again. 
 
To replace the wallet. 
 
To replace the suburb. 
 
To return the narrative to the image. 
 
To tighten the bond between fear and escalation. 
 
Sloane’s hands were steady now. 
 
Too steady. 
 
“They’re telling me they can see it,” she said. 
 
Julian nodded once. 
 
“Yes.” 



 
Her phone buzzed. 
 
White House comms again. 
 
She declined the call. 
 
The image remained on the screen. 
 
Infrared. 
 
Shadow. 
 
Two seconds before disconnect. 
 
Julian looked at the timestamp. 
 
2:27:39. 
 
He felt something align. 
 
“They miscalculated,” he said quietly. 
 
Sloane looked at him. 
 
“How.” 
 
“They assumed giving you proof restores compliance.” 
 
“And it doesn’t.” 
 
Julian met her eyes. 
 
“Not if we control it.” 
 
Sloane’s expression shifted. 
 
Not hope. 
 
Not fear. 
 
Strategy. 
 
She reached for the phone. 



 
“What are you doing,” Julian asked. 
 
“Calling Thorne,” she said. 
 
“For what.” 
 
“To show him this.” 
 
Julian felt the machine turn again. 
 
The second anchor was noise. 
 
This was signal. 
 
And if the Director believed she was restoring tempo— 
 
She might have just introduced variance of her own. 
 
Sloane looked at Julian as she dialed. 
 
“If this is architecture,” she said, “then it has seams.” 
 
Julian nodded. 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“And that,” she said as the line began to ring, “is where we pull.” 
 
 
--- 
 
 


